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Fate 

By Amanda Hocking 








Chapter 1 

The warm summer air slid in through the windows, filling the car with the soft, green scent of the park, and the foreboding sound of traffic rushing by on the highway. Fighting the rather childish urge to cover my face with my fingers, I settled for biting my lip and keeping my eyes focused out the window, where children were playing in the grass. That would’ve been mildly comforting if I hadn’t been imagining them getting completely flattened by the Lexus. Admittedly, the car was just idling in the parking lot, but I’m a notoriously paranoid person. 



My younger brother Milo had just turned fifteen, and naturally, all he could talk about was getting his license. This is the same boy had spent the better part of the last year playing video games, or cooking elaborate meals, or studying for an exam he would surely ace anyway. This new obsession with cars I blamed entirely on 



Jack, who insisted on driving at excessive speeds in his family’s luxury cars. I sensed the change in Milo the instant he laid eyes on their Lamborghini. Things that beautiful tended to captivate people, even gay teenage boys, apparently. 



Even though I was two and a half years older than Milo, I still didn’t have my license. In fact, I’d never driven a car of any kind before, despite Jack’s recent suggestion that I should. My mother didn’t own a car, so there was nothing for me to learn on and nothing to drive. This fact remained was just as true for Milo, so I had assumed that he would spend his teenage years riding the bus or hitching a ride with friends, like I had, but then he and Jack had got to talking, and here we were. I sat in the backseat, properly seat belted in, staring at Milo in the drive seat with intense apprehension. 



Wearing gigantic sunglasses, Jack sat in the passenger seat next to him, explaining things to Milo. There were several major issues I had with this scenario, and I had become certain that nothing good could come of this driving lesson. 



First of all, Jack doesn’t really explain things. He points to a pedal and says, “That one makes it go. So push on it and let’s go.” That’s it. Fortunately, Milo is a look-before-you-leap kind of guy, so he pressed Jack for more information, but that doesn’t make his answers any less vague. And Milo was starting to get that gleam in his big brown eyes, the one that says he’s feeling the need for the speed. On top of that, only six short months ago, I was riding with Jack in his Jeep, and he happened to roll it. 



We managed to escape unharmed, but the Jeep burst into flames. This is the guy that’s teaching Milo how to drive. Plus, we’re only a few feet away from a park filled with children and a highway filled with speeding drivers. We live near Loring Park, and the parking lot next to it makes it a prime place to practice driving, but once he takes the car on the road, we’ll be bombarded by hurried cars and three-lane one-ways. One of the downsides to living in downtown Minneapolis (or probably downtown anywhere) is the chaos involved with learning to drive in area filled with so many cars. 

Not to mention it’s mid-afternoon in August and the sun is shining brightly above us. Ordinarily, that would sound like the best time to drive, but sunlight makes Jack groggy. He’s already started to yawn, and his reaction time will be significantly diminished, should he need to grab the wheel or intervene in someway. 
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I can’t even really tell how much Milo is paying attention to the lesson Jack is giving, as in the actual words and meanings of things, or if he’s just mesmerized by Jack himself. They’ve been around each other a lot more since summer vacation started, so I’ve been hoping that Milo would start to get desensitized to Jack, but I don’t know how well it’s working. 



The thing about Jack is that he’s not exactly like everyone else. He is attractive in his own right, with dancing blue eyes, perpetually disheveled sandy hair, and flawless tanned skin, but he’s not what I would call drop-dead gorgeous. The only thing about him that really gets to me is his laugh, which is clear and happy and perfect. It sounds like a weird thing to be hung up on, but perfection tends to get me. 



Everyone else swoons over Jack like he’s the most enchanting thing they’ve ever seen, but then again, he probably is. I’m the only one that’s immune to his charms, or at least his unnatural ones. I still enjoy him immensely, probably more than I should, especially considering the way I feel about his brother Peter. That’s putting it a little simply, but everything about Jack and his family is rather complicated, thanks to one major fact: they just happen to be vampires. 

Milo doesn’t know this, that it’s Jack’s vampire pheromones that make him so entrancing, so Milo doesn’t really get why he’s so attracted to Jack. Ironically, it has helped him come to terms with his homosexuality, but he feels guilty about it all the time because he thinks that Jack and I are dating. Which we aren’t. I don’t know for sure if we would be, even if things weren’t so insanely impossible thanks to Peter. But with things as they are, we might never find out. 



Obviously, Jack and his family aren’t really threats to people, or I wouldn’t let any of them around my younger brother. I suppose they technically are, since they could pretty easily kill us if they wanted to, but I don’t think they want to. There was that one time with Peter last spring, but that was because I asked him to, but Jack and his brother Ezra intervened to save the day. While they do live off of human blood (animal blood doesn’t work for them anymore than it would work giving humans a blood transfusion from a cow), they either use blood banks or human donors, i.e. 

people who willingly let them eat. Vampires don’t have to eat until a person is dead, although they can and sometimes do. Jack, for example, has never killed anyone, but he’s still a relatively young vampire. He was twenty-four when he turned, but that was only sixteen years ago, in comparison with his brother Ezra who has been around for over three-hundred years and Peter’s nearly two hundred. 



They’re not really brothers but rather brothers in the way vampires are. When Ezra turned Peter, Peter drank his blood, and they became bonded together. In order to turn, the human’s blood fuses with the vampire’s blood, and they became even more closely connected than actual brothers. Peter turned Jack, so his blood is fused with both Ezra and Peter’s. This makes them close in unusual ways. Peter is attracted to me, or rather his blood is, much to his chagrin. But because of his attraction, both Jack and Ezra are very fond of me, and Jack probably much more than he should be. 



With this in mind, I know that realistically Jack won’t do anything put me in danger, at least not intentionally. Admittedly, he always saves me in the end, but his carelessness makes me a little uneasy about trusting his judgment. Or his ability to safely monitor danger in relation to human’s fragile little bodies, like my brother’s. Odds are that if we got in a crash, Jack would protect me before Milo, and that makes me nervous. 



“Are you sure you really wanna do this today?” I asked, probably for the hundredth time that day. 

In the rearview mirror, I could see Milo roll eyes, and I knew that I was getting on their nerves. But I couldn’t help it. 



“We can just take you home if you’re gonna be this way,” Milo warned. 

Jack chuckled a little at his threat, but I was too sour to see the humor in it. Despite his age, Milo had one of those distinctly baby faces still. His cheeks were puffy and his brown eyes were 3

innocently large. His voice had changed, but when he threatened me, he looked more like an angry child then the teenager he was. 



“I’m just saying,” I grumbled. 



Leaning back in the seat, I crossed my arms over my chest and went back to staring at the little kids playing in the park. One of them was flying a kite, and I remembered in that not-too-distant past when Milo would have much preferred flying a kite than driving a car. But he was growing up, and while that was theoretically what I wanted, I didn’t exactly approve. 



“Alice, everything will be fine,” Jack promised, suppressing a yawn as he talked. 



“I’m  the sensible one . So if I think something is okay, it probably is,” Milo reminded me. 



Since our mother spent all of her time either working, sleeping, or gambling, that left us home alone a lot, and somehow, Milo was the one in charge. He made the meals, did most of the cleaning, reminded me to do my homework, tried to enforce a curfew, and got me up for school in the morning. It was an odd relationship we had, but it worked He actually had a point, so I gave up on my protests. Besides, we’d been sitting in the parking lot for twenty minutes while Milo made Jack explain every part of the car to him. Naturally, since it was Jack explaining, a disproportionate amount of the time had been spent on explaining the stereo and the seat warmers (which seemed like a really logical conversation for August), but Milo was getting antsy. 



When he finally put the car in drive, my heart locked up. For the first time since the accident with Jack, I felt unsafe in a car, but I knew that strangely, I would’ve felt perfectly safe if Jack were driving. Before I had even agreed to the lesson, Ezra’s wife, Mae, had carefully gone over all the safety features of the Lexus. The car was actually Ezra’s (since Jack had totaled his own Jeep) and he’d chosen it because it was so safe. Everyone had reassured me as much as possible, but my stomach did a flip as Milo unsteadily drove across the parking lot, jerking on the brake unnecessarily several times. 



“Just ease into it,” Jack said calmly, and Milo responded. Just the same, I couldn’t fight the nauseous feeling growing in my belly. Jack, on the other hand, was mostly bored and tired and getting vaguely annoyed by me. His calm usually swept over me, but I was too nervous and it was overriding him. 



“Maybe he’s not ready,” I spouted, leaning forward between the seats. 



“Alice!” Milo groaned. 

Jack lowered his sunglasses enough so he could peer at me over them, giving me a severe look. 



“Alice, you’ve got to lighten up. Or we really take you home. And I’ll let him drive all the way back.” 



“Fine!” I threw my hands up in the air and fell back in the seat. 



Initially, Milo drove around the parking lot in awkward circles filled with more starts and stops than a circle should require. We had yet to hit anything yet, and when his driving became smoother, I finally allowed myself to settle into it. By nature, Milo was a cautious person, and I shouldn’t worry about him. But this was precisely the reason I was sticking around. Jack had offered me a chance at immortality, but I had temporarily declined. I wasn’t quite ready to ditch out on my brother yet. 

Jack yawned loudly again, and his fatigue washed over me thickly, and I had to fight the urge to yawn myself. To wake himself up, he started fiddling with the radio, causing the Cure to come 4

blasting out. I opened my mouth to say something about that being too distracting, but Milo was already slapping his hand away and turning it off. 



“I can’t concentrate with that,” Milo explained when Jack looked offended. 



“See?” Jack groaned, thudding his head tiredly on the headrest of the car. “You’ve got nothing to worry about with this kid.” 



“No thanks to you,” I muttered. Jack turned towards me, grinning his mischievous, crooked smile. 



“What?” 

“You know, someday you’re going to have to learn to drive.” This idea obviously delighted Jack, and it only deepened when I grimaced in response. “What? You didn’t really expect me to drive you around forever, did you?” 



Forever carried an entirely different weight with vampires. In truth, I hadn’t really thought about driving in terms of spending the rest of my existence with him and his family, but it wouldn’t really make sense to have them chauffeuring me around until the end of time. 



“No. But not today.” I went back to looking out the window, where the world went by in a very slow circle. 



“Fine by me. It’s all on your time anyway.” With that, Jack turned back to watching Milo drive. 

He’d been trying to hide his ever growing impatience, but he could hide very little from me. For some inexplicable reason, I could feel everything that he felt, and sometimes, it made things awkward, but it mostly made things better. He tended to be happier and more relaxed than me, and that would rub off on me. 



Jack was definitely ready for me to turn. They all were, really, except for Peter, but that was a whole other story. Jack understood where I was coming from and tried not to pressure me into such a major life decision, but it was hard for him. In fairness, our whole relationship was difficult for him, and I didn’t know how me turning would really make it any easier. 



“Should I take it out on the road?” Milo had paused by the exit of the parking lot and looked at Jack hopefully. 



“Sorry, kid.” Jack shook his head sadly, and Milo looked disappointed but accepting. “You did really well today, but I’m pretty beat, and I think your sister’s had all that she can take.” 



Milo hopped out of the car, and Jack grumbled something about the sunlight before he got out and switched places with him. It probably didn’t help that he was wearing a tee shirt and shorts, exposing even more of his skin to the sun, but that was his standard uniform, even in winter. 

Today he’d gone for a white tee shirt with neon cassette tapes on it and black Dickies with pink Converse. He wasn’t exactly the image I’d had in mind when I thought of vampire, but there was very little about him that was stereotypical. As soon as he hopped in the driver’s seat, he fumbled with the stereo until “Mexican Radio” came blasting out. Milo wrinkled his nose at him, but he hadn’t grown up in the eighties like Jack had. 



When we pulled up in front of the brownstone where Milo and I lived, Milo thanked Jack again before getting out. I stayed behind, wanting a minute alone to talk to him. Leaning forward between the seats, I turned down the radio and smiled at Jack. 



“Thanks for taking him out like that. I know he really appreciated it.” 



“Anytime.” He smiled at me, but there was something droopy about it, and I knew the sun was really starting to get to him. 
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Vampires didn’t burst into flames or anything like that, obviously, but they were nocturnal. The sun tended to tire them out, and besides, it was the opposite of his normal schedule. It was basically like keeping a normal person awake at three in the morning when they were used to going to bed at nine or ten. 



“You should probably get going.” I unbuckled my seatbelt and started sliding to get out of the car, hoping that he could make it home before he fell asleep. “So, I’ll see you tomorrow?” 



“Nah, I can’t. I’m going on that business trip with Ezra,” Jack reminded me. “But I should be back in like two days. We aren’t doing much more than signing some papers.” 



In the past few months, Jack had stepped up and started helping Ezra with the family business. 

What that entailed, I wasn’t entirely sure, except that they owned a few companies overseas and had lots of stock holdings. Every now and then, Ezra would leave for a few days to work on something, and Jack had finally decided that he should learn the ropes. Also, he’d rolled his car, and Ezra demanded that he work for his money to pay for the next one. 



“Oh. Right. Well… call me when you get back.” 



“I always do,” Jack grinned, and I got out of the car. 



Before I had even made it inside the doors of building, I heard the tires squeal as the car sped off. 

I was glad that Milo was inside so he wouldn’t get any ideas. Milo was waiting in the lobby, pushing the call button for the elevator, and he shook his head at me. 



“What?” I asked, wondering what I could possibly do that had offended him 



“What did you and Jack talk about? My driving?” The elevator doors opened, and I followed him inside, laughing at his paranoia. 



“No, of course not.” I leaned back against the wall, and he turned to me, raising a skeptical eyebrow. 



“Well, did you talk about why you’re not having sex yet? Because you really need to discover the reason for that.” Milo was a tad in love with Jack, and he couldn’t grasp why I wasn’t. Neither could I, really, but I’m sure it had something to do with the fact that maybe I was. A little. 



“You really need to get a boyfriend so you can stop hounding me about my lack of one,” I rebuked him, and he scoffed loudly. 



“You don’t have one because you spend all your time with Jack! And you keep insisting that he isn’t one.” He sounded completely deflated by the time the elevator reached our floor. “What is wrong with you, Alice?” 



“There’s nothing wrong with me,” I sighed and walked down the hall to our apartment. There probably was something wrong with me, but not the way he meant. “Things are just a lot more complicated than they appear. Alright?” 



“If it’s because he’s older than you, I don’t think that matters. He’s pretty immature for his age.” 



“You don’t know the half of it,” I laughed. 



“That’s only because you won’t tell me!” Milo whined. I hadn’t brought my keys, so I waited for him to unlock the apartment door, and we went inside. 
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Since I had met Jack, I’d been hanging out with him nearly everyday. He was nocturnal, so while I’d been in school, that required many late nights. Ever studious, Milo had declined joining us, but once school let out for the summer, he’d decided to go with us a lot more. For the most part, that was great, because I didn’t have to feel bad about leaving him home alone all the time. But he’d started to pick on some of the things that had alerted me that Jack and his family were different. 

Like the fact that they never ate, their skin temperature was oddly temperate, and they were insanely attractive. Just like me, he had a lot of questions that I couldn’t answer. We had all agreed it would better for Milo if he didn’t know what they really were, so I stuck with it. 



Milo continued to try and interrogate me about what my deal with Jack was, so I blew him off and went into my room. Putting Lou Reed in my CD player, I grabbed my copy of  Pride and Prejudice and settled into my bed. The window was open, allowing the warm summer breeze to blow over me. Over the music, I could hear Milo straighten up the living room indignantly. But it was a beautiful summer day, and I didn’t want to spend anymore of it arguing about vampires. 






Chapter 2 

Part of Jack’s work schedule allowed me more time to spend with Jane, my supposed best friend. 

Neither Milo nor Jack readily approved of this friendship since Jane tended to be a little self absorbed, and she had actually once ran and hid while I was nearly attacked. Jack ended up saving the day, as was his style, but he didn’t easily forgive her of such a slight. On the other hand, I had very little human consorts as of late, consisting almost solely of Milo and Jane, so I was reluctant to let her go. Besides, we had been friends for ages. 



Using her father’s car, Jane drove us down to the Roseville Mall to do a little pre-school shopping, which was approaching all too quickly. She also had the advantage of her father’s credit card, while I had a small allowance garnered from my mother. Jack’s sister-in-law Mae frequently offered to take me clothes shopping, and while I know it would be more of a treat for her than me, it still felt too weird taking their money. So I settled for twenty bucks and an endless afternoon of window shopping. 



We were going to spend the entire day in the mall shopping, and it would be the  entire  day with the way Jane shopped, yet she had worn a pair of stiletto heels. Worst of all, her feet never seemed to hurt her. She could run a marathon in those things easily, and she would look amazing doing it. Her skirt was barely over six inches long, but it probably cost more than my entire outfit. 

As we rode up an escalator, Jane pulled out her compact and reapplied her lip gloss, seemingly oblivious to the boys on the opposite escalator, eyeing her up. 



The one thing that Jack and Jane had in common: when I was with them, I became some kind of indistinct accessory. Every person of the opposite sex (and some of the same) ogled them constantly, but no one ever really noticed me. 



Her phone jingled, and it always amused me that her ringtone was “Fer Sure” by Medic Droid, which essentially described her life to a T. It wasn’t funny that she had it, so much that she was self-aware enough to realize that it was her life. When she didn’t answer her phone, it didn’t surprise me. It just gave people another reason to look at her, and that was just the way she wanted it. 



“Aren’t you gonna get that?” I asked when the ringing felt like it had gone on too long. We stepped off the escalator, and she started walking towards the Victoria’s Secret, swishing her hips like she was on a runway. An attractive guy walked past us, smiling appreciatively at her ass, and I groaned inwardly. 
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“Nah, its just Cole, and I am so over him,” Jane explained as we walked into the store. She said it as if I bothered to keep track of who she was under. I had at one time, but it had gotten to be too much work, and she rarely stayed with a guy for more than a week. 



“Maybe you should tell him that,” I muttered when her phone started ringing again. 



“He’ll figure it out.” Her heels clacked loudly on the floor as she made her way over to inspect red lingerie, and I couldn’t help but notice the hot pink strap from her thong showing over the top of her skirt. Jane was nothing if she wasn’t classy. “So what about you?” 



“What about me what?” I gingerly picked through a bin filled with brightly colored panties, but I had no intention of buying any. Sometimes, when I felt like it, I was  that  kind of a girl in the lace thong, not that anybody ever saw it. But I was never the kind of girl that spent her entire school shopping money on one pair of panties, especially when they were little more than a string. 



“Are you making any progress with Jack?” Jane tried to keep it light, but her voice tightened every time she mentioned Jack. 



They’d only met twice, but he had a way of making a lasting impression, especially since he was the first guy that Jane had  really  wanted that didn’t want her back. The sting had started to wear off, and now she could actually talk about him with me, so at least that was something. 



“I’m not exactly trying to make progress with him,” I reminded her for the hundredth time. 



“Nonsense.” Jane, like Milo, found it impossible to believe that I wasn’t secretly carrying a torch for Jack. She grabbed nearly transparent bright purple thong and held it out towards me. “You need these. Guys can never resist a whale tale.” 



“I’m sure lots of guys do, and I already have thongs, but thanks.” I turned away from her, but she walked over to me, still holding the panties in her hand. 



“You  need  to do this,” Jane whispered fiercely, her blue eyes wide and serious. Taken aback by her intensity, I just stared at her. “For all of womankind,  someone  needs to have sex with that man, and for some reason, he only seems interested in you. So get in there, so I can start living vicariously through you!” 



“It’s not that simple.” I tried walking away from her, but she followed me. 



“He’s not gay, is he?  Please  tell me he’s not gay.” Jane sounded so desperate that I had to stifle a laugh. Briefly, I considered telling her that he was gay just so she’d get off my back, but I was a terrible liar. 



“No, he’s not,” I shook my head, and Jane let out a dramatic sigh of relief. I pretended to be really interested in a padded bra, hoping she’d get bored and wander off, but she stayed glued next to me. 



“How do you know? Have you guys kissed?” She crossed her arms over her chest, studying my face for clues, so I knew my best bet was not to respond. That gave something away, though, because she gasped. 



“Ohemgee! You totally kissed!” 



“It was once, like six months. It’s not a big deal,” I tried to brush her off her. It was just once, six months ago, but it was a  really  big deal. It had been the most amazing, heated, passionate kiss of my entire life. But there was a very good chance that any more kisses like that could lead to our deaths, so we had to stop, and we hadn’t kissed since. 
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The problem was Peter. My blood was meant for him, and his for me. Something was encrypted in our DNA that made us attracted to each other, and it’s the most intense physical need I’ve ever had. When I can’t breathe and my lungs crave oxygen is nothing compared to what I feel for Peter. He eclipses everything else. 



Being away from him leaves a dull ache inside of me that never goes away, but it gets easier to ignore. Peter had already lost someone that he loved and didn’t want to go through that again, so he avoided me. But when it came right down to it, there was something off between us. He’d felt the way this was supposed to feel before, and there’s something missing this time. Everything I feel for Peter is purely physical, and it’s supposed to be more than that. There’s supposed to be love, only more powerful, and there wasn’t. 



That doesn’t change the way Peter feels for me, though. Vampires by nature are very possessive, and even though he doesn’t exactly want me, he doesn’t want anyone else to have me. Rather, he  can’t  let anyone else have me, even Jack, who appears to be far more attracted to me than he should be. If Peter knew that we’re together, if he could smell Jack on my blood, then he’d probably kill Jack, even though he wouldn’t really want to. 



Peter knows how Jack feels about me, and he couldn’t find any way around it. Last spring, he told me that he and his family weren’t going to see me anymore, and I had been completely devastated. In the heat of the moment, I had asked him to kill me, and after pleading and drawing my own blood in front of him, he’d finally caved in and bit me. As amazing as my kiss with Jack had been, Peter biting me felt a million times better. It was everything I had heard sex was supposed to be, and so much more. 



Peter had very nearly killed me when Jack rushed in to stop him. He had been in the basement at the time, trying to avoid me being around Peter because it was too painful for him, but he sensed that something was wrong. We’re connected much more than we’re supposed to be. I can feel what he feels, and he reacts to my blood much more strongly than other vampires would. 



Somehow, the bond I was only supposed to create with one vampire managed to crossover into two, and because of it, I can’t really be with either of them. After that, Peter took off, saying it was the best thing for me and the rest of his family. Jack and I still hang out, since it would feel impossible not to, but we’re more careful. There’s a pain at being separated from Peter, but I can live with it. Ezra talks to Peter occasionally, and apparently, he’s doing fine. Jack started busying himself with work, partially because it was time for him to, and partially to create more distance from me. If he had it his way, he’d spend every minute with me, but that is not healthy for us. Or for anyone, for that matter. 



“Earth to Alice.” Jane waved her hands in front of my face, pulling from my thoughts. “Yeah, I’m sure that kiss was totally nothing if you get all spacey just thinking about it.” 



“Okay, it wasn’t nothing,” I admitted reluctantly. “But it can never happen again.” 



“Why the hell not?” Jane looked more appalled then I had ever seen her before, but I just shook my head and stepped away from her. “Alice!” 



“Not everything is black and white,” I mumbled lamely. Everyone in the store had turned to look at us, but it wasn’t because of Jane’s inability to put on clothes that actually covered her body. She was stalking after me in her stilettos, this intense expression plastered on her face. “Jane, you’re making a scene.” 



“I don’t care. You’re an idiot!” Jane announced, like that solved anything. 



“I’m not going to have this conversation with you if you’re going to act like this.” 
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“You’re not having this conversation anyway,” Jane scoffed. 



Rolling my eyes, I turned and walked out of the store. Jane followed behind me, at an incessantly quick pace when considering her footwear in comparison to my simple skimmers. She was still glowering at me, but I was stalling for time. Obviously, she wasn’t going to let this go and I had to find someway to explain it to her. 



“Well?” Jane demanded when I had gone some time without speaking. We had made it half-way to the food court, so I relented. 



“Remember when I told you about Jack’s brother Peter?” I asked cautiously. 



“You’re shagging the foxier brother?” Her eyes widened, and I shook my head quickly. 



“No, but he’s sorta into me.” He craved me more than he craved anything else on earth, so sure, he was sorta into me. 



“No way!” Jane stopped walking, giving me a look of total disbelief. “There’s no way!” 



“What?” I hadn’t even told her anything yet, and already she didn’t believe me. 



“You’re in a love triangle with the two incredibly gorgeous guys?” Her hands were on hips, and she just gaped at me. “You?” 



“Thanks so much,” I muttered and started walking towards the food court. I knew that I wasn’t the prettiest girl in the world. In fact, especially with Jane around, I was never even the prettiest girl in the room. 



Still, it didn’t feel good to know that I was so unbelievably plain that it was inconceivable to imagine that hot guys would be attracted to me. 



“No, Alice!” Jane sounded apologetic as she hurried to catch up with me. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m not even hot enough to be caught in between them.  Nobody  is.” 



“Fair enough.” 



For the most part, I tried not to think about how it didn’t make any sense that they wanted anything to do with me. Something inside them compelled them to like me, and it was probably a glitch or some kind of vampire malfunction, so it’d be better if I didn’t question it too much and just went along with it. 



“I just can’t believe your luck,” Jane sighed dramatically. 



“Who can?” I shrugged. 



My attention had turned to the stand selling Mango-Strawberry Smoothies, which is only the greatest drink known to man. Knowing Jane, she would spend an hour talking about what food sounded good and what she wanted to eat, and then just order a bottled water or a diet Coke. But at least she would be diverted from demanding more information about Jack. 






Chapter 3 

The problem with summer was that the nights were incredibly short. It’s still dusk until after ten at night, and dawn starts kicking in around four. In June, it’s the worst, when there’s only four and a half hours of pure darkness. Obviously, vampires spent more time indoors in the summer, but it 10

was more fitting anyway, since heat didn’t agree with them as much as the cold. All summer long, they had kept their house at 65 degrees, and I had a feeling that was more for my benefit. If I hadn’t been around, it’d probably be in the 50’s. 



Jack lived in beautiful house, that was really more of cross between a mansion and a castle. 

There was a five stall garage at the end of a short, winding driveway. The house had been done in some kind of pale sandstone, and would have otherwise be a rather conventional square house, if not for the gorgeous black iron balcony coming out of a massive second story window. 

The large front door was located in the turret, that connected the house to the garage. As many times as I had been here, it never really stopped being intimidating. Everything in the house was luxurious and perfect. Jack had a massive white Great Pyrenees, but there never even seemed to be any white hair on the furniture. 



The house was settled onto a gorgeous lake that swept out back from the stone patio. We had spent a great deal of the summer in the backyard, either lounging on the patio or swimming in the lake or taking out the Jet-Ski’s. In fact, Milo and I had spent so much time on the water that Mae had bought us several swimsuits that she kept at the house for us. Mine consisted of three different kinds of bikini’s, which I wasn’t exactly thrilled about. I felt self-conscious enough around their perfection when I was fully clothed, but she insisted that I was beautiful and there was nothing I should ashamed of. There is nothing weirder in life than being complimented by someone who is clearly so much better than me. 



I changed into my suit, carefully keeping the towel wrapped around me when I came out of the bathroom, but Milo had already changed. He was sitting at island in the kitchen, munching on some grapes and drinking water, and talking amicably to Mae. In people years, Mae had been the eldest when she turned, at twenty-eight. Her skin was flawless white porcelain, and her light brown waves of hair had been pulled up into a loose bun. Wearing only her bathing suit and an apron, her warm, honey-colored eyes danced as Milo instructed on her how to make the snack she was preparing. As a vampire, she didn’t eat and had lost all sense of cooking. 



My brother, on the hand, was an excellent cook, so he had rapidly become her sous chef, helping her prepare all the meals she made for our benefit. When I had first started coming over, there hadn’t been any food here, but with Milo and I all but living here this summer, the house had been fully stocked. I would’ve protested all the extra work and expense Mae put into it, but it was obvious that she relished this sort of thing. Taking care of a family was all she really wanted to do. 



“Where’s Ezra?” I asked, walking over to the island and stealing a grape from the bunch. By the looks of what was laid on the island, Mae appeared to be making some kind of fruit dip with cream cheese and yogurt, and slicing up apples, pears, and strawberries. 



“He’s taking a nap, ,” Mae informed me in her warm, British accent. “He’s probably a little jet lagged because he just got back from the trip.” 



Out of the three boys, Ezra was probably the most attractive, although I couldn’t help but be more attracted to Peter, thanks to our mutual bloodlust. Ezra’s eyes were deep mahogany, and like Mae, they were infinitely warm. His skin was the same tanned color as Jack and Peter’s, but his sandy hair had soft blond highlights. Not like a hairstylist had done them, but like someone who has spent a lot of time in the sun and got sun kissed streaks through it. The most powerful thing about him was his voice. It was low and resonated through everything. He had a faded accent that I was told came from being born in England, but he hadn’t lived in Europe in over two-hundred years, it had definitely muted over time. 



“Now just add a little brown sugar,” Milo instructed Mae as she mixed the fruit dip. 



Out the glass French doors that lined the dining room wall, I could see Jack rollicking about with his dog, Matilda. Shirtless, the bright patio lights revealed the taut, tanned muscles of his chest 11

and back, which even I had to admit was rather stunning. He rolled on the stones of the patio without hesitation. The hard surface should’ve left him battered and bruised, but I knew that he’d have nothing to show from his battle with 

Matilda. 



“Alice, do you wanna try it?” Mae asked, pulling me from my thoughts and my gaze away from Jack. She held out an apple slice towards me, covered in dip, but I just shook my head. 



“I’m getting pretty chilly. I think I’m gonna head outside.” My arms had started to stand out in goose bumps, and the warm night air would soothe them, but I could tell by the skeptical look that Milo gave me that they didn’t exactly buy that as my reason for wanting to go outside. 



“I’ll be out in a minute,” Milo said through a mouthful of the fruit he had sampled. 



“Okay,” I murmured and headed out the French doors into the night. 



Jack had ventured a little off the patio in his pursuit of Matilda, but I could see him easily in the light of the full moon. Although it was much warmer outside than it had been in the house, I kept the towel wrapped securely around me as I made my way down the patio onto the small lawn that separated the house from the lake. 



Matilda caught sight of me and bounded towards me. There was a very good chance she would knock me over, since she was used to vampires who could handle her lunging at them at full speed, but Jack overtook her and playfully tackled her before she could do any damage. Then he stood up, brushing the grass from his swim trunks, and grinned broadly at me. 



“Are you gonna go swimming with the towel too?” Jack mocked my propensity for modesty, something he was hoping I would soon get over. 



“Maybe.” To spite him, I pulled the towel more tightly around me, and he laughed. Matilda came over and sniffed me heartily before concluding that it was just me, and then sauntered off, wagging her tail slowly behind her. 



“Suit yourself.” A mischievous glint caught his eye, and I knew I was in trouble. After spending a summer getting thrown in the lake, I knew exactly what that look meant. 



Dropping my towel, I quickly turned and ran towards the dock. Jack trailed a few steps behind me, even though he could easily sprint past me. My legs were going as fast as they could, but the sport was in the chase for him. Most of the time, he’d wait until I reached the end of the dock before grabbing onto me and tossing me into the water. It really seemed like a moot point to me since I was about to jump in anyway, but it thrilled him endlessly. 



I had barely made it to the edge when I felt his strong arms looping around my waist. I squealed happily and let him twirl me around once before he released me, sending my soaring into the air and landing in the lake with a loud splash. Under the bright moonlight, I saw him take a running jump and leap out, flying over me and splashing way out in the lake. He howled excitedly when he jumped, as if he hadn’t made that same jump a million times. 



“Jack!” Mae leaned out the French doors and shouted out at him. “You’ve got to keep it down so the neighbors don’t call the police again.” It was after midnight on a Wednesday, and the neighbors weren’t big fans of the noise on the lake. 



“Yeah, Alice,” Jack teased, swimming over to me. 



“Oh, whatever,” I rolled my eyes. “As if I’m even half as loud as you are.” 
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Jack laughed, taking long strokes out farther into the black water. He deliberately swam slow circles around me, but I was content to float on my back, staring up at the full moon and the stars shining down on us. 



Besides, I had never really had the courage to swim to far from the shore when the water was so dark. I always had these horrible visions of being eaten by some unseen some monster coming up from the depths of the lake. It really doesn’t seem like that silly of a fear when I consider that this midnight swim takes place with a vampire. 



Milo came out a little bit later, hopping off the dock into the water. He explained that Mae wanted to stay inside to continue chopping the fruit into fancy shapes. She always went overboard trying to feed us. We were just two people, but she cooked like we were an army. It only made it more obvious when they didn’t eat anything, but Milo had only made a few comments about it. 



Surprisingly, he hadn’t really caught on that they weren’t human. Jack had been more discreet about his paranormal abilities than he had been with me, but Milo was a smart kid. I was inclined to think that he knew something was up, but just let it go, because they didn’t seem dangerous and they made me happy. I couldn’t actually prove this theory, though, because I couldn’t ask him about it. Then it would reveal too much, and it would just be easier if he never found out what they were. 



“It’s a really beautiful night out,” Milo commented, staring up at the night sky. He had splashed around a bit, but he was floating on his back not that far from me, just admiring the night like I was. 



“It’s been a fantastic summer,” I agreed. 



Unlike normal summers, where it always seemed to be insufferably hot or disgustingly humid, for the most part this when had been spectacular. Of course, it probably helped that I mostly only came out at night, and that I spent a great deal of it either in air conditioned bliss or in the lake. As of late, everything had just felt perfect. 



“I can’t believe it’s almost over,” Milo sighed. 



“Don’t remind me!” I cringed. School was only three short weeks away, and I was  not  ready for it at all. 



“It won’t be so bad.” Milo had been trying to convince me that school had little effect on my life, but it changed everything. There’d be no more all-nighters with Jack, and soon everything would get cold and snowy, and Milo would make me do homework. None of it sounded pleasant at all. 

I was about to protest further about how ridiculous high school was when something grabbed me and pulled me under. I tried to scream but water buried me. Immediately, I assumed it was some evil sea creature coming to eat my soul and panicked. My lungs had been without air for a fraction of a second, but they insisted that I was dying. Clawing my way to the surface, I grabbed onto something strong and soft and pulled myself up. 



As soon as I reached for him, Jack pulled me up out of the water and let me cling on to him. Over my own panicked gasps for breath, I heard him laughing softly, and I realized belatedly that he had been the one that had grabbed my ankle to pull me down. After a summer of similar gags, I should’ve caught on to the fact that Jack thought it was funny scaring the crap out of me. 



I should’ve slapped him or told him he was a jerk, but I was instantly distracted by the feel of his arms wrapped around me. His chest was pressed up against mine, and I know he could feel the frantic beating of my heart that drove him absolutely crazy. I looked up in his soft blue eyes, and I felt breathless for whole new reason. His laughter died down, and his smile faltered as his body temperature started to rise, smoldering against my skin. Ordinarily, he would’ve pushed me away 13

by now, but he was letting me linger in his arms and I relished the moment. My thoughts wandered back to that amazing kiss, and I unconsciously tilted in towards him, hoping desperately that he’d let go just long for one innocent little kiss. 



“Hey! Look! A shooting star!” Milo shouted excitedly. 



It was just enough for Jack to realize what was happening, so he pushed me back and swam a little bit away from me. Although I hadn’t directly asked about it, his temperature only seemed to rise when things between us started getting physical. During the crazy passionate kiss, his skin had felt like it was on fire, but in a really good way. Lately, Jack had been doing everything he could to keep from letting things get out a hand, and sometimes that meant that he’d physically push me away. It was getting harder to shrug off, though. The way I felt about him was getting out of control, and it was really hard trying to pretend like there was nothing going on at all. 



“Did you see it?” Milo piped again. 



I meant to shoot an angry glare at him for disrupting one of the few moments I managed to have with Jack, but then I saw him just staring blissfully at the sky. He hadn’t been attention to anything else but the stars, so he hadn’t known that he’d interrupted anything. Had he been aware what was going, he probably would’ve crept off into the night so we could have more privacy. He was constantly egging me to go out with Jack, but I think that was mostly because he fully intended to live through me. 



“Nah, sorry, I missed it,” I told him. 



“They’ll probably be another one,” Milo assured me soothingly, and I realized that I had probably sounded very heavy with regret. Unfortunately, it wasn’t about missing a stupid star. Sure, I do love a good shooting star, but kisses with Jack were even a rarer commodity than that. 



“I hope so.” 



I was treading water, but Jack had moved on to harassing Matilda. He’d gotten very good at finding ways to ignore me, much to my chagrin. Poor Matilda was standing at the end of the dock, barking her refusal to jump in, but he was promising her everything in the world in an attempt to cajole her. Milo had apparently tired of his stargaze so he went over to join him. 

Being out in the water suddenly didn’t feel like it was that much fun. The adrenaline from the near sea monster death, followed by the near kiss, left my body feeling achy and tired. Besides, I knew that Jack would do his best to steer clear of me for awhile, and even if I understood that routine, it didn’t feel very good. 



“I think I’m gonna head back inside and see if Mae needs a hand,” I said, to no one in particular, which was just as well. Matilda was far more captivating than I was, apparently. 



I turned away from them, Milo and Jack laughing heartily at how indecisive the dog seemed. By the time I made it to the shore, I heard the loud splash and their happy glee as Matilda finally jumped in the water. If only my resolution with Jack could be that simple. Admittedly I didn’t openly plead with him for things between us to move on, but he definitely knew how I felt. And I knew how he felt, which really made everything all the more frustrating. 



Wrapping the towel tightly around me, I stepped in through the French doors. My skin froze instantly, thanks to the artic draft from the air conditioner. Amy Winehouse was blasting out of the stereo, Mae’s one new guilty pleasure. Jack was always trying to get her to listen to new music, and so far the only things that took were Winehouse and Norah Jones. She was dancing around the kitchen, singing along with the songs into a spatula, and despite my aggravation over the Jack situation, I couldn’t help but laugh. 
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“Oh my gosh!” Mae put her hand over her heart and her golden eyes flashed with embarrassment at the site of me. “You scared me!” 



“Couldn’t you hear me come in?” I asked, watching as she turned down the stereo and tried to collect herself. “Aren’t you guys supposed to have super hearing or something?” 



“Well, yes, when we’re paying attention,” Mae smiled sheepishly at me. The fruit snack she had been preparing looked complete and nicely arranged on the island, and from the looks of the mess in the sink, she was just cleaning up when I interrupted. 



“Do you need a hand?” I offered. 



“Probably. But you need to go put some clothes on first.” She nodded at me, and I realized dimly that I had begun to shiver. “Unless you’re not done for the night.” 



“Oh, no, I’m definitely done,” I replied grimly. The thrill of it had completely worn of the instant Jack pushed me away. That had a way of sucking the joy of anything. 



“I should probably go change too.” She started untying her apron but I held up my hand to stop her. 



“You don’t need to stay in on my account!” I insisted. “You can go out there and swim while I clean up.” 



“Nonsense,” Mae laughed, as if she would ever let me clean up after her. She whipped off her apron and set it on the island. “If you and Ezra are in the house, I can’t imagine what kind of fun I’d even have with the boys. They’ll probably throw frogs at each other or something.” 



“They had just coaxed Matilda into the water when I left,” I explained, but she wasn’t that far off of base. 



When left to their own devices, Jack and Milo turned into very silly little boys. Once, when it was raining, I’d had the pleasure of splitting up a mudball fight in the backyard. It’s very similar to a snowball fight, except with mud. That seemed like a genius idea to them both until Milo started getting bruises, because as it turns out, vampires can throw much harder than weakling fifteen-year-olds. 



“That poor dog.” Mae shook her head and headed off down the hall to change. I followed after her, since the main bathroom was across the hall from her bedroom. 



In the bathroom, I changed into my very ordinary clothes, and I wondered if I was being too picky not letting them buy me new clothes. After all, it would thrill Mae to no end to take on me on a shopping trip. She’d spent decades buying for only boys, and everything about me was a treat to her. The bikini I discarded in the bathtub to dry had probably cost over a hundred dollars, and she’d bought me three of them. But then again, they already gave me far too much, and I returned so little. In fact, I was more of a nuisance than anything else, as witnessed when Jack repeatedly pushed me away. Sure, he wanted to kiss me, but the fact that he had to constantly shut me down annoyed him as much as it did me. 



I tried to dry my hair as best I could and clean myself up. Lake water is so dirty, even when it’s clean. There’s sand and bugs and fish poop in it. I really wanted to take a shower, but I had stupidly forgotten to bring a change of clothes. Mae would always let me borrow some of hers, but it was really ridiculous how much I already took from them. I had to draw the line somewhere, because she never would. 
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Before I had even finished washing my face, I heard a yell. I turned off the faucet, unable to believe that I’d heard right. But then Mae was shouting Jack’s name, and I knew something was wrong. I threw open the bathroom door and rushed out into the kitchen, and I realized why it hadn’t made sense to me when I first heard it. Jack was yelling, and he sounded terrified. 

Mae was standing on the stone patio when I ran outside. Jack was still several feet away from her, standing closer to the shoreline. When I tried to run past her, Mae grabbed my arm, and her face looked positively stricken. It was too dark for me to really see what was going on, but all I could feel was pure heartbroken terror. Something terrible had happened, and Jack felt worse about it than he ever had before. 



“Ezra!” Jack bellowed, and he had stopped walking forward. “Ezra!” 



“I’ll go get him,” Mae whispered nervously. Her hand squeezed my arm so tightly it hurt, but I barely noticed. “Alice, you stay right here. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” 



“Hurry!” Jack pleaded, but she was already gone. 



“What’s going on?” I asked. I knew I was talking, but it didn’t feel real. My mouth had gone dry and numb, and I felt like I was swimming in some kind of bad dream. Despite Mae’s warnings, I started taking a step towards Jack, and he shouted at me. 



“Stop! ” He was so forceful, I couldn’t help but listen. 

Even though I didn’t move any closer, my eyes started adjusting to the darkness, and the moonlight splashed on him through the branches of a nearby tree. He was holding something laying limp in his arms, and my breath caught in my throat. Immediately, I thought that something had happened to Matilda. The boys had gotten too rough, and she’d gotten hurt somehow, and Jack knows how freaked out I get when animals are hurt. 



Then I saw Matilda whining by his feet. Her white fur was dripping wet, but then I started notice dark patches running through it. It was running off of whatever Jack was holding in his arms, but I still couldn’t see it. It was perfectly visible, but my mind just couldn’t process. I suddenly felt very dizzy and disoriented, like I was looking down at the world from an amazing height and I couldn’t make sense of anything. 



A wind rustled through the trees, moving the branches, and the moonlight struck him just right. 

Then I saw his face, his eyes rolled back into his head, and I saw exactly what Jack was holding in his arms. 



“Milo!” I screamed, and Mae wrapped her arms around me just in time to keep from running at Jack. I fought at them in a panicked hysteria, thinking that somehow, being a sobbing crazed wreck running at him could save Milo. Fortunately, Mae was much stronger than me, and I didn’t stand a chance at pulling myself from her grip. 



Ezra brushed past us, hurrying down the embankment towards them. I just kept wailing Milo’s name, as if that would help somehow, and Jack looked absolutely tortured, but I barely noticed his expression or what he was feeling. All I could see was my little brother, lying bloodied and limp in his arms, and I didn’t even want to imagine what had happened. 



“Get him inside,” Ezra commanded. 



Jack kept his arms around Milo, cradling him like an injured child, and Ezra very purposely placed himself between them and me, trying to shield me from as much of it as he could. I bucked futilely against Mae’s arms as they walked past us, screaming anything I could think of, and I’m sure most of it was unintelligible. 
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“It’ll be okay, love,” Mae tried to reassure me, but I could hear the tremble in her voice. “Ezra will know what to do.” 



I watched helplessly through the glass windows. With one quick move of his arm, Ezra pushed everything off the island in the kitchen, and Jack gingerly laid Milo on top of it. Jack just stood off to the side, watching apprehensively as Ezra inspected my brother. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but neither of their expressions looked good. Finally, Ezra just pursed his lips and shook his head. 



“No!” I screamed, and for whatever reason, Mae finally let me go. 



I have no idea how I got from outside into the house. The next think I knew was that I was reaching out for Milo, and Jack grappled me in his arms. His bare skin was covered in lake water and Milo’s blood, and it felt slimy rubbing against my skin. I hit him as hard as I could in the chest, even though I knew he could barely feel it, and tried to escape his grip. 



“Let me go!” I wailed. “He’s my brother! And you killed him!” 



“He’s not dead!” Ezra interjected, and it startled me enough where I stopped squirming away from Jack. 



“Then what’s wrong?” I asked desperately. I had stopped fighting, so Jack loosened his grip on me but didn’t let me go. “Can’t you fix him? Shouldn’t we call 911?” 



“I don’t think they can do anything for him,” Ezra said solemnly. 



“But you don’t know!” I persisted, staring down at Milo. Other than the blood covering his head and chest, he looked just like he was sleeping, and I couldn’t imagine that there was nothing they could do for him. 



“We just have to call! Where’s my cell phone?” 



“Alice,” Ezra said, but I was already trying to search for my cell. Or I would’ve been, if Jack would let me go. I was working myself into a frenzy, certain that a phone call could to 911 would magically fix whatever was ailing my brother. “Alice!” 



“Why aren’t you doing anything?” I yelled at him. “We have to do  something!” 



“We are trying to!” Ezra insisted. “Milo broke his neck and cracked his skull! Even if he lives, he’ll probably be brain damaged and a quadriplegic.” 



“So you’re just going to let him die?” I cried incredulously. 



“I don’t think that’s what anyone’s saying,” Mae murmured. I turned to look at her, trying to understand the conflicted expression on her face when it finally dawned on me. 



“We can try the hospitals,” Ezra relented, watching the very slow rise and fall of Milo’s chest as he breathed shallowly. “Or… we can turn him.” 



“Into a vampire?” I swallowed hard, trying to grasp everything. Jack finally released me and took a step away from me. When I managed to pull my gaze away from Milo, I looked up at him, and saw his eyes filled with tears. 



“I am so sorry, Alice,” Jack apologized, his voice thick with despair. 
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“His heart is slowing,” Ezra looked at me evenly. “You’re going to have to make a choice, Alice. 

Quickly.” 



“If he turns, he’ll live, right?” I asked breathlessly. 



“If we catch it in time,” Ezra answered hesitantly. “But it’s not a sure thing. If he’s already too weakened, the turn might just push him over the edge.” 



“You mean instead of saving him, it might kill him?” The room felt like it was spinning, and Jack reached out to steady me, tentatively putting his arm around me. 



“I’m sorry,” Ezra said simply, but his words were filled with empathy. 



“What am I supposed to do?” I cried. 



It was an impossible decision. On one hand, he might die or become a vegetable. On the other, he might die or become a vampire, and I had no idea how he’d feel about becoming one. 



“I can do it,” Jack offered, knowing that somehow, it would make me more comfortable with the decision. He took a step away from me, moving closer to Milo, and looked at me earnestly. “If this is what you want, I’ll do it.” 



“Do it,” I whispered hoarsely. 



“Are you sure?” Ezra asked gravely. 



“What choice do I have?” 



I knew he was just trying to gauge my certainty, but that was impossible to measure. My frame of mind was somewhere between total shock and blacked out hysteria. Tears were streaming down my cheeks, mixing in with some of the blood I had inadvertently rubbed off of Jack’s chest when he held me to him. And Milo was laying on the island, barely breathing and his heart slowing every second. If this was going to happen, it had to happen now, and as far as I could tell it would be his best chance for survival. 



Turning into a vampire, or deciding that someone else should turn, was no easy decision. Even though I wanted to become one, I hadn’t let myself really think about all the ramifications, like immortality and drinking blood. I didn’t have to yet, because I planned on waiting a few more years so I could be around Milo. I wanted to help him and protect him, but that joke was on me. If I had turned six months ago, when I was initially offered the choice, I would’ve long since been out of Milo’s hair, and he would’ve just been sitting at home on the computer right now instead of dying in a kitchen. 



“Everything will be okay, love,” Mae murmured. She had made her way over to my side and wrapped an arm around me. Part of me wanted to push her off, but I didn’t have the strength, so I just let her stroke my hair. 



“We’ll see,” I replied quietly. Jack had started rummaging through a drawer, and he was wasting precious time that I suspected we didn’t have. “What are you doing?” 



“I need a knife,” Jack replied apologetically and looked back at Mae for help. 



“There’s one in the kitchen sink,” Mae told him. 
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Jack quickly sifted through the dirty dishes in the sink and pulled out the knife Mae had been using to cut fruit. He walked over to the island, holding the knife, and his breathing got more rugged. He was afraid of what he was about to do but didn’t see any alternative. 



“Do you want to see this?” Ezra asked me, sending a new shiver down my spine. 



“Yes, of course.” I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else when this was happening, no matter how terrifying or disturbing it might be. If this was where Milo died or turned or whatever, I wanted to be here, with him. 



Jack glanced once over at me, his eyes burning with regret and apology. Then he looked down at Milo and nodded. With one deft move, he sliced open his wrist, and blood trickled out from it. He barely even noticed the pain and pressed his wound up against Milo’s mouth. 



“Ezra,” Jack shook his head, sounding scared. “He’s not responding.” 



“Give it time,” Ezra said. 



“What if he doesn’t wake up?” Jack asked, panicking. His cut was already starting to close, and he had to use his other hand to pry it open, allowing his blood to drip on Milo’s mouth. 



“Give it time,” Ezra told him firmly. 



My heart was racing wildly, and while I knew that wouldn’t really help the situation, I couldn’t slow it. Whatever was supposed to be happening wasn’t happening. Jack was terrified, and Mae tightened her grip around me, probably in case I decided to flip out again. 



Then Jack gasped sharply, and he was filled with a mixture of pleasure and pain. Milo had woken up enough to sink his teeth into his arm, but very little else seemed to be happening with him. 

Jack groaned, and I tried to understand what he was feeling, but it was too many things all once. 

Relief, shame, guilt, agony, ecstasy. 



Suddenly, Milo started coughing, and Jack pulled his arm back. Milo didn’t really seem to be awake, and it looked like he was choking on Jack’s blood. 



“He’s choking!” I yelled, and Mae’s arms stopped me from performing CPR on Milo. 



“No, he’s fine,” Ezra assured me. 



“He’s okay?” Jack winced, wrapping a towel around his wrist until the blood stopped. 



“It’s too soon to tell,” Ezra said. 



“What do you mean it’s too soon?” I struggled against Mae, but she held me firm. “If he’s breathing, doesn’t that mean it worked?” 



“It’s a process that takes a couple days,.” Ezra explained, then looked past me at Mae. 



“I’ll go ready a room for him,” Mae announced quietly, and then finally let me go. 



For the first time since this all began, I was free to rush over to my brother. He was still coughing a little and his body seemed to shudder involuntarily. I pushed back the hair from his forehead, damp from the lake and his own blood, and his eyelids trembled but didn’t open. His lips were covered with Jack’s blood, and I wanted to wipe it away, but I was afraid too. For now, I was okay with just stroking his hair and crying as I watched him struggle to breathe. 
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“Alice,” Ezra said softly and gently placed his hand on my arm. 



When I finally pulled my gaze away from Milo, I was surprised to see it was only the two of us in the kitchen, along with my brother. I had been so fixated on watching Milo brother that I hadn’t noticed Jack leave the room. Time had obviously passed, but I couldn’t be certain of how much. 

Everything felt out of whack. 



“What?” I tried to focus on Ezra, but my eyes were sore and blurry from crying. 



“Why don’t you go get cleaned up? Then I’ll take Milo and clean him up and make sure he’s comfortable upstairs.” Ezra’s warm brown eyes tried to comfort me, but I laid an arm over Milo possessively. 



“I can clean him up,” I insisted, but Ezra shook his head softly. 



“You can’t carry him, Alice,” Ezra explained carefully. “This whole thing has you exhausted and frayed. 



You need to clear your head a bit, and then you can check on Milo once he’s settled in. There’s nothing more you can do for him right now.” 



“But-” I tried to think of a convincing argument to stay with him, but there was none. Except that letting Milo out of my sight seemed impossible. I knew that Ezra was right, but it didn’t change the way I felt. 



Out of nowhere, Mae appeared at my side, and I knew the battle was lost. 



“Come on, love,” Mae cooed soothingly and gently place her arm around my waist, so she could start trying to pry me away from Milo. “He needs to be moved upstairs where he can be more comfortable, and you need a chance to breathe.” 

I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t think of anything to say. Ezra was already scooping Milo into his arms so he could take him upstairs. If Mae hadn’t mentioned that he would be more comfortable elsewhere, I might’ve fought more to stay with him. But as long as it was better for him, I’d let it happen. 



When I went into the bathroom to change for the second time that night, Mae managed to convince me to take a shower. It actually took very little pushing from her when I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and realized I was covered in Milo’s blood. That wasn’t the kind of thing I wanted to leave on me, and a nice, long hot shower would go a long way to ridding some of what I was feeling. I cried in the shower, but that seemed the perfect place to do it. 



After I pulled on Mae’s comfortable pajamas, I left the bathroom. The panic and fear were dying down, leaving an overwhelming sense of guilt and sadness and a strange creeping numbness. It was hard to wrap my mind around what had happened. One minute, Milo was laughing in the lake. The next he was dying or turning into a vampire. It was a hard thing to cope with. 



Jack was sitting on the steps leading upstairs, looking completely morose and freshly showered. 

As soon as he saw me, his eyes filled with an infinite sadness. There was no doubt that he felt entirely responsible for Milo, and I realized that I didn’t even know what had happened to him. In all the worry of trying to figure out how to save him I had managed to overlook how he had gotten that way in the first place. 



“Alice, I am so sorry,” Jack said, his voice rushed and terrified. 



“What happened, Jack?” My words came out flat and dull, unable to muster the concern and confusion I felt. I walked stiffly over to him and sat down on the step below him. 
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“We were goofing off.” He shook his head and his soft blue eyes filled with tears again. “He was running on the dock, but it was wet. He slipped and cracked his head…” His breath came out shaky, and he was torturing himself because he had let something happen to Milo. The last thing he wanted was to do something that would hurt either of us. “I am so sorry, Alice. I didn’t even think-” 



“How is he doing?” I interrupted him. 



While I didn’t hold Jack as responsible as he did, I wasn’t exactly in a hurry to ease his guilt. The fact remained that if he and Milo didn’t have a habit of letting things get a little too wild, Milo wouldn’t have been hurt. But then again, if I wasn’t constantly trying to let things get out of hand with me and Jack, I would’ve still been outside, reigning them in. Or if I hadn’t invited Milo over tonight. Or if I had never even come over here. There was no way that Milo would have been here if it wasn’t for me. 



“He’s still unconscious,” Jack replied quietly. “Ezra said that if he’s lucky, he should be unconscious through most of this.” 



“If he’s lucky?” I shot a worried look up at him, but he just dropped his eyes. “What does that mean?” 



“Turning isn’t exactly pleasant.” He rubbed his hands together and looked rather sheepish. 



“So Milo’s gonna be in pain? Like how much pain?” My eyes widened at the thought, and I hoped that I hadn’t made the wrong choice. I just wanted him to be okay and in as little pain as possible. 



“He’s completely out right now. You don’t even have to worry about it at all.” Jack was trying to brush me off, and that made me all the more paranoid. 



“He’s my brother, Jack! Of course I’m going to worry! This whole stupid thing is my fault!” 



“None of this is your fault,” Jack corrected me sternly, and his eyes got strangely wounded. “Alice, you can’t blame yourself for this. You had nothing to do with it.” 



“Don’t tell me what I can or can’t feel!” 



I started to stand up, but the weight of the night barreled down on me. My body was tired and weak, and I started to lose my balance. Instinctively, Jack reached out for me. He pulled me into his arms, and at first, 



I tried to fight him, just because I felt like fighting something. But then I realized how wonderful and safe his arms felt around me, and I gave into it. I buried my face in his chest and sobbed. 



“It’s going to be alright, Alice,” Jack whispered, pressing me tightly to him. “He’s going to be okay. 

You just need to get some rest.” 



“There’s no way I can rest as long as Milo’s…” I trailed off. I didn’t know how to finish the sentence, and I could barely fight off the fatigue from the night as it was. Even though I didn’t want to admit it, I didn’t how much longer I could stay awake. 



“Mae’s sitting in with him, and you know she’ll make sure he’s as comfortable as he can be.” Jack looked down at me and brushed away a tear with his thumb. I know it was horrible, and even as much as I was worried about Milo, I still couldn’t help but hope that Jack would kiss me. 

Instead, he reached down and picked me up in his arms. I would’ve protested if I wasn’t so tired and I didn’t love the way he felt so much. He finally pulled his eyes off of mine and carried me 21

upstairs, up into his room. When he laid me down gently in his bed, he stood next to it, looking unsure. I realized that he was debating whether or not he should stay with me. 



“You aren’t gonna leave me, are you?” I asked nervously. It was going to be hard enough sleeping and having Jack with me would make everything so much easier. And probably a little bit more difficult too, but that would be good for a distraction. 



“Mae wanted me to sleep on the couch downstairs,” Jack explained, looking guilty. 



“But I don’t want you to.” 



He laughed lightly, and then, still looking unsure, he carefully climbed into bed next to me. 

Fortunately, I had too much on mind to get too excited about the prospect, but there was something considerably comforting in curling up in his arms. The way he held me made me feel safer than I ever thought possible. I rested my head on his chest, listening to his slow heartbeat. 

Only one thin wall away from us, my brother laid in a bed, going through his own struggle. With Mae at his side, I felt a little better, because she would do anything possible to save him and make him comfortable. I also knew that she’d let me know if there were any changes at all. But just the same, I couldn’t help but feel guilty for falling asleep when his future remained so uncertain. The exhaustion of the night won out over my guilt, and I finally passed out in Jack’s arms. 






Chapter 4 

When I woke up, Jack was gone. I went next door to check on Milo, but his condition seemed to be mostly the same. Mae had staked out a position next to his bed, and she assured me that he had yet to even wake up. He just laid in bed, looking pale and frightfully small, but at least his breathing had improved a little. That had to be a good sign. 



After I got dressed, Ezra decided to address the practical aspects of the situation. Obviously, Milo couldn’t go home right now, and I didn’t want to be away from him. Even though our mother was almost perpetually gone, she would probably start to notice if we didn’t show up for a few days. 

Ezra suggested that I go home, get some clothes, and tell my mom that we were staying at their vacation house or something for a few days. 



Jack returned from his mysterious whereabouts and offered to take me home. Once Ezra had repeatedly assured me that Milo would be fine while I was gone, I finally relented and got in the car with Jack. Usually, car rides with him were my favorite things, but I was convinced that Milo would take a turn for the worst as soon as I left the house. 



“He’s going to be alright,” Jack told me for the hundredth time as we pulled out of the driveway. 



“How do you know that? Have you even seen him today?” I asked pointedly and glared over at him. I didn’t want to admit it, but it had hurt me a little to wake up alone. Besides that, Jack had yet to explain his absence. 



“Yeah, I checked on him when I got up. Ezra said everything’s going fine. It looks like the change is taking.” His earlier guilt seemed to have lessened a bit, but he still blamed himself for what happened. It just didn’t seem quite as bad now that it looked like Milo wouldn’t die anytime soon. 



“When did you get up?” I didn’t even try to keep my voice casual. He always knew what I was getting at anyway. 



“Awhile ago,” Jack replied shortly. 
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“Where were you?” 



“I had to eat.” He shifted uncomfortably. Even after all this time, I think he expected me to go screaming for the hills every time he mentioned that he drank blood. Admittedly, I hadn’t entirely gotten used to the idea, but it didn’t repulse me. Well, not enough to send me packing, anyway. 



“So did you just pick up some girl?” My jealous streak was showing, but oddly enough, that appeared to relieve him. 



“No. We were low on blood at the house, so I went to the bank and picked some up. We’re gonna need more blood around with Milo.” He said it so matter-of-factly, but in a weird way, it hadn’t fully sunk in with me yet. Milo was going to be drinking blood from here on out. 



“When does Milo need to eat?” I tried not to gulp. 



“Soon, I think.” Jack looked over at me to see how I was taking things. I must’ve managed to look pretty okay, because he continued. “At first, he’s going to eat a lot. The turning takes a lot out of you, and he doesn’t really understand how to gauge his hunger. It varies from vampire to vampire how long it’ll take him to get it under control. But you might have to be careful around him for awhile.” 



“What do you mean?” I turned to Jack sharply, and he sighed. 



“Alice, he’s going to be a vampire,” Jack explained evenly. “He’ll want blood, all the time at first, and he’s going to be acutely aware of all the blood you have flowing in your veins.” 



“He’s gonna try and eat me?” My eyes widened. 



“Well… maybe.” 



“I can’t believe this is happening,” I groaned. Closing my eyes, I leaned back in the seat and tried really hard not to look as freaked out as I felt. 



“It won’t be so bad,” Jack tried to sound cheerful. “I mean, I’m not so bad, right?” 



“So what’s gonna happen?” I turned to look at him, but he just shook his head. 



“I can’t really say for sure.” 



“What do you mean you can’t say?  You’re  a vampire. You know what it’s like to be one,” I said incredulously. 



“Yeah, but it’s different for everybody.” He wanted to let it go with that, but I just kept glaring at him skeptically until he continued. “You already know the basics. I don’t even know what you’re trying to find out.” 



“This whole turning process,” I elaborated. “What does that entail exactly?” 



“I don’t know,” Jack answered, and I scoffed. “What? I can’t really remember, and I’ve never seen anybody else turn.” 



“How can you not remember?” I couldn’t tell if he was lying or not, but it seemed pretty ridiculous to me that he couldn’t remember the most important event of his life, especially since it hadn’t been that long ago. 



I could understand if Ezra had forgotten, but sixteen years was relatively short. 
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“Do you remember being born?” Jack countered. 



“No, but I wasn’t twenty-four when it happened,” I retorted. 



“Well…” He sighed and shook his head. We had finally pulled up in front of my brownstone, but we sat in the car as he tried to think of a way to explain it to me. “I know Mae can remember her turning pretty vividly, and I think Peter can too. But I can’t. Mine’s all hazy, like a dream I had a very long time ago. I don’t know. I just can’t remember pain very well, I guess.” 



“So it is really painful?” I pressed, even though I wasn’t sure I’d want to know. 



“Your body dies,” Jack said softly. “Not all of it, but enough of it where you can really feel it. Your whole system is changing and becoming something else entirely. But it only lasts a few days, and then everything feels really wonderful.” 



“Is there anything they can do for the pain?” I asked hopefully. 



“You’re really so much better off talking to Ezra about all of this.” His evasiveness led me to believe there wasn’t anything they could do except let it happen. 



“Do you think I made the right choice?” 



“I think you made the  only  choice,” Jack told me solemnly. Then he smiled crookedly, trying to brighten my mood. “Come on. Let’s go pack your stuff so we can hurry up and have a sleepover.” 



“You make it sound so much more fun than it really is,” I muttered and got out of the car. 



“Hey, any time you spend with me is a fun!” Jack insisted, following me out. 



“Oh, yeah, last night was a total hoot.” I had meant it at as some kind of joke, but the hurt, apologetic look on Jack’s face meant that I had cut a lot deeper than I meant to. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 



“Nah, you’re right.” He brushed me off and went into the apartment building in front of me. 



The apartment looked the same as it always had, but it felt smaller somehow. Thankfully, my mother was at work, because I didn’t think I was quite ready to have an actual confrontation with her. It would be too hard trying to tell her Milo wasn’t coming home, even if I was just feeding her a line about staying in a vacation house that didn’t exist. 



Milo’s room was immaculate, which made it easier to find the things that I needed to pack. For now, he mostly only needed clothes, so I just tried to pick out what I thought were his favorites. 

Jack had tagged along for moral support, but he ended up being a huge motivator. I tended to just stand and stare at things until he prompted me to do something, like pick up a shirt. It was surprisingly hard going through all his stuff. It felt like an invasion of privacy, and like the kind of the thing I would do when he was dead. 



After we packed Milo’s things, I went in my room to grab some of my clothes. As long as Milo was turning, I didn’t plan on leaving the house, so I’d need to have some things for me. While Jack had gone in Milo’s room to help me, I made him wait out in the living room while I was in my room. There were still some things that I tried to keep off limits from him, no matter how futile it seemed. 



Before we left, I wrote a note for my mother and kept it as simple as I could. 
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“Mom- 

 Jack and his family have a vacation home on a lake up north. Milo and I are going to go stay up there for a few days. I’m not sure how long exactly. It depends on the weather, I guess. I’ll have my cell on me if you need anything. Otherwise I’ll see you in a couple days. 

 Love- 

 Alice” 



In the car ride home, I said very little. My note to my mother didn’t sound very convincing, mostly because it was from me, and Milo was the one that usually did that kind of thing. Hopefully, she wouldn’t try to call his cell phone either, since he would be too incapacitated to answer it. I started worrying that she might try getting a hold of him, and when she couldn’t, she’d call the police and send a search party out after us. That really didn’t seem likely, but I was paranoid about everything. 



“How long is this gonna take?” I asked finally. In my mind, I was thinking the sooner I got home, the better, and I was already trying to plan for it. 



“The car ride?” Jack was willfully playing dumb, and I didn’t appreciate it. “Like five more minutes.” 



“How long will it take for Milo to turn?” I carefully enunciated all the words. 



“I don’t know, Alice,” Jack replied tiredly. 



“What do you know?” I snapped. 



“I told you that you need to talk to Ezra about all of this,” Jack grumbled. “I don’t know why you think I was kidding about it. We’re almost home now. Then you can run inside and interrogate him until your heart’s content.” 



“I will.” I crossed my arms over my chest, as if I had won something. 



“Yeah. I know you will.” 



Being the gentleman that he was, Jack carried the bags inside when we got to his house. As usual, Matilda was waiting by the door for his return, but even she seemed oddly subdued. The entire mood of the house had changed. Everybody was on edge waiting for Milo to be okay, and under other circumstances, I might have found that flattering, but right now, it just made me even more paranoid. 



Jack headed upstairs and I started following him. I planned on checking on Milo again and getting our things settled in, but Ezra appeared at the top of the steps. Something about the way he looked made me freeze, but Jack just kept on going, brushing past him with our luggage in tow. 



“Did something happen?” I asked Ezra sounding panicked. Anymore, I couldn’t help but assume the worst. 



“He’s fine,” Ezra reassured me and descended the stairs gracefully. “But I don’t you should see him right now.” 



“Why not?” I felt myself straightening up for a fight. Nobody could keep me from my brother, not even an all-powerful vampire, but then he placed his hand gently on my arm, and some of my anger relented. 



“Let’s talk.” Moving his hand to the small of my back, he ushered me towards the living room, and I let him, although I still felt nervous. 
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“Are you sure nothing happened?” I repeated. 



“He woke up,” Ezra allowed carefully, and my heart sped hopefully. 



“He did? Is he okay? What did he say?” My excitement was overwhelming, but Ezra gestured to couch. 



“Please, sit. We need to talk.” 



“What?” I collapsed back on the couch, feeling nauseous. I was on a constant roller coaster between terrified and hopeful, and my heart could hardly take it anymore. 



“He is turning, and rather rapidly, at that,” Ezra told me warmly and sat down next to me. “He’s young and strong, and the change should be completely over within a few days. He’s going to be alright.” 



“Oh, that’s wonderful,” I breathed deeply. A weight lifted off my shoulders, and a surge of relief went through me. Then I noticed the grim expression on Ezra’s face. “So why do you still look like you have bad news?” 



“I don’t. Not really,” Ezra qualified, forcing a smile. “You just can’t see him for awhile.” 



“What do you mean?” I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to understand why I possibly couldn’t see my brother. 



“At least until the change is complete and we can get a grip on his hunger,” he elaborated, and then I remembered what Jack had said in the car. “You can’t go near him until things are under control.” 



“He’s going to try and bite me?” I shook my head, disbelieving. “He hasn’t fully turned yet. He just woke up.” 



“He’s already eating, Alice.” 



For some reason, that stung painfully. My chest tightened and my head started to swim. I thought I still had time. I don’t know what I possibly planned on doing with that time, but I thought he’d be human for just a little bit longer. But he was drinking blood less than twenty-four hours after biting Jack. He was Milo, the vampire, and he would kill me if I got too close to him. 



“It will get better. I promise.” Ezra placed his hand on mine, trying to comfort me. “You can be around all of us without any problems, and it will be much the same for Milo. It just takes a little bit of time to get a handle on things. At the rate he’s going, it shouldn’t be that long.” 



“So…” My mouth felt dry and I swallowed hard. “Do I need to go home?” 



“No, of course not. We wouldn’t expect you to go home while all this is going on, and for the most part, Milo is still fairly incapacitated. He shouldn’t even leave the room for a day or two. By the time he does, he should be in control enough to be in the same room as you.” He smiled at that, as if that was reassuring in some way. 



“Awesome,” I replied wryly. 



“I know the situation isn’t ideal, but he’s going to live, Alice,” Ezra looked at me earnestly. “And he’s going to be better than he was before. You’re not going to have to worry about him anymore.” 
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“I know, I know.” I closed my eyes, trying to get it all to sink in. 



I knew that in a way, I should be grateful to them. They saved Milo’s life and gave him an amazing gift, but somehow, it didn’t really feel like it then. When it came to my little brother drinking blood and turning into something that would rip my head off, it felt a lot more like a curse than a gift. 



“But did he say anything?” I asked, once I started to get my bearings on the situation. 



“Nothing that’s very coherent,” Ezra shook his head. “He’s not exactly conscious.” 



“But you just said that he woke up and he’s eating,” I persisted, bewildered. 



“Yes, but he’s more…” He paused, trying to think of how he wanted to phrase it. “Delirious? He’s not completely there yet. It’s more instinct and confusion than anything else.” 



“Has he asked for me?” 



“He hasn’t asked for anything. He only mumbles complaints of pain and hunger. He’s not completely awake yet,” Ezra reiterated. “And Mae is doing her best to see to it that he feels as little pain and hunger as possible.” 



“So… what happens next?” I asked. “He turns, and then what?” 



“Let’s just get through the turning, and take things from there,” Ezra hedged the question. 



“Why? What does that mean?” The panic that had started abating threatened to return with a vengeance. 



“There’s no blanket answer for this. We’ll have to see exactly how Milo reacts to everything before we can say with any certainty what’s going to happen. So far, he’s turning differently than anybody else I’ve encountered, but again, I’ve never seen a vampire so young turn before,” Ezra explained carefully. 



“You’re supposed to know everything!” I snapped, growing frustrated. “What’s the point of all this knowledge and immortality if you can’t just answer a damn question about your own kind?” 



“I understand your impatience, but there’s really nothing more I can tell you.” Ezra smiled sadly at me, but I knew he was lying. There had to be more he could tell me, but he didn’t want to worry me unnecessarily, which probably was a wise decision on his part. He was telling me that everything was going well, and still, I was a worried wreck. But he was keeping something from me, and that just made me all the more nervous. 



I heard Jack lumbering down the stairs, and I wondered if he was responding to the quickened beat of my heart. He was so sensitive to that, and he usual stayed way for my safety, but it also alerted him whenever I was upset about anything. He could read my emotions almost better than me since he had a direct link to my heart. 



“How is everything going down here?” Jack was full of forced cheer, and his overly broad smile masked the anxiety underneath it. 



“How do you think they’re going?” I grumbled, casting a look at him. 



“Well, I just checked in on your brother.” He ignored my glare and tried to give me information he hoped would comfort me. But until I was talking to Milo and could visibly see it was still him buried underneath his new vampire exterior, there would probably be very little to make me feel better. 
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“He’s asleep again, but he’s looking really good. I think you’re gonna be really happy when you see him.” 



“He’s not a house that you’re remodeling,” I grimaced at his poor choice of words. He made Milo sound like some kind of fixer upper that they were working on, and while that wasn’t very far from the truth, I didn’t want to think of it that way. 



“Sorry.” Jack looked apologetic and shifted uncomfortably. “Mae sent me down here to feed you.” 



“I’m not hungry.” This wasn’t exactly a lie since stress tended to destroy my appetite, but I hadn’t eaten in a very long time and my stomach had already started reminding me of it. 



“Why don’t you let Jack make you some food and I’ll go make sure everything is going well with Milo?” 



Ezra posed it like a question, but there was no mistaking it for anything but an order. 



“I’m perfectly capable of making food for myself,” I insisted as I stood up. For some reason, I had resorted to refuting their generosity with pouting. I knew I was being rude and unreasonable, but I couldn’t seem to help it. 



“Fine, I’ll  watch  you make food then,” Jack rolled his eyes. 



In the kitchen, I made a show of slamming things down and banging drawers. Jack just sighed and watched me make the angriest peanut butter sandwich in the world. I think he had given up on trying to get me to relax or cheer up and was mostly just happy that I’d actually taken his advice to eat. But for all the stomping around and tantrum throwing I did, I wasn’t really angry with Jack or Ezra or anyone. Really, I was just scared. 






Chapter 5 

Even standing in the hallway, I could still smell Peter and hated what it did to me. The ache I had been trying to ignore burned unbearably inside me and my heart sped up so quickly, it made me weak. Thankfully, Jack was downstairs, trying to do his penance by doing my laundry. Under normal circumstances, Mae would be more than happy to do it, but she had been preoccupied with caring for my brother, who apparently required 24-hour care. I’d been here for almost two days, and I had seen almost nothing of her, and I hadn’t seen Milo since Ezra warned me that it was better if I didn’t. 



That left me with a lot of time to wander around the house feeling rather lost and confused. Jack tried to console while me while simultaneously trying to keep to his distance, and it did very little to make me feel better. He had camped out on the couch downstairs last night, leaving me with his room. I puttered around for a bit, looking through his drawers in hopes of finding something incriminating, but it was mostly just as I suspected. He had a trunk of graphic novels in his closet that I leafed through, but I was finding it hard to keep my mind focused on anything. All of this had really taken me by surprise, and I couldn’t keep up. There was so much up in the air now. 



I knew that in a way, I should feel some comfort in this, because it meant that I would never have to give Milo up. We could always be together, and I wouldn’t have to worry about him getting sick or dying or anything like that. 



Maybe if I had already turned I would feel that way, if I could completely understand what was in store for him. Instead, I had Jack’s vague assurance that being a vampire was awesome, and that was about it. Ezra and Mae both offered contradicting stories about it being a curse and a blessing, and I wasn’t sure what it would feel like to Milo. 
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What if it did something horrible to him? And he got sick or died or turned into something completely vile? What if he stopped being Milo, the timid over protective geek I loved, and turned into some overzealous blood sucker? Or what if he turned out fine, but he hated me for letting him turn? And for lying to him about what Jack and his family were, and letting him hang around them all the time when I should’ve known how dangerous it was. What if I had to spend the rest of eternity with him hating me? 



When I finally tired of searching through Jack’s room and driving myself mad with worry, I finally gave into the scent. I stood in the hallway for a long while, just breathing in the perfect intoxicating tangy scent that Peter left behind, before deciding to step in further. Since Peter had taken off last spring after that horrible (and yet somehow wonderful) incident in which he nearly killed me, Mae had simply shut the door to his room. 



There was no real talk of whether or not he would be back, although he hadn’t packed any of his things, but I think the unspoken consensus was that somehow, Ezra would find a cure for our 

“love” and life would go back to normal. Not that I even knew what it would mean to be “back to normal” anymore. 



Carefully, I opened Peter’s bedroom door, checking the hall both ways just to make sure that Jack wasn’t around. Nobody had specifically forbid me from entering his room, and I doubted that Mae and Ezra would care at all, but Jack was liable to take offense. Even mentioning Peter’s name made him tense up horribly, and I hoped that someday, he’d be able to move past that. I was beginning to doubt that Jack would ever want anything to do with Peter again, regardless of how our relationships resolved themselves. 



His room was just as he had left, but I barely noticed it. I closed my eyes, breathing in even more deeply, and a wonderful heat surged through me. There was a physical pull inside me and I was drawn into his room. Peter had been long gone for months, and my body still clamored to get in every last possible drop of him. 



On the floor in front of Peter’s massive bookcases, there was a white rug that had been stained with a few stray drops of my blood. I still remembered the horrible ecstasy it had been when Peter bit me, and the way the life had drained from me in this beautiful, peaceful feeling. Nothing, not even my magical kiss with Jack, had ever felt as good as that. Even now, knowing what I know and having all that I have, I knew that if Peter offered to bite me in exchange for my death, I would gladly make the trade. My feelings for him were positively suicidal, but I couldn’t seem to help them. 



I walked around Peter’s room, admiring his odd collection of things. His furniture seemed to be primarily antiques, and everything was either natural wood or white. His bed, which smelled all too sweetly of him, was far too tempting, so I deliberately steered myself away from his white linens. His book shelves were lined with books from every day and age, and I let my fingers travel over their worn bindings. Then I noticed something that made already shortened breath catch. 

Peter had an entire section of books on vampires, and I didn’t mean things like Bram Stroker or Anne Rice. They were books with titles like  A Vampire Dictionary  and  A Brief History of Vampyres.  I pulled the latter from the shelf, carefully open the cover to the fragile, yellowed pages. My senses were closely tuned into Peter’s odor, but I was overwhelmed by the moldy, dusty smell that came out of the book, and I sneezed softly. 

I sat back down on the overstuffed chair Peter had by the book shelves, and I started looking through it. 



There was no table of contents, but it appeared there was a page missing. Instead, it started with a foreword. 



“I am not the oldest of my kind, nor do I claim to be expert on them. However, in my many years of existence, I have found very little written on the subject of vampyres, other than very 29

 questionable folklore. In an effort to dispel the mythology and to create a guide for the newly turned, I have decided to write this book. In no means is to be taken ‘Bible’ for my kind, but rather, as the title suggests, a brief history of vampyres as far as I can tell.” 



For some reason, my fingers had begun to tremble, and I was terrified I would rip the fragile pages out. Somehow, knowing there was a history for vampires was disconcerting. I knew they existed, but the only ones I actually knew were Jack and his family, and there was nothing particularly frightening or disturbing about them. But to think of vampires as a whole, an entire species of creatures out there, feeding on the living for the past millennia… it sent unwitting chills down my spine. 



Carefully, I turned the page to continue reading. I was desperate to find out as much as I could about them. If I had been a smarter person, I would’ve started researching them long ago, but it didn’t seem as crucial. I always just thought I’d figure things out when it happened to me, but that no longer seemed good enough. 



The first chapter was simply titled “In the Beginning.” 



“Perhaps what is most unusual about vampyres, is that while we carry many of the same traits of humans, we lack any real creation story of our own. Some vampyres still cling onto the religion of the people, while others banish it, saying that we are proof that God does not exist. What I have found to be true is much less sensational than one would hope. We have neither a direct line with God or the devil. We are no closer to the meaning of life than any other human. If we are demons, as many believe, then we have yet to receive instructions from our master, should one even exist. 



“Vampyres have not existed as long as humans have, by our best record keeping, and I was unable to find anything on the first vampyre. More precisely, I have never encountered a vampyre who admitted to being the first one, or any other vampyre who met him. Our first documented appearance happened to coincide with a plague, which leads me to believe that we are some kind of plague ourselves.”   



“I see you found some light reading,” Ezra interrupted my reading, startling me so badly that I jumped up from the chair and dropped the book onto the floor. He chuckled warmly, but I couldn’t help but feel like I had been caught doing something wrong. 



“I-I just- I was just curious,” I stumbled and felt my cheeks burn with shame. 



“There’s no harm in being curious.” Ezra waved off my apology and walked over to me. He picked up the book off the floor, and then held it for me to take. I hesitated for a moment, afraid that it might be some kind of trick, although he didn’t seem much like the tricking kind. 



“I just don’t know very much about you.” When I finally did take the book from him, I lowered my eyes to floor and pulled it close to me. 



“We haven’t been as forthcoming as you’d like?” Ezra raised an eyebrow, and I wasn’t sure if he was being skeptical or sincere, making me all the more nervous. My heart beat frantically in search of the correct answer, and I fought to control before it sent Jack bursting into the room to make sure I was alright. 



“No, it’s not that,” I corrected myself quickly. “It’s just…” 



What was it exactly? They had all been incredibly open with me, Jack and Mae especially. When I had questions, Jack always answered them to the best of his ability, but somehow, that wasn’t enough anymore. As much as I knew, it seemed liked there was twice as much that I didn’t know. 
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“It’s because it’s personal now,” Ezra nodded knowingly. “Before, we were merely a curiosity to you, or an opportunity.” 



“No, no!” I interrupted him forcefully. “You’re not some sideshow to me! You’re my life!” 



“No, I know that. It was a poor choice of words on my part,” Ezra elaborated gently, trying to calm me. 



“I know how much you care for us. But… you’d always known us as this, and whether you understood us completely or not was irrelevant. You saw that we were happy and well, and that was enough for you. But now that it’s struck Milo, it’s suddenly not enough to just know that we’re content. You need to understand everything about it.” 



“Yeah,” I agreed. My body relaxed readily when I realized that he understood exactly what I meant, and why I needed to know. “So?” 



“So… you want me to tell you everything,” Ezra smiled sadly. 



“Yeah, kind of,” I admitted. 



“I have bad news,” he exhaled. “There’s not much more to tell.” 



“How can there not be much to tell?” My voice quavered with incredulity. “You’re smarter and more intuitive than humans and you’ve been around for centuries! And you’re telling me that the little bit you’ve confessed to me in the past few months covers the entire history of your species?” 



“No, of course not,” Ezra laughed lightly at my fervor. “We have an extensive history, and that book you’re holding right now is a very good source of a lot of it. But it’s much like any other history book you’ve read. It tells you the who and the what happened, but you’d be more interested in a biology book.” 



“Is there one?” I asked hopefully. 



“There are a few,” Ezra wagged his head back and forth as if none of them were really that good. 



“Peter has some, I’m sure, and if you look through his books you’ll come across them. But there are many problems with a biology book about vampires. For one thing, autopsies are impossible. 

Whatever kills a vampire tends to completely destroy everything inside him, making it impossible to really dissect it all and see how it differs from a human. But that’s only half the problem.” 



“What’s the other half of the problem?” 



“Have you heard about the bumblebee?” Ezra casually leaned back against the end of the Peter’s fourpost bed, crossing his feet over his ankles. He looked at me seriously, as if I would immediately grasp he correlation between bumblebees and vampires. 



“What are you talking about?” I shook my head, confused by the abrupt subject change. 



“According to an aerodynamic study done in the early 20th century, the bumblebee can’t possibly fly,” 



Ezra explained. “Its wings are much too small and can’t possibly beat fast enough to carry the weight of its body.” 



“What?” I furrowed my brow in confusion and tried to figure out what he was saying. “So… What? 
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How do they get around then?” I decided that it was some kind of joke or riddle, and it would be better if I just played along with it. 



“They fly, of course,” he smiled broadly at me. 



“But you just said…:” I sighed and shook my head. “What does this have to do with vampire biology?” 



“Nothing.” Ezra shrugged. “Science proved that it was impossible, even though they were seeing it with their own eyes. The bumblebee flies despite evidence to the contrary, much like myself. 

Eventually, scientists managed to figure out they were looking at the wings wrong, and they work more like helicopter blades than bird wings, and they figured out the magic in the flight of the bumblebee. 



“Unfortunately, science has yet to figure out the magic of us,” Ezra finished, looking apologetic. 



“So you’re saying that nobody knows the answers to my questions?” I asked dully. 



“Yes, and no.” He stood up, smiling softly. “You’ll find some things, but it’ll probably never be enough. Just the same, you can take a look through Peter’s books and see if you can come across anything that might help you feel better.” 



“Thanks,” I mumbled, unsure of how else to respond. 



With that, Ezra nodded reassuringly at me and then strode out of the room. I sighed reflexively and listened closely for his departing footsteps, but there were none. The only sound I could really hear, the only one I ever really heard since Milo had started turning, was a soft music wafting from his room that sounded like Mozart. I knew that Jack had to be somewhere downstairs, doing the cleaning that Mae had been forced to ignore. 



I settled back into the chair that Ezra had startled me from and opened the book where I had left off. As I read on, I found that the faded italics offered me very little in what I wanted, just as he had predicted. It was interesting just the same, telling the story of the unnamed author and his transformation into a vampire. He described it as intensely painful and excruciating, but in the end, very brief and hard to define what exactly had hurt so much. There was just pain, and then a thirst that was absolutely unquenchable. 



There wasn’t much about turning that I didn’t already know. Of course it would be impossible for me to completely understand until I experienced it myself, but the book added very little to that. 

The only real new information was that some vampires turned more than others. While most retained a sense of their humanity, some of them lost it entirely. They were nothing more than crazed bloodthirsty monsters, and usually, they didn’t live very long because the humans and even other vampires couldn’t stomach a creature like that. 



I had just finished reading a passage about an encounter with one such beast when I heard a disgusted scoff at the door, frightening me so much I yelped. I half expected to find Milo standing there, with shiny new fangs dripping with blood and that animal look in his eyes the book described. Instead, it was just Jack, standing in the doorway and frowning darkly at me, his blue eyes filled with turmoil. 



“You scared me!” I gasped, pointing out the obvious in an attempt to alleviate his glare. 



“What are you doing in Peter’s room?” He was fighting to keep the edge of his voice, but he did a very poor job of it. The last time I’d been in this room, I’d almost died, and he had to strain to keep his eyes from staring at my dried blood on the rug. 
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“Reading.” I held up my book for him to see, but his expression never changed. “It’s a book about vampires. I figured that I better bone up since everybody around me seems to be one.” 



“Why don’t you take the book and go somewhere else to read?” Jack meant to ask it, but it was more of a demand. 



“Fine.” I could’ve argued with him, and I would’ve been perfectly justified in doing so. But it felt like too much work, and the scent of Peter was rather distracting anyway. Thoughts of him kept lurking in my head, keeping my mind in a kind of a fog. 

Jack stood just outside the doorway, very purposefully refusing to step inside. We had never really talked about it, but I knew that finding me dying in Peter’s arms had almost been more than he could bear. Seeing me in his room must’ve resurfaced some of the memories because he was rattled with fear and revulsion. When I walked over to him and started to slide past him out the door, he finally started to relax a bit. 



“What do you have?” Jack touched my book, not taking it out of my head but just moving it so he could read the title. Immediately, he let go of the book, and he rolled his eyes and shook his head. 



“What?” I looked down at the cover, trying to figure out what displeased him so. It was a nondescript leather cover with the words  A Brief History of Vampyres  emblazed in the cover, and from what I had read on the inside, there didn’t seem to be anything offensive about it. “It’s just a book.” 



“It’s Peter’s book,” Jack grunted. 



“Yeah, but you knew that when I was in his room.” I gestured back to the bookcases in his room and gave Jack a peculiar look. “Just because Peter owns something doesn’t-” 



“No, no, he doesn’t just  own  it,” Jack corrected me. “He wrote it. That’s his biography.” 



“What are you talking about?” I flipped open the book, looking for some mention of the author, but then I found a clue that contradicted it completely in the foreword. “No, it says right here the author is very old when he wrote this, and the book itself is incredibly old, and Peter isn’t even 200 years old.” 



“Yeah, he wrote it when he’d been turned for like twenty years, but he didn’t think anyone would think anything of it if they knew how young he was. That’s why it doesn’t mention who he is or how old he is exactly.” 



“But…” I stumbled helplessly, trying to think of something to counter it with it, but I didn’t even know why it was so important to me that I counter his argument at all. 



“Was that the first book you picked up?” Jack narrowed his eyes slightly, and his tone had taken an entirely different turn. He was vaguely jealous, but mostly, he was completely sick of the whole vampire bonding thing. My blood, Peter’s blood, they only seemed to exist to drive Jack insane. 



“It’s just a book!” I exclaimed, but in truth, I felt the same way as he did. I hated that my pulse quickened just at the memory of Peter, or that I was automatically drawn to his book. Any connection I felt to Peter felt like a betrayal, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. 



“Whatever.” Jack shook his head and shut Peter’s bedroom door. I opened my mouth to protest further, but when he looked back at me, he had wrinkled his nose. “You smell like him.” 



“Sorry,” I offered. 
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“Have you eaten today?” He abruptly changed the subject, but he had softened considerably. “I can order you a pizza or something.” 



“I’m okay,” I shook my head. “I had a bagel earlier.” 



“Right.” Jack stood awkwardly in front of me for a moment, wiggling his hands in his pockets, and then stepped away from me. “I’m gonna go check on your brother.” 



“Good idea. Tell him I say hi.” 



He nodded and walked to the end of the hall, into the room I couldn’t go. I was alone in the hall, holding Peter’s book, and I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to read it or not. Part of me wanted to read it even more now that I knew it was the story of Peter. Anything to get a better understanding of him would be amazing. But the rest of me knew it was a path I didn’t want to go down anymore. After he tried to kill me, a choice had been made, and he was no longer an option for me. My life was going to be something else. 



While Jack hadn’t specifically requested it, I knew that a shower would fare better with him then if I didn’t. I went into his room and discarded the book on his bed before picking out a change of clothes. For now, getting clean and worrying about Milo’s condition were enough. I would decide what to do about the book later. 






Chapter 6 

The curtains that layered the windows were so thick that sun never stood chance. No matter the time of day, the house was completely shrouded in darkness. Since my vision wasn’t quite as advanced as theirs, Jack had rather smartly put a night light in the bathroom that adjoined his room, so when I got up to use the bathroom I didn’t tumble down the stairs or smack into a wall. 

I heard a rustling, and that must’ve been what awoke me from my sleep. My cell phone was on my night stand, and I clumsily reached out for it, nearly knocking it to the floor. The clock on it said that was only two in the afternoon, so I couldn’t imagine that anyone would be awake. 

Personally, I hadn’t gone to bed until seven in the morning, and Jack had still been awake playing Halo. I rolled back over, burying myself in the thick blankets of Jack’s bed. His pillows smelled sweetly of him, and while that wasn’t as good as sleeping with him, it was the next best thing. 

When I heard the rustling again, I barely stirred, and decided that it must be the dog. She was the only that would logically be awake at this time of the day. Since this was Jack’s room I had overtaken, this led to some confusion with her. She usually slept at the end of his bed, but he was sleeping on the couch now. She couldn’t seem to decide if her loyalties lied more with him or the bed. 



“Go to sleep, Matilda,” I murmured in groggy voice. 



I was awake enough where I could feel the movement. It wasn’t actually a rustling that had woken me, because the movement was almost soundless. But there was something – almost like an electric breeze – moving about the room. When I realized that someone was in the room with me, I tried not to let on that I was awake and just listen to what was happening. There was silence, and then this shadowy movement that I couldn’t explain. 



“Matilda?” I whispered hoarsely. 



By now, I knew it wasn’t her, but I wanted to play along with the game. Someone was in my room, and I wanted to alert Jack without letting anyone know I was alerting him. My heart had started panic, but I wasn’t sure if he would pick up on that if he was asleep. 



“Mattie?” I repeated. 
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This time, I sat up, my eyes searching the darkness. I hoped to see her massive white shape lurking somewhere, but it was too dark for me to really make out anything. The night light from the bathroom cast very little light, but when it moved this time, I saw a glimpse of a shadow rush in front of it. 



Before I could yell for anyone, the bed moved, and whoever it was had gotten on the bed with me. I could scream, but by the time anyone heard, it would be too late for them to do anything. So I just sat in the darkness and waited for whatever came next. 



“Jeez, Alice, settle down,” a voice chuckled in the dark, only a few inches from my face. “You’re gonna give yourself a heart attack.” 



“What? Who’s there?” I demanded nervously, feeling around in the dark like a blind person. The voice sounded familiar and he seemed to know who I was, but I couldn’t place it, so it did little ease my fears. 



“Shame on you,” he said with a mock disapproval. “You don’t even recognize your own brother?” 



“Milo?” I asked incredulously, and then scrambled to turn on the bedside lamp. 



As soon as I saw him, I gasped. He looked like my brother, but not. The baby fat had been chiseled away to cheek bones and a strong jaw. His skin, while it had never been scarred by acne, was even smoother and more flawless. The changed had aged him, too, but in a good way. 

He no longer looked like a boy teetering on puberty but rather a man in his late teens who had never struggled through anything. His massive, beautiful brown eyes had some gotten even more amazing, but his crooked, unsure grin remained the same. 



“Milo?” I repeated, trying to decipher how my little brother had become this rather stunning young man before me. 



“The one and only,” Milo tried to keep his tone playful, but I knew my reaction made him nervous. 

His voice still sounded much like his own, but it was deeper and more velvet. It lacked the squeaky insecure quality that had once been so distinctly him. 



Before I could think to stop myself, I reached out and touched his face. His skin felt soft and temperate, but before I could register anything more, something flicked across his face and he jumped back from my touch. 



“What? Did I do something?” 



“I’m just not strong enough yet.” Milo shook his head and back closer to the wall, but stayed in my room, bathed in the soft lamp glow that I’m sure didn’t do his new features justice. 



“For what?” I asked quizzically. 



“You’re the first… human I’ve been around.” His face contorted, looking confused and torn. “I could smell you when I was in my room, and I thought I had a handle on that. But I wasn’t prepared for how your pulse would feel on my skin…” He looked guilty at finding me tasty, so I hurried to erase it. 



“I’m sorry. I should’ve known better. I’m always doing the same things to Jack, and you think I would’ve learned by now.” I forced a smile at him, but his expression only got more sour. “What?” 



“So… you know?” Milo asked quietly, and I wasn’t sure how to answer it. 
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“You mean… that they’re vampires?” I replied carefully. 



“I knew that you must.” He looked passed me, staring into the darkness as he tried to figure things out. 



“As soon as I could start to understand what was happening, and Mae started to explain to me… 

She told me that you knew, and I knew that you must. But still, I guess I didn’t really believe until I heard you say it.” 



“Why wouldn’t you believe it?” I furrowed my brow, trying to understand what he was getting at. If he could believe that he was becoming a vampire, how would it be a stretch to believe that I had known about them? 



“How could you not tell me about this?” Milo sounded more angry and hurt that I had ever heard him before, and I flinched. At first, I didn’t understand, but then I remembered what Jack had said and what I had just read in Peter’s book. 



When vampires first turn, all their emotions are right at the surface. Everything is so much intense then it used to be before, making it harder to control. Admittedly, self-control had always been Milo’s strong suit, but that’s probably how he was able to even be in the same room with me after being so newly turned. It had been less than 72-hours since he drank Jack’s blood, and Ezra had claimed the change would take several days. Everything was really moving so quickly. 



“I-I didn’t know how to tell you,” I stuttered. “I even tried to once. But… you would’ve just thought I was crazy.” 



“You should’ve tried harder!” Milo snapped, his voice harder than I had even known it was capable of being. 



I stared at my brother, at the new exquisite hard contours of his face, and I couldn’t distinguish how I felt about him. There was an immense sense of relief and love, but there was this feeling that I didn’t really recognize the boy – man, really – who was glowering at me from the shadows of the room. I imagined this was how the dad felt when that creepy little boy came back from the Pet Semetary. As soon as the thought popped in my head, it was followed by the thick Maine drawl saying, “Sometimes, dead is better,” but I did my best to stifle the chill running over me. 



“I’m sorry,” I apologized earnestly. “I should’ve. You’re right. But believe me, it was  so  hard to keep this all from you. I never wanted to keep anything from you. I just…” I sighed and shook my head. “It was a hard decision. Just like this one.” 



“What one?” Milo’s eyes flashed with confusion, and I wondered nervously how much Mae had told him. Maybe he didn’t know that it had been my choice to turn him, and maybe he would hate me for it. 



“The one… to turn you,” I swallowed hard and studied his face for his reaction. His eyes were hard, then dropped from mine, and he softened. “Did they tell you what happened?” 



“Jack did,” Milo nodded grimly. “He said it was his fault, and I was dying. So you asked him to turn me. To save me.” 



“I didn’t know what else to do.” Tears stung my eyes, but I didn’t know why. Milo was alive and he was fine, or something close to it, but just remembering how close I had come to losing him made me want to sob. 
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“I’m not angry with you,” Milo absolved me gently. “I’m sure I would’ve done the same thing in your situation. I just wish there had been some kind of heads up about what was going on around here.” 



“I’m sorry,” I repeated, blinking back tears. 



Milo shifted against the wall, and I noticed for the first time the way his clothes fit against his body. Even in that simple movement, I could see the way the muscles moved subtly underneath his shirt. He had never been fat before, but he’d never been trim either. Soft would be a good way to describe him, but now he looked a like jungle cat recoiled before an attack. 



“You’re a vampire,” I announced breathlessly. To know something is entirely different than to see it so obviously in front of me. Everything about him had changed, and only time could tell how much of him was still my brother. 



“I am,” Milo agreed with a wry smile. 



“How do you feel?” 



“Pretty amazing actually.” His smile widened and his stance broadened, making him look proud of this achievement. “At first, it hurt like hell and I was sure I was going to die. Or at least I hoped I would. But now… it feels better than I’ve ever felt.” 



“Really?” I asked hopefully. 



Naturally, I wanted him to feel good and be happy. But more than that, I wanted to know what was in store for me. With him turning, my own change had to be in the very near future. There was nothing holding me back anymore. I had been waiting through his turn to make sure that he got through it okay, and he had. So it was my turn next. 



“Yeah.” Milo nodded, but his smile faltered. “Well, except for the hunger. It’s hard to get used to, but eating…  Wow. There aren’t even words for it.” 



“So… you’re eating?” I felt cautious, even though I knew the answer. It was still too weird of a thought to completely reconcile, though. 



“If I wasn’t, I couldn’t be here with you.” There was a strange threatening sound to his voice, and I involuntarily shrunk back in the bed. “I’m not even supposed to be out of my room now. But I woke up hungry, and there were some blood bags in the room. Mae was completely passed out in the chair, and I was sick of being locked up.” 



“Why aren’t you supposed to be out?” I’d been scrutinizing him as soon as I could see him, and as far as I could tell, he looked perfectly fine. Better then fine, actually. 



“Because.” Milo shifted again, looking pained, but I waited for him to explain. He looked at me like I was an idiot, and shame washed over him. “They think I’m going to eat you.” 



“Oh.” I tucked a tangle of my hair behind my ear and hoped my voice stayed even. “Do… do you want to?” 



“I’m not going to!” Milo insisted, hurt. But he dropped his eyes guiltily to the floor. “I want to. It’s impossible not to.” Then he looked back up at him, his russet eyes full of warning. “Don’t kid yourself, Alice. 
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They’re all thinking about it.” The idea seemed to be fresh to him, and he straightened up and looked warily at the door, as if he expected one of them to come running into the room at just that second to kill me. “It’s really not safe for you here.” 



“I think I’m pretty safe here,” I reassured him. 



“You have no idea.” His eyes widened a little bit, then narrowed. “Do you let them bite you?” 



“No.” I floundered uncomfortably under his judgmental gaze. “Well… it’s complicated.” 



“Not Jack.” Milo’s voice had gotten small and plaintive and… jealous. Definitely jealous. His crush on Jack was even more intense than it had been before. Milo had gone from defensive to protective, but it was hard to deny how much more powerful he was. Before when he tired to protect me, it was something of a joke, but just standing there talking to me, there was something menacing about him. He would do real damage to someone if he wanted to. 



“Not Jack,” I answered quickly, and I knew that I could never explain how Jack had tasted my blood once. There was a certain possessiveness to him, and I doubted that Milo wanted to share either of us with anyone, let alone each other. “It was once with Peter, but it was… a very difficult situation.” 



“What’s going on?” He stood up straighter, and he appeared to almost be sniffing the air. 

“Something just happened.” 



“What are you talking about?” I looked around the room, trying to figure out what he was freaking out about. 



“You. Something happened to you. You’re…” His eyes changed, and I recognized that burning hunger behind them. “Everything about you… It’s like… You want me to bite you?” 



“No!” I shouted, alarmed. 



Admittedly, since he was so new to this, there was a good chance that he could accidentally kill me if he bit me, but that’s not what had me so concerned. I remembered the way I had felt when Peter bit me, and while it was incredible, I definitely did not want my brother to make me feel that way. There was something tremendously incestuous about the idea. 



“I don’t understand.” His face betrayed the internal struggle going on within him, and when he took a step closer to me, it finally dawned on me that I could actually be in danger. “What did you do?” 



“I didn’t do-” But then I realized exactly what I’d done. I’d thought of Peter, and for some reason, my body turned itself into the most delectable thing a vampire could imagine every time I thought of him. It usually effected Jack the hardest, but since Milo was so new, he had no defense for it. 



“Milo!” Jack shouted, appearing in the doorway to his room. 



With a great effort, Milo pulled his eyes away from me, and he exchanged a look with Jack that I couldn’t read. They both looked rather intensely at each other, and there seemed to be some kind of conversation going on between them that I wasn’t privy to. Milo swallowed hard and his breathing had grown more labored, but he managed to keep his focus on Jack. 



“Go back to your room,” Jack told him calmly. 



He stepped off to the side so Milo could get by, and Milo complied reluctantly. When he went to pass him, Milo looked up at Jack, almost pleading with him for something, but Jack kept his gaze 38

hard. Eventually, Milo shivered, and walked past him. Jack stayed frozen in the doorway until I heard the bedroom door shut as Milo went back into his room. 



“What the hell were you doing?” Jack turned back me, his voice suddenly full of venom. 



“I didn’t do anything!” I protested. “He  came into my room while I was sleeping!” 



“You should’ve yelled for me or Mae!” Jack crossed his arms over his chest, but he wasn’t really angry with me. He was jus worried that Milo had been about to finish the job that Peter had started. “And you’ve got to stop thinking about Peter! Do you want get yourself killed?” 



“It’s so impossible!” I groaned and flopped back onto the bed. “You know, in the real world, it’s okay to just think about people! There’s not little mind police checking to make sure that your pulse hasn’t quickened or whatever stupid thing it is that I do!” 



“I know,” Jack sighed apologetically. “We’re just a little more sensitive then everyone else.” 



“What was that, by the way?” I looked back over at him. 



“What?” 



“That look you had with Milo. You were like… I don’t know. Really intense and… connected.” 

There was a weird pang of envy stabbing at me that I tried to ignore. “You guys aren’t like… 

lovers or something?” 



“No, no, of course not!” Jack laughed, and the clear sound of it made everything about me lighten and relax. “But we are more ‘connected,’ I guess. Because I turned him. It makes us a little closer.” 



“Oh.” I wasn’t sure exactly how I felt about that, but I knew that I’d better hurry up and get used to it because there’d be nothing I could do about. The one thing I knew for sure about vampirism is that it was permanent. 



“Are you okay?” Jack asked earnestly and walked closer to the bed to check on me. 



“If I said no, would you stay here with me longer?” I looked up at him hopefully. 



Seeing Milo, and then having him want to kill me, had shaken me, but I was mostly okay. But knowing that Milo was okay had taken this giant weight off my shoulders, and it made aware of how little time I’d really spent with Jack lately. Suddenly, I missed him terribly. 



“I shouldn’t…” Jack trailed off, but I already knew that I’d won. 



Lifting up the covers, Jack crawled into bed with me. Regrettably, he was wearing a tee shirt and pajama pants, but at least he was here with me, so I decided not to look a gift in horse in the mouth. I snuggled up next to him and relished the feel of his strong arms around me. Despite Milo’s earlier proclamation, I knew there was no where in the world I was safer than in Jack’s arms. 



“Everything’s gonna be okay,” Jack assured me, but that was his mantra anymore. He stroked my hair gently, and I rested my head on his chest, letting his heart thud slowly in my ear. “Milo’s going to be just fine. 



“He just has to adjust to everything.” 





39

“I don’t want to talk about adjusting or how everything is going be fine or okay or great in the future,” I grumbled tiredly. “I just want to lay here with you. And that be it.” 



“That’s a really good idea.” 



Jack finally settled into bed and I felt him relax with me. I fell asleep around him constantly. He made me feel safe and calm and I think I tired more easily than he did. But Jack and I very rarely got to fall asleep together, let alone curled up together in bed. The moments were few and far between, and I wanted to hang onto this one as long as I could. 



Unfortunately, it didn’t last as long as I would’ve liked. I fell asleep in the middle of enjoying it, and we were woken up much too soon. I had been in the middle of a dream, and then I heard someone clearing their throat loudly in the hallway. As I started coming to, I felt Jack’s arms start to pull away from me, and I clung onto them to tightly. He laughed quietly into my hair, but that only annoyed the interloper in the hall. 



“Ahem!” Mae coughed loudly. 



“What?” Jack groaned. 



“It’s time to get up,” Mae announced firmly. 



“But I’m still sleeping,” Jack yawned. 



“Too bad.” To enunciate her point, she clapped her hands loudly. “Get up!” 



“I’m up!” Jack insisted, and finally managed to free himself from me so he could sit up. 



“What do you think your doing?” Mae asked wearily. 



When Jack sat up, he cleared my view so I could see her standing in the hallway. She was wearing a rather fancy housecoat and she had her hands on her hips. She was tired and irritated, and just the way she looked at Jack made me feel guilty. 



“Getting up, like you asked.” Jack leaned back and stretched, and I watched the wonderful muscles of his back ripple underneath his tee shirt. 



“I meant, what do you do you think you’re doing in  that  bed, with her?” Mae nodded at me, but she never took her eyes of him. “Did you think that since you left the bedside lamp on it would make it okay?” 



“Kinda.” He smiled wickedly at her, but she was in no mood for it. 



“Get up. We all need to talk to downstairs.” Mae took a step away, but Jack stopped her. 



“Hey, hey. Did Milo tell you about his little exertion last night?” Jack asked, then his voice took a more accusing tone. “When he was on your watch?” 



“We’ll talk about that all when you get downstairs.” Mae turned sharply, her housecoat billowing behind her, and disappeared down the hall. 



“It’s way too early for a lecture,” I muttered into the pillow. 



“You’re telling me.” 
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Jack looked back at me, and his expression softened with fondness. His smile deepened, growing more genuine, and gently, he reached over and brushed a hair back from my eyes. I’m sure my eyes were sleep clogged and red, but he looked into them like they were magical. His hand rested on my cheek for a moment, and it started growing warmer, but he let it linger. 



“You’re really beautiful when you sleep,” he murmured softly. 



“I am not.” My cheeks reddened deeply and I buried my face deeper in the pillow. He laughed brightly, and reluctantly, dropped his hand from my ever warming face. 



“Dibs on the shower.” The bed moved as he got up from it up, and I turned my head so I could get a better view of him as he went over to the closet. 



“There’s like twenty-seven showers in the house. Are you calling dibs on all of them?” 



“Maybe,” Jack laughed and went into his closet. 



I didn’t really mind him showering first. It gave me more time to lie in bed, burying myself deep in the covers. Besides, more time in bed meant less time being yelled at for getting too close to Jack, and that was always a good thing. I knew that many a love story had been written full of longing glances from across the room and that could sustain a smoldering romance, but I couldn’t see how. I had spent the night curled up in Jack’s arms, and that wasn’t enough anymore. 






Chapter 7 

It wasn’t a lecture. Ezra sat on the couch, and Mae sat on the floor next to him, resting her head on his knee. I had barely seen her in days, and that had probably gone the same for Ezra. Her long honey waves of hair cascaded around her, and he absently ran his fingers through it. Jack was sitting on the other side of living room, stretched out on the chaise lounge with Matilda by sprawled out over his feet. Milo stood off to the side, fiddling with the floor length curtains next to him. 



Under the bright lights of the living room, Milo was even more brilliant than when he had waken me in the middle of the afternoon. His dark brown hair even looked glossier. He was still clearly my brother, but like what he would’ve looked like in a few years if he worked out more and had a stylist. It was hard not to stare at him when I walked in the room, but something felt unsettling and distracted me. 



They were all poised around me like it was an intervention. Milo didn’t really seem nervous, but he wasn’t exactly comfortable either. Jack sat up straighter when I walked in, and I surmised that they had been talking about me while I had been showering. Maybe I shouldn’t have let him go first. I sighed and made my way over to a chair to sit and wait for whatever they were going to dump on me that would probably ruin my life a little bit. 



“So,” I said when it appeared nobody else would speak. “What’s going on?” 



“I heard you had a visitor last night,” Ezra began, his accent lilting with a hint of dissatisfaction. 

His eyes flitted over to Milo just briefly, and Milo cringed visibly. 



Milo touched at his hair nervously, but that seemed to do little to settle his unease. His cheeks colored lightly, and I was rather surprised to find that vampires could blush. Absently, he pulled at the curtain and almost yanked it down. He reddened even deeper and sheepishly spouted apologizes that Mae just brushed away. There was something clumsily graceful in his movements. The way his slender fingers picked at everything was oddly elegant, but there was also the sense that he didn’t understand how to control it or have any mastery of his strength. 
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“Sorry,” Milo muttered again. When he took a step away from the curtains, it was too wide, and he almost stumbled into the chair but caught himself with any amazing ease. Everything was suddenly much easier for him, and learning how to handle that made things harder. 



“The good news is that this is all perfectly normal.” Ezra watched Milo with a bemused smile. He finally just gave up on movement of any kind and collapsed into a nearby chair. 



“You’re just getting your bearings, love,” Mae purred reassuringly. “We’ve all been through it.” 



“Not all of us,” I whispered under my breath, and Jack shot a disappointed look my way. That solidified my belief that whatever news they were breaking here was bound to be bad. 



“This is just so weird!” Milo lamented. 



He meant to just lean back in the chair, and he nearly tipped it over. He scoffed at himself, and underneath his perfect new features, I saw the frustrated little boy had always been. Whenever he uncovered a problem he couldn’t solve, he furrowed his brow intensely and his eyes got sad and faraway. There was something incredibly reassuring about seem him look that way again. I didn’t want him to be frustrated, but it meant that he was still under there. 



“As you can see, he turned quite smoothly,” Ezra turned his attention back to me. “Better than expected, actually. He’s had very little problems, and he seems to have a rather large amount of self-control.” 



“This is the least amount of control I’ve ever had in my life!” Milo retorted incredulous. 



“You’ll get it all back, plus so much more,” Mae told him, her voice soft and gentle. “You should’ve seen Jack after he first turned. He was a horrible mess.” 



“Thanks,” Jack added dryly. 



“Everyone is a little out of control in the beginning,” Ezra continued gravely. “Which is exactly why you never should’ve gone into Alice’s room last night.” 



“I’m sorry!” The way Milo said it, I knew he’d already apologized for it a hundred times. “I’ll never do it again!” 



“Everything turned out fine.” I waved off Ezra’s concern. “It really wasn’t that big of a deal.” 



“Yeah, it kinda was,” Jack said seriously, looking over at me. “If I hadn’t woken up…” 



“If he hadn’t eaten before he saw you, there wouldn’t have been enough time for anyone to intercede,” 



Ezra agreed. “Before you came downstairs just now, Milo ate, and we’re all here too. Being around him like that is far too risky.” 



“Great.” I felt oddly exasperated and I had to fight the urge to through my hands up in the air. 



Milo looked guilty in the chair across the room from me, and I hated the idea that he could kill me. 

They could all kill me, and according to Milo, they all wanted to. So it didn’t seem fair that he was the only one that felt guilty about it and required a chaperone. Or three of them, as it were, and they still acted like it wasn’t enough. 



“Well, it’ll never happen again, and I’m still alive,” I shrugged. 
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“You have like no sense of self preservation,” Jack looked at me skeptically. 



“Obviously not,” I returned his gaze evenly. If I cared anything for my life, I probably wouldn’t spend all my free time with a pack of vampires. 



“That leads us to now,” Ezra interjected, but I didn’t follow so I looked at him quizzically. “Milo can’t go home, for many reasons. He’s got to stay on with us.” 



“Sure,” I nodded. 



While I hadn’t really thought of it until then, it did make perfect sense that we lived here now. Milo couldn’t go back to his normal life at school, and with everything going well for him, I would just turn, and there wouldn’t be anything tying us back to our old lives. In fact, we’d be a threat to everyone we knew until we got things under control. 



“You, on the other hand, will not.” Ezra spoke slowly, letting the weight of his words sink in, and looked at me apologetically. 



“What?” I shook my head, disbelieving. “What are you talking about? Why wouldn’t I stay? Milo was the only reason I even wanted to go back to my life, and he’s here now!” 



“Alice,” Ezra held a hand out to calm me, and I could feel Jack struggle to reign in his own emotions to soothe me. When I was anxious, it was much harder for me to reflect what he felt, and he seemed almost as upset about the decision anyway. 



“It’s not like you won’t be able to come out here all the time anyway,” Jack offered helpfully, pleading with me with his soft blue eyes not completely freak out. 



“I don’t understand. If… if I can be here all the time, then why do I need to go?” A lump was wedging itself heavily in my throat, and I prayed that I wouldn’t start crying. They suddenly didn’t want me anymore, and my heart felt like it was shattering. 



“It’s not safe for you,” Ezra tried to reason with me. “Milo’s very dangerous to humans right now, and he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he was responsible for something happening to you.” 



“Why…” I trailed off, unable to even form the words so I desperately wanted to ask. Why couldn’t I just turn? Was this their way of saying they no longer wanted me to? Maybe I was more trouble than I was worth… 



“And there’s your mother,” Ezra continued, ignoring my open ended question. “You went home and left a letter indicating that you and Milo were going away with us for awhile. If both of you were to just suddenly disappear, she would find that rather suspicious and send the police out after us, which wouldn’t really do anybody any good.” 



“But if Milo just vanishes, you think she’d be fine with that?” I asked dubiously. 



“No, no, we’ll have an explanation for that,” Ezra shook his head. “We’ll have that all figured out by tomorrow.” 



“Tomorrow?” It was starting to feel like I had been punched in the stomach. There was a dully ache growing and the wind had been knocked out of me. 



“Yes. You’ll go home tomorrow,” Ezra explained. 
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“That’ll give Milo enough to time to ready himself to visit your mother, one last time, and us enough time to get things in order,” Mae elaborated, smiling at me. As if this were something to smile about. 



They were kicking me out, pushing me away from everything that I cared about, and they were doing it with a smile. Before I came over the night Milo got hurt, I hadn’t really expected to spend the rest of my life here. It shouldn’t really matter to me that I was leaving, because nothing had really changed from a few days ago. But somehow, everything had changed. If Milo had been leaving too, it wouldn’t have hurt so much. But like this… it was like getting left behind. 



“I know this is hard for you, but it’s for the best,” Ezra said, and there was a finality to his voice where I knew this wasn’t open for discussion. He had decided what was best, and that’s what everyone would do. 



“No, it’s no problem,” I shrugged and blinked hard to fight back tears. I stood up before I could decide where I wanted to go, so I mumbled a lame excuse. “I’ll be right back.” 



I had no intention of being right back. I wasn’t leaving the house or anything, but I needed to get away from them. Mae called after me, and Milo watched me apologetically, but I just walked past them, through the kitchen, and out the French doors onto the patio bathed in cold moonlight. 

After spending the past three days entirely inside frigid air conditioning, the warm humidity of the night hit me like a sauna. Fire flies were dancing through the branches of the weeping willow by the lake, and I walked out on the dock, wiping painfully at my eyes. I looked the planks of wood stretching about before, at the source of all my problems. If Milo had never slipped, if he’d never hit his head, then everything could just back to normal. My grasp on normal was getting very tenuous. 



I just didn’t like this hurt and confusion welling up inside me. It had the definite sting of loneliness, and that was one thing that I had become unprepared for. With everyone I loved becoming immortal, it never occurred to me that I would be left alone. 



Heavy footfalls echoed on the boards behind me, and I wiped quickly at my eyes. I didn’t want to even be crying, let alone have an audience. I kept my arms wrapped tightly around me, as if I was warding off an icy wind instead of a hot one, and I refused to turn back to see Jack as he came up behind me. 



“Alice,” Jack said softly, and I felt him fighting the urge to reach out for me. “It’s really not so bad.” 



“No, I know,” I nodded in agreement. My tears had stopped enough where I felt I could look at him, so I did. “I just wasn’t thinking. If I had been, I would’ve realized that I’d have to go soon.” 



“Alice,” Jack groaned, and I could tell he completely saw through my façade. “Its for your safety, and ours.” 



“No, I know!” I insisted. “I get it! Completely! You don’t have to worry about me.” 



“Nobody blames you for being hurt.” He was growing frustrated by my little act, which made me want to keep it up all the more. 



“I’m not hurt!” I snapped, and he rolled his eyes disgustedly. 



“Why do you always have to be so damn obstinate?” 



“I’m not. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I shook my head. 
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“Alice!” Jack growled, exasperated. Then he exhaled and decided to try a different approach. He reached out for me, but I pulled back from his touch, and he let his arm fall to his side with a weary sigh. “I don’t know why you’re mad at me. I had nothing to do with this.” 



“It’s your fault Milo’s a vampire,” I pointed out, and then instantly regretted it. He looked so wounded, it hurt, and I wanted to say something to take it back, but I couldn’t think of anything. 



“You’re right,” Jack replied thickly. “You’re absolutely right. This  is  my fault.” He lowered his sad blue eyes and swallowed hard. “You take as much time as you need. I’ll be in the house if you need anything.” He started taking a step backwards, looking so totally forlorn, and I hated myself for making him look like that. 



“Jack,” I said, but he just shook his head. 



“Take all the time you need, Alice.” He turned and walked back to the house, his footsteps heavier and slower this time. 



I groaned inwardly and stared out at the black water surrounding me. Jack was right. He hadn’t done anything wrong, and I wasn’t actually mad at him. He almost never did anything wrong, but he and Milo tended get the brunt of my anger or frustration because they took it so willingly. It wasn’t fair to them, and led me to believe that I was most likely a pretty terrible person. It was no wonder they didn’t want me around anymore. 



In reality, I was incredibly angry with myself. For not taking their offer when they gave it to me. 

For going inside when Milo got hurt. For deciding that Milo should turn. No matter what the repercussions for myself, I’d always be happy that I had chosen the way for Milo to be alive and safe. That wasn’t what bothered me. 



It would all just be so much simpler if I had been the one that had slipped on the dock and hit my head instead of him. I was jealous of the fact that he had almost died. 






Chapter 8 

Since Milo was highly intelligent and managed to get Ivy League grades, it wasn’t a stretch to think he’d been offered a scholarship to some kind of fancy boarding school. Even that he hadn’t mentioned it to our mother wouldn’t seem that extraordinary. With her work schedule, they barely had time to exchange words, although they did speak much more frequently than I did with her. 

Ezra had printed off a couple of documents to certify that Milo would soon be attending Alexander Landon Preparatory School just outside of Albany, New York. The semester was slated to start one week from today, and it was recommended that students get out there a week early to acclimate themselves with the school. Or at least that’s what the letter claimed. 



They had an extensive story to go with it that I’d heard Milo going over with Ezra and Mae all morning, or evening, as it actually was by definition. Jack had done his best to try and cheer me up, but there was very little he could do alleviate my mood. As time dragged on, I only managed to get more and more nervous and upset as I thought about the life I would be returning to. 

Milo called our mother on his phone, skillfully disguising his voice to sound very much like it used to, and arranged a time for them to talk. Unfortunately, Mom had somehow managed to get a night off, and she picked a time much sooner than we had expected. Mae hurried to help me pack up my things, talking feverishly the entire time about how things were going to be so much more fun this way. Her reasons almost entirely depended on the phrase “absence makes the heart grow fonder,” but I nodded and smiled like I actually believed anything she said. 



Once Mae’s Jetta was loaded with my things, I stood in the entryway, waiting by the garage door. 
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understand what the hold up was. We were waiting for Milo, but since he didn’t have to pack, I didn’t get what could be taking him so long. 



“What is he doing?” I grumbled, pulling absently at the hem of my shirt. Admittedly, I did not want to leave the house, but waiting around like this only succeeded in making me irritable and nervous. If we were going to leave then I wanted to hurry and get it over with. 



“He’ll be down in a minute,” Jack replied vaguely. He scratched the back of his neck and looked away from me, which was a clear sign that he didn’t want to tell me something. 



“What?” I looked at him sternly. “What’s he doing?” 



“He’s eating,” Jack answered reluctantly. Then he looked at me and shrugged regretfully. “He’s going to be out in the world with people for the first time. It’s better if he’s not hungry.” 



“Do you need to eat?” I asked pointedly. 



“No. I’m good. Thanks for asking, though.” His eyes inspected me curiously, looking for revulsion or fear, but when he didn’t find any, he eventually looked away. 



“Is he gonna eat my mom?” Truthfully, there was a serious risk of vomiting every time I thought about Milo drinking blood, but apparently, I did a fairly good job masking it. I managed to keep my voice even when I talked about him possibly killing our mother. 



“That’s why he’s eating,” Jack said dryly. “We’re hoping to avoid that entire situation.” 



“Excellent,” I sighed. 



“I’ll be there to bodyguard, too,” Jack reminded me. He flexed his muscles to prove that he was up for the job and grinned at me. “It’s gonna be fine.” 



“I know,” I smiled grimly. “Everything’s always going to be fine. Great. Good. Okay.” 



“He’s just about ready!” Mae declared, interrupting the worried look Jack was giving me. He quickly replaced it with a smile when she rushed into the entryway. I should’ve known that she’d have to see us off. 



When she saw me, her face fell and she smiled sadly at me. “Oh, Alice, love, you just look so pitiful.” 



“Sorry.” I tried to force a smile as she placed her hands on my arms and appraised me. 



“You will be back, you know?” Her eyes glistened with wet tears, and it made me feel a little better she was sad to see me go. At least someone would miss me. “We’re not banishing you.” 



“I know,” I admitted, smiling a bit more genuinely. 



“You’re part of the family now,” Mae insisted sincerely. She tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear, and I knew that there would be very little in life that I could do to rid myself of her. “This is just how things have to be.  For now.” 



“I know,” I nodded. And I did know. It didn’t change the fact that I doubted myself constantly and that this still hurt. 
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Suddenly, Mae threw her arms around me and pulled her close to me, hugging me so tightly I could hardly breathe. She stroked my hair and whispered in my, “Oh, love, you have no idea how marvelous everything will be when it’s all said and done.” 



“Mae, honey, I think you’re smothering her,” Jack pointed out gently and tapped her on the shoulder. 



“Oh, sorry!” Mae let go of me and took a step back, and I tried not to obviously gasp for breath. “I keep forgetting how fragile you still are.” 



“It’s okay.” My ribs ached slightly, and it was hard to fight the reflex to rub them. 



Down the hall, I could hear Milo’s clumsy footsteps and Ezra’s soothing voice as he reassured Milo that everything would be alright. He was going over the plan again, the main points that Milo needed to stick to in order to convince our mom that this was all legitimate. When they walked into the entryway, Ezra had his arm loosely on Milo’s back, and Milo did look rather pale. Despite the pep talk, Milo didn’t seem quite so positive that he wouldn’t bite Mom. 



“We can follow behind you if you want,” Ezra offered. Jack was going with us, as a bodyguard, but Ezra and Mae had planned on staying behind at the house. 



“No, I’ll be fine.” Milo sounded more confident than he looked, and I wondered if I should take them up on the offer. 



“Are you sure?” Mae lovingly reached out and stroked his face, a gesture that I couldn’t even do anymore. If I did, he’d be too tempted to rip open an artery. 



“Come on. Everybody’s great. Let’s get this show on the road.” Jack sensed my obvious discomfort, and he was in as much of a hurry as I was to get this over with. 



Reluctantly, Mae let us leave. I didn’t like how nervous she was about this, but there wasn’t very much about any of this that I liked. When we went into the garage, I walked ahead of Milo and reached the Jetta first. I grabbed for the passenger side door, planning on sitting as shotgun as I always did, when Milo growled at me. Dropping my hand, I turned to look back at him. 



“Did you just growl at me?” I asked skeptically. 



“I might have,” Milo admitted, and there was an anger in his eyes. 



“Why would you  growl  at me?” I persisted. 



“Alice,” Jack said sharply. He was standing on the other side of the car beside the driver’s side door, and he was looking at me severely from over the top of the car. “Get in the backseat.” 



“Why?” It was a stupid thing to get pissed off about, but I couldn’t help it. It was ridiculous for Milo to flipping growl at me over seating arrangements in the car, especially when I always sat in the front. Jack was  my friend, so I should sit by him. 



“Just do it,” Jack insisted sternly. 



“But that’s stupid!” I protested. “Just because Milo’s a vampire, he gets shotgun? That’s not fair. It doesn’t even make sense.” 



“Just get in the back!” Milo snapped, and when I turned to look at him, there was a violence brewing in his eyes that terrified me. Instead of freaking out like I kind of really wanted to, I just scoffed. 
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“This is bogus,” I grumbled, getting in the backseat. 



“This would be so much easier if you didn’t fight everything,” Jack complained as he started the car. 



“You really didn’t realize what you were getting into with her, did you?” Milo commented. 

I bit my tongue, but it wasn’t an easy feat. Who the hell did Milo think he was? There were a million things I wanted to shout at him, but I couldn’t, because he would literally bite my head off I did. That was just so unfair, too. He got to get away with being a random dick because he could kill me. Milo was never like this. 



He never would’ve talked to me like that, and Jack never would’ve ganged up on me with him. 

On the positive side, I didn’t feel so bad that I wouldn’t get to be around them as much anymore. 

In fact, I was pretty sure that I wouldn’t even miss Milo at all. He’d probably growl at me if I touched the television remote or something. 



The entire car ride home, I just glowered. Jack had Dinosaur Jr. in the CD player, and that filled up most of the silence. Milo said a couple things that I couldn’t hear from the backseat, making me hate them all the more. Jack just nodded or grunted something in response. Suddenly, I really, really just wanted to be able to crawl into my own bed, and cry into my pillow if that’s what I felt like doing. 



When we pulled up in front of the apartment building, I practically leapt out of the car. Jack grabbed my bags from the trunk, and he and Milo followed me inside. We rode up the elevator in silence, and I could see Milo tensing up. His jaw had set tightly and his kept clenching and unclenching his fists. I looked over at Jack to see if he noticed, but he kept his expression stoic. 



“Are you okay?” I asked Milo quietly outside our apartment door. 



“Yeah,” he nodded, but he definitely looked pale. 



“Maybe we should do this another time,” I suggested. I really wanted to get this over with, but not that the expense of my mother or my brother. 



“No. Let’s do this.” Milo pulled the keys out of his pocket and unlocked the door. 



Thankfully, Mom kept the apartment dark. Milo still looked like Milo, but there had been drastic changes that would be much less noticeable in dim lighting. There was a light on over the kitchen sink, but the rest of the apartment was dark. A scratched Led Zepplin record played softly in the living room, with Robert Plant crooning about when the levees break. 



“Mom?” I said cautiously, following Milo inside. 



“Oh, good, you’re finally here.” Mom burst out from her bedroom, a cigarette glowing in her hand, and her hair looked much less frizzy than it usually did. Her lips were stained with a too-red lipstick, and I realized that she was going out. “I don’t have much longer to wait.” 



“Are you going somewhere?” I asked. 



Milo had deliberately moved into the shadows of the apartment, but I lingered in the light of the kitchen. Jack sat my bag on the floor and hovered next to me, hoping to catch my mother’s attention. She was flitting about the living room, searching for something, so she hadn’t quite caught onto the fact that he was there. The last time they had met, Mom had swooned over him so badly I had to fight the urge to vomit. 



“Yes, yes, in a bit,” Mom waved me away and stumbled upon what she had been looking for – a 48

tumbler full of brandy. She took a long drink, then turned back to look at us. “Now what did you want to talk to me about?” She finally saw Jack, and inhaled deeply, breathing a scent he had that drove the entire human population wild, except for me. “Oh, I didn’t realize you had guests.” 

Her eyes widened happily and she actually batted her eyes at him. 



“Jack just gave us a ride,” I explained lamely. 



“It’s good to see you, Miss Bonham,” Jack gave her a little half wave, and she placed her hand over her chest. 



“You were at a vacation house, weren’t you?” Mom asked breathlessly and sat down in a chair in the living room. Apparently, he made her too weak in the knees to stand anymore. 



“Um, yeah,” Jack nodded, going along with the lie I had told her earlier. 



“Did you do a lot of swimming?” Mom was undoubtedly picturing him in a swim trunks, and I wanted to gag. 



Milo made an almost inaudible sound, and Jack suddenly stepped forward, closer to him. When he tensed up, I tensed up, and that would be a horrible thing to do right now. If my heart sped up, Milo would notice it, and it would make it even harder not to kill us all. 



“We did tons of swimming. It was fantastic,” I blurted out randomly. “But Mom, Milo really needs to talk to you. He, uh, has something major to tell you.” 



“Oh?” Mom struggled to pull her gaze from Jack to Milo, but fortunately, her eyes didn’t have to travel far. Jack had moved even closer to Milo, and I knew things were not going as well as everyone had promised they would. 



“Yeah, it’s really great news,” Jack added enthusiastically in an attempt to sway her towards our way of thinking. 



“Here.” Milo thrust his hand forward, holding out a crumpled letter in his hand. His voice had taken on an icy tone that made him sound nothing like himself, and if Jack hadn’t been there to distract Mom, there was no way she would’ve bought any of this. 



“What are you shoving at me?” Mom sounded irritated and made no attempt to get up and retrieve the letter from him. 



“It’s a letter.” Carefully, Jack pried the letter that Ezra had worked so hard on from Milo’s fingers and walked over to her. When he handed it to her, their fingers briefly touched, and Milo made that inaudible sound again. 



“A letter?” Mom peered down at the paper once she had recovered from touching Jack. She attempted smooth out the paper, but the dim light and her poor eyesight made it almost impossible for her to read, I’m sure. “Well, what’s this about?” She looked back up at Milo. “Just spit it out.” 



“I’ve been accepted to a boarding school in New York,” Milo answered stiffly. “Thanks to my grades, I’ve received a full scholarship. The semester stars in a week, and they want me to get there early. So. I’m going to leave tomorrow.” 



“What?” Mom looked skeptical and concerned. Milo was the good one, and she wasn’t used to him not making any sense. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?” 



“I just found out about it for sure a few weeks, and I was waiting for the right time to tell you,” Milo 49

said. 



“That’s why we want to the vacation house,” Jack smiled a little too broadly. “As one last hoorah before he goes.” 



“What?” Mom repeated. Jack had gone a long way towards convincing her, but there was still more left to go. “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t tell me about this.” 



“I was afraid you’d be angry about me leaving.” Milo didn’t sound afraid or apologetic, though. He sounded like a robot. 



“Why would I be angry? I’ll ever done is stress how important a good education is for you kids, so you don’t end up like me.” Mom softened a bit and looked down at the letter, trying to read it in the darkness. “So you’re leaving tomorrow?” 



“Yeah.” 



“How are you getting there?” Mom looked back up at him. 



“Plane. Jack bought the tickets for me.” Milo gestured towards him, and Jack smiled back at her. 



“Oh.” Mom swallowed, and looked at me for the first time. “You knew about this?” 



“Um, yeah,” I shrugged. 



“And you didn’t tell me?” Mom snapped. 



“No. I didn’t. Neither did Milo. But thanks for getting angry with me,” I grumbled. 



“Oh, never mind.” She glanced at the clock and then quickly downed the rest of her brandy. “I don’t really have time for this.” She stood up, brushing her back from her forehead. “But you’re leaving tomorrow, right? So I’ll have a chance to say a proper good-bye to you tomorrow?” 



“Yeah,” Milo lied. He was leaving tonight, and she wouldn’t realize it was too late. The plan was for him to leave a note explaining that the plane left before she woke up or something. Whatever fit, so he would never have to see her again. 



“Alright then.” Mom nodded once and put out her cigarette in an ashtray. She grabbed her oversized purse from the table, and she headed over to the shadows where Milo hid by the door. 



“Have a good time tonight,” Jack interjected, carefully putting himself between her and Milo. She was going to go in for a hug, and it was still too soon for Milo to handle something like that. 



“Oh, I will.” Mom gingerly touched her hair, taken back by Jack’s interruption, and unable to figure out how to rectify it. She smiled at him, and then turned to me, returning to her usual scowl. “You. 

We’ll talk later.” 



“Looking forward to it,” I lied. 



“Yeah, I’m sure you are,” Mom muttered, and then walked out of the apartment. 



After she was gone, I tried not to think about how tremendously sad that was. That was the last time Milo was ever going to see his mother, and he couldn’t even hug her good-bye. She hadn’t always been the greatest mom and spent most of her time anywhere but home, but she was still our mother. She loved us the best she could, and she deserved a better good-bye than that. 
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“Oh, hell,” Jack exhaled shakily once she had left, and I saw his whole body relax. “You’ve gotta get that under control.” 



“I’m trying!” Milo insisted. “But it wasn’t my fault! You saw the way she as fawning all over you-” 

His voice turned into a low snarl, and Jack held up a hand to stop him. 



“Yeah, I was there, but seriously!” He shook his head in disbelief. “Milo! You can’t be like that!” 



“Be like what?” I asked, confused. I had assumed that tension had been all about Milo being hungry and unable to control bloodlust, but I didn’t understand why it would be solely directed at our mother. That was a little disgusting, actually. 



“Nothing,” Milo mumbled sheepishly. 



“Go pack up the rest of your stuff.” Jack gestured too his room tiredly. “Let’s get out of here before you do something really stupid.” 



“Sorry,” Milo apologized and slunk off to his room. 



Once he was gone, I whirled on Jack, and whispered fiercely, “What was that about? What’s going on?” 



“Remember how things were complicated before?” Jack asked, shooting a glance over his shoulder to make sure that Milo was out of earshot. “Well, they just got a whole lot worse.” 



“What are you talking about?” I narrowed my eyes at him, trying imagine how things could get any worse than they already had. 



“Milo is jealous,” Jack explained quietly. 



“Of what?” I shook my head, uncomprehending. 



“Well…” Jack scratched the back of his head and sighed. “Everyone who interacts with me.” 



“What?” I leaned back and tried to put it together. 



“Okay see… the thing is, vampires bond with whoever turns them,” Jack elaborated, his blue eyes swimming with apologies. “I told you about how close I was to Peter and Ezra because we shared the same blood. We’re part of the same person, almost. Well… so now since Milo drank my blood, we’re really bonded. 



And it’s a little different than it was with Peter or Ezra because… apparently, Milo had a crush on me before he turned. And with the bonding, that’s suddenly intensified.” 



“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” My arms had been crossed on my chest, but they just fell to my side. “Holy hell. First your brother, now my brother. It’s like this whole thing is completely impossible.” 



“No, no, it’s not like with Peter,” Jack shook his head. “It’s not like that at all. I mean, I don’t reciprocate his feelings at all. He’s like a brother to me, and that’s all. And this is just new. My blood is still fresh, and he doesn’t have a handle on any of his emotions. This’ll fade. With time.” 



“How much time?” I demanded. 



“The thing is… there’s so much uncharted territory with you,” Jack tried to explain, but I just laughed hollowly and shook my head. 



51

“You don’t know. You don’t even know if it will fade. This is all assumptions. Everything about our relationship is assumptions!” I snapped. 



“Shh!” Jack looked nervously back at Milo’s room, but when he didn’t come out, he turned back to me. 



“No, the bond does fade. Okay? When I first turned, it was like hero worship with me and Peter. 

And as you can tell by my immense hatred for him, that changed.” 



“That was like sixteen years ago!” I insisted dubiously. “Do you really plan on waiting for sixteen years for this?” 



“No, it’ll stop sooner. I can’t say with any certainty the time frame, because it varies vampire to vampire, but you know, I really don’t think it was  that  long with Peter and I.” 



“Whatever,” I rolled my eyes. “Milo will stop. Peter will stop. Everything will stop. And one day, it’ll be happily ever after. But instead of things getting better, more stuff just keeps piling up on top of it.” 



“You know what the problem is? You’re looking at this all with mortal eyes,” Jack decided. “You seem time finitely, and that’s not the case. This will take time, but we have time.” 



“No, no. You have time. Because the last time I checked-” I stopped and held my fingers to my throat. 



“Yep. That’s a pulse. That’s mortal blood in these veins, Jack. I’m not a damn vampire.” 



“Yeah,  now. But this is just temporary,” Jack assured me. 



“Maybe,” I admitted looking forlornly at him. “But right now, you’re whispering and standing like three feet away from me. Because if you weren’t, my brother might kill me, or your brother might kill you. And until that stops, you can’t really get any closer than you are now.” 



“Maybe we should hook our brothers up,” Jack suggested wryly. 



“Maybe,” I agreed wearily. 



Jack sighed and looked sadly at me. Then Milo came out of his room, and Jack dropped his eyes and took a step away from me. Yeah, this was all going to work out perfectly. These were just tiny little speed bumps. Jack was now afraid of my little brother, but yeah. Everything was right on track. 



“I’m all packed.” Milo had two duffle bags and a garbage bag of stuff in his hands. 



“We should probably get going,” Jack said, taking a step towards the door. “You’ve had enough excitement for today.” 



“Oh, haven’t we all?” I asked. 



“Alice, I’m sorry about all of this,” Milo said sincerely, and that softness returned to his face. I hated him for it, because just then, I really wanted to hate him, and I couldn’t. Not when he looked at me like that, with his big, innocent eyes. “I know how much trouble this is for you, and I never meant for that.” 



“Don’t be silly,” I shook my head. “None of this is your fault. You are entirely a victim of circumstance. 
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You don’t need to feel bad about any of this.” 



“I’ll see you soon, okay?” Milo promised. 



“Yeah, I know,” I lied. He looked at me expectantly for a moment, and then I realized what it was. 

“I would hug you, if you know, I could. But you’ll get it under control soon. And then we’ll hug more than the Osmands. Okay?” 



“Yeah,” Milo smiled sadly. 



Jack held the door open for him, and gave me one last apologetic look as Milo escaped out into the hall. 



“I’ll talk to you soon. Have fun.” 



“I’m sure it’ll be a blast,” I told him. 



Once the door shut, it hit me for the first time. I was alone in the apartment. Thanks to Milo’s complete lack of a social life, I could count the times I’d been home alone on two hands. About the only time was when I skipped school, and Milo went. Otherwise, he was always here. And he was never going to be here again. 



A few minutes ago, I had managed to muster some pretty wicked anger for him, but it was all gone. The reality of everything was sinking in. There would be no one here to lecture me about bedtimes or home work, or to scoff at me when I watched reality TV, or make me elaborate meals. Nobody to paint my nails and listen to my stupid problems. There was nobody. For the first time in almost fifteen years, I was alone. My little brother was really gone. 






Chapter 9 

After becoming accustomed the subzero temperatures at Jack’s, I was dying in my own apartment. To beat the heat, I would drench my tank top and underwear in cold water, and then put them on. It was the closest thing I had to a lake in my backyard. Then I laid in front of the open window in my room, letting the warm breeze roll over me. This was little consolation for life at their house, but I did the best with what I had. 



To pass the time, I amerced myself completely in Peter’s biography, although I wasn’t completely convinced that he had actually written it. Jack seemed sure of it, and he had been genuinely offended by me reading  A Brief History of Vampyres. Still, it was hard to think of Peter wanting to write anything down. Whenever I was around him, he wanted nothing to do with expressing himself, but Ezra had said he had been a different man before the love of his life died. 



Even now, or maybe simply because of now, I felt strangely betrayed at the thought of Elise, Peter’s girlfriend that had died a very long time ago. She was his one true love, or something ridiculous like that. It was completely unfair. Every part of my being claimed that I was meant for him, and because of her, because of a vampire that had died before I was even before, he refuses me. I will never be with him, and by the way things are going now, I’ll probably never be anything except a lone corpse in the ground. 



So far in the book, Peter has yet to mention Elise, and I hope he doesn’t. Jack said he was very young when he wrote it, so he probably hadn’t even met her yet. He explained how he turned, what he could remember of it. Apparently, the transformation was something hard to articulate. 



“My mind was an excited fog. It felt like I was waking up and falling asleep at the same time. My body was shifting and dying. There were times where I could literally feel my organs sliding about, 53

 as if my gut had been cut open and filled with eels. I couldn’t decipher dreams from reality, and I recall singing ‘Ava Maria’ repeatedly so I could hear my own voice. The sound of it meant that I was still there, that was still some part of me on this earth. ”   



Imagine, Peter writhing in a bed as his body died. His beautiful face contorting and twisting with pain, and through it all, he’s singing. I’m sure that he had an amazing voice, but it just seemed improbable that he would ever sing for any reason. For the most part, he tended to sulk about and glare at me with his piercing green eyes. There wasn’t anything musical about him. 



I often tried to figure out why Peter had turned Jack. It didn’t really make any sense. They were opposites in nearly every way, and Peter was always running off on his own. He didn’t really seem to have the inclination for companionship, not like Jack did, and it didn’t make sense that he would turn someone knowing the attachment that they would create with him. 



In the book, he says almost nothing of his mortal life. Only going as far to say that he was riding a horse that bucked him. The horse took off, and he was left dying on the side of the road. Then a stranger came upon, and seeing the shape Peter was in, decided that turning him was the only way to save his life. After that, Peter describes an intense feeling of loyalty and affection for the vampire. 



“It wasn’t like anything I had ever felt before. In my previous life, I had a father, a brother, friends, and girlfriends. But no other bond had ever felt this strong. I could sense everything that he felt, as if I was feeling it for myself. He could speak to me without uttering a word, intimating everything with a just a glance. When he went too far away from me, there would be an awful panic inside me, as if I wouldn’t be able to survive without him. 

  

 “There was nothing carnal about it, however. It was as if I was an extension of him. Being away from him would be as painful as being severed from my own limbs. In the beginning, there was nothing I would do that would cause him displeasure, and no request I refused. Fortunately, he treated me with respect and dignity, like an equal or a brother. Many other fledgling vampyres did not acquire such a happy fate.” 



That explained a bit more about what was going on with Milo and Jack, but it didn’t make me feel any better about the situation. I knew eventually that it would fade, as it had with Peter and Ezra, and Jack and Peter, but even in the book, Peter did nothing to illuminate a possible time frame. 

He just spoke of his bond with Ezra, and then moved onto the first time he saw a young man turn into a vampire. He described it as a rather disturbing scene, and he did a very good job of painting a picture that I wasn’t excited to repeat for myself. 



Meanwhile, I was lying in bed, reading a book and listening to Elliot Smith. As the sun set on the third day I hadn’t heard from either Milo or Jack, I was getting increasingly anxious. I had tried to spend a great deal of my time sleeping, but I had still made it a quarter of the way through Peter’s book. So far, he’d mostly just explained his encounters with other vampires, and giving some insight in the history of vampires, as he had learned through word of mouth. But there wasn’t any big shocking revelation that explained their existence, or that told me to how to fix the situation I was in. 



Darkness settled in on my room, making it too dark for me to read, and I just rolled over onto my side, so I could stare at my phone, willing it to ring. I understood that Milo needed time to get the hang of being a vampire, and that his new jealous streak made it more dangerous for me to hang around Jack, but this was ridiculous. They both promised to talk to me soon, and it had been three days. Three horrible days. One entire day was spent consoling my mother when she learned that Milo had left without really saying good-bye. She was much more upset than I expected her to be. After crying a lot, she started drinking even more, and then just ended up yelling profanities at me and throwing things. That was a rather pleasant way to kill an afternoon. 
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On top of that, school was less than two weeks away. Once summer vacation drew to a close, I’d have to deal with curfews and school and all sorts of things that would keep me away from Jack and Milo even more. 



I was going to spend the rest of my life cooped up inside this apartment by myself, and they didn’t even have the decency to call and give me one last blowout before deserting me for the rest of time. In some attempt at misplaced pride, I had been waiting for one of them to call or text me. 

Either one would’ve been good at this point. But I was tired of waiting. I couldn’t stand the thought of spending another night suffocating in sweat in my tiny room listening to the same CD’s over and over again until I finally passed out of sheer boredom. 



Hi. What are you doing? I text messaged Jack. 



I vacillated between the two of them, but I felt that Jack was most likely to respond. Until this moment, they’d both always responded to my texts, but this was the longest that I’d ever gone without talking to either of them since I met them, and for Milo, that was fifteen years of talking to him pretty much every day. So this was a big deal. 



Not much. What about you? Jack responded. It took him three minutes to answer, which was an unusually long time for him, especially since I knew he was awake. It was after ten o’clock at night. Even he never slept in this late. 



Even less. I haven’t done anything in three days. I was trying to lay on the guilt, but I wasn’t sure if it would work. 



You haven’t talked to Jane? Jack was suggesting that I hang out with Jane. Wow. Things were worse than I thought. After Peter, Jane was pretty much Jack’s least favorite person in the whole world. And he was encouraging me to hang out with her? Wow. 



Not so much. But I guess I could. Great idea. I really, really hoped he called my bluff. 



At this very moment, Jane was probably somewhere getting drunk or giving oral sex or something. So tracking her down to partake in that didn’t really sound like that much fun. If it were earlier, we might be able to do something more reasonable, like shop or drink coffee. But with only two weeks until school, I knew that for her, every night would be a blur of alcohol and debauchery. 



I’m just pretty busy lately. Sorry. Jack replied. 



Oh my god! He’s not calling my bluff. He’s really too busy for me. Okay. Great. My life as I know it is over. Fantastic. 



No. I totally get it. It’s great. I’ll just do something else. That’s what I said, but I knew that I was going to spend the night in bed crying myself to sleep. Once I got motivated enough, I’d put on Tori Amos, because that felt like a good thing to listen to while I contemplated suicide. 



No. Wait. Are you ready? Jack text messaged back, but it was too little too late. 



Never mind. I’m good. I didn’t want a pity hang out. Even I had pride. I think. 



Just be ready and outside in like fifteen minutes, okay? 



I didn’t reply to that. With tears standing in my eyes, I couldn’t even decide if I wanted to get ready and go outside to meet him. I really didn’t want a pity hang out, even if I really did miss him. 

It was stupid how much I missed him. I didn’t want to want to want him so much. But without him, I couldn’t figure out what to do with myself. 
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Almost grudgingly, I got up and pulled on a pair of jeans. I was wearing a white tank top, and I decided that was good enough. Pulling my hair back in a ponytail, I glanced at myself in the mirror. My face was horribly pale and washed out, so I quickly applied some eyeliner and mascara, and then ducked out the door, unsure if I was making the right decision or not. 

When the black Jetta pulled up, I got my answer. It was absolutely the wrong decision. 



Mae had come to pick me up. There was nothing wrong with her and I generally enjoyed hanging out with her, but it was a little devastating to see her pulling up. In the past ten minutes, I had gone from thinking 



Jack hated me to knowing it to thinking there might still be hope and then knowing it again. 

I considered turning around and going back inside. What exactly would I achieve by hanging out with her? I’d just feel totally stupid and pathetic all night long, and I was just prolonging the inevitable. When a guy sends his sister to hang out with you instead of him, I think that’s the beginning of the end right there. 



“Hello, love,” Mae said sheepishly when she had rolled down the car window. She leaned across the passenger seat towards me, looking guilty, and I knew that she thought the same thing as I did. Things were not good when Jack sent her in his place. “Sorry, Alice. I know it’s not quite what you hoped for, but Jack thought you needed to get out of the house.” 



“You know what? I’m actually fine.” I nodded seriously and tears were stinging my eyes. “He’s um… he’s mistaken. I’m sure you have better things to do then baby-sit me, so I can just go back in.” 



“Nonsense! You know how much I love spending time with you! So come on. Get in the car!” Her voice was light, but she was not asking questions. 



“You really don’t have to do this,” I swallowed hard. 



“I know.” She nodded towards the empty seat, so I sighed and finally relented. It still felt like a horrible idea, but I got in the car anyway. “It’ll be fun. You’ll see.” 



“I bet,” I muttered, leaning my head back on the seat as she pulled away. “You know, the last time somebody came in place of Jack was when Peter picked me up to tell me that I wasn’t allowed to see any of you anymore. And we all know how well that turned out.” 



“This isn’t like that,” Mae insisted, shaking her head. “Jack really wanted to see you. He just can’t right now.” 



“What is he doing? Teaching Milo how to turn into a bat?” I asked, mockingly, and Mae scowled. 



“There’s a lot that goes into turning, you know,” she told me seriously. “Plus, he’s been helping Ezra with the business. He was supposed to fly out to Tokyo yesterday, but…” She shook her head, tightening her lips grimly. 



“But what?” I sat up straighter, interested in find out what her so strained. 



“There just has to be something different in your blood,” Mae exhaled, exasperated. She was talking more to herself than me, which made it harder for me to follow. “There’s no other explanation for it. I don’t understand it. But there just has to be something that makes you all so eager to bond. Who was your father?” 



“My father?” I wrinkled my nose. “What does he have to do with anything?” 



“I’m trying to understand your ancestry, because there’s something so unique about you both. I’m 56

wondering if we’ve been looking at this all wrong. Maybe you weren’t meant for him. Maybe you weren’t meant for anybody. Maybe you were just meant to be a vampire.” Mae chewed her lip, looking sad and faraway. 



“Maybe we’re just a means to an end for you.” 



“What are you talking about?” I asked. “An end to what?” 



“It’s just that you both bond so easily. It’s unlike anything we’ve ever encountered,” Mae explained wearily. 



“Milo’s just super possessive of Jack, right?” I leaned back in the seat and realized that I better just hurry up and resign myself to life of mortal celibacy. “Jack kind of told me the other day.” 



“It’s already lessening,” Mae added hopefully. “These things just take time.” 



“Why is that the answer to everything?” I scoffed. “All I ever get from you guys that everything takes time and everything’s complicated.” 



“What else am I supposed to say?” Mae asked pointedly. “This is all very simple but you’re just too slow to get it? That this will never get better, no matter how much time we have? If that’s what you want to hear, I’ll be happy to tell you that. This is it, Alice. This is as good as anything is going to get, so don’t get your hopes up for anything else. You might as well just give up now.” 



“If that’s the truth, then yeah, that’s what you should say!” When she said it, it sounded far more melodramatic than when I thought it, but it didn’t feel entirely false. 



“Of course that’s not the truth!” Mae rolled her eyes. “Alice, the only constant in life is that everything is always changing. And that’s a little scary, but it means that things can’t be bad or hard forever.” 



“And they can’t be good or easy forever either,” I countered. 



“Exactly! Because if they were, we’d never know to appreciate the moments when they were good!” 



Mae turned to me, smiling warmly at me. “You’ve just got to trust me on this one. I don’t know how yet, but things will end up the way they’re supposed to be.” 



“Thanks for the blanket answer.” 



“Look, let’s just forget about all of this,” Mae suggested cheerfully. “Let’s just go have a girls night! 

Just the two of us.” 



“We’re not going to your house?” I asked, and I felt an awful pang inside of me. I was hoping to at least catch a glimpse of Jack but that wouldn’t be possible. I couldn’t go there. I couldn’t see him. 

Despite their repeated claims that I wasn’t being banished, I really was. 



“There’s plenty of fun things to do in the Cities,” Mae assured me, ignore my question about her house. 



“Its after ten on a Tuesday. How much do you really think is open?” I asked dryly. 



“We’ll find something,” Mae insisted. “We’ll make do.” 
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We made do with a Wal-Mart that was open 24-hours, a Denny’s where she watched me eat, and a Blockbuster. Then we went back to my apartment, even though the whole point of the evening was supposed to be to get me out of the house. Mae had never been inside before, but she ooed and awed over all our secondhand junk like it was astounding. Then she painted my nails and played with my hair while we watched  Silence of  the Lambs. It was one of my favorite movies because it was so terrible, and I felt better knowing that I was forcing her to watch something so terrible. And despite my best attempts to hate everything about the night, she did manage to cheer me up a little bit. Of course, that went away completely when she left, when I was alone again. 






Chapter 10 

I wanted to run out and throw my arms around him. I couldn’t get out to his car fast enough. 

When Jack texted me the next day and asked to hang out with me, I hated myself for getting so excited about it. Even though I felt rather ridiculous, I couldn’t help but spend an hour preening. If the Titanic were sinking, I’d be making sure the deck chairs all looked lovely. 



I did really miss him, but I had spent the last few days being completely bored out of my mind and spending every waking moment imagining the worst case scenarios of my life. (Hint: They all ended with me alone knitting afghans and dying alone, where my corpse was eating by my hundreds of pet cats.) I like to jump to conclusions. I can’t help it, or even if I can, I like doing it too much to stop. 



When I finally did rush outside, Jack was sitting in the Jetta, grinning broadly. Pat Benetar, of all things, was blasted loudly at me when I opened the door. He turned it down when I hopped in, but I barely even cared. 



Nobody else was in the car. We were alone together for the first time in what felt like forever. 

There was nobody to growl at me or to chastise us for being too close. I could just talk to him and be with him and not worry about anything. 



“Hey,” Jack smiled. 



“I don’t wanna go to your house,” I announced quickly. 



“Why not?” He cocked an eyebrow, but he looked intrigued and amused. 



“Because.” I pulled my knee up to my chest and just looked at him, refusing to elaborate on my answer. 



I expected him to drive away or press me further, but he just looked at me for a moment and nodded. 



“Okay,” he smirked. “Where do you wanna go?” 



“I don’t care where. Just drive.” 



“You got it.” His eyes glinted mischievously and he sped away form my apartment. 



The buildings were a blur of lights beside us, and he had this weird ability to hit every green light and weave through openings in traffic that weren’t even there. Jack had this insane driver’s intuition, and I didn’t understand how he ever managed to roll the Jeep before. He must’ve been really distracted by me, and I wondered dully if I still had the same effect on him. 
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“So… how’s life with Milo?” I asked cautiously. I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to know, but I definitely needed to know. Partially because I wanted to make sure that Milo was doing okay, but also because I wanted to hear how Jack felt about everything. 



“Good,” Jack shrugged noncommittally. “I like your brother. I like having him around.” 



“Mmm,” I murmured. He hadn’t really given away anything, so neither was I. 



“He’s already much better. Pretty soon you’ll be able to be around all the time. And I’m sure it will be  all  the time. He really misses you too.” Jack looked over to see if I believed him, and I wasn’t sure that I did. “He   talks about you a lot. He just isn’t always thrilled when I talk about you.”   



“Really?” I raised an eyebrow curiously. “You guys talk about me? What do you say?” 



“I don’t know,” Jack laughed. As soon as the sound filled the car, I realized how long it had been since I heard that sound. My heart flipped happily, and I settled deeper into the seat. “Nothing bad, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 



“I just wonder what you say about me when I’m not around,” I teased. 



“What do you say about me when I’m not around?” Jack countered, grinning happily. 



“Hasn’t Milo told you?” I was only half-joking. I figured that by now, Milo had spilled everything, and I wanted to get a read on what effect that had on Jack. 



“Yeah, he has, because apparently, you’ve only said like three things about me. All you ever tell him is that you’re not interested in me.” He tried to play it off with a smile, but I saw the hurt behind his eyes. “So yeah. I got all the juicy details.” 



“That’s not all I say.” But that really was about all I said to Milo. A lot of times I felt like my feelings were too obvious, and my best way of dealing with that was just to say the exact opposite of what I felt. 



“So then what do you say?” Jack pressed, looking at me from the corner of his eyes. 

“That you’re the most dashing, handsome stranger I’ve ever met,” I said with a dramatic Southern drawl and batted my eyes at him. He laughed again, and I smiled at him. “No, I don’t know. I try not say anything about you.” 



“Why not?” Jack asked. 



“Cause.” I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s hard to talk about you.” 



“How is it hard?” Jack furrowed his brow when he turned to me. 



“Well… what am I supposed to say about you?” I squirmed uncomfortably. 



“You’re supposed to say whatever you want,” he pointed out reasonably. 



“Things are a little too complicated for me to say what I want,” I explained finally. 



Truthfully, I didn’t know exactly what I felt for Jack because I wouldn’t let myself think about it. To quantify it as something, that would put expectations and shatter things. I liked being around him and I missed him when he wasn’t there, and that was as far as I was willing to admit. 



“Fair enough.” Jack sighed and ran a hand through his sandy hair. 

He turned to me, looking like he might say more, but then his phone began to ring in his pocket. 
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Cursing softly under his breath, he reluctantly pulled it from his pocket and flipped it open. 



“Hello?” Jack answered. “Yeah. Yeah…. I’m with her now…. Yeah… Yes… Okay… Yes…. I get it… I got it…. No. I’m fine….Yep… Okay…. Okay… Bye.” He sighed heavily and then shoved his phone in his pocket. 



“What was that about?” I asked. 



“We’re going to my house,” Jack replied simply. 



“What? Why? Who was that?” Reflexively, I had tensed up at the thought of going to his house. It suddenly felt like so much drama. 



“Milo.” He pursed his lips, debating on telling me more. “He wants to see you.” 



“Does he really? Or is he just against he idea of us being alone together in a car?” 



“Both, probably,” Jack replied honestly. 



“You know, I’m a little offended actually,” I said, watching out the window as the scenery changed as Jack switched directions towards his house. “Peter never got this jealous over the time we spent together.” 



“Yeah, well, Peter’s a total idiot,” Jack grumbled dryly. 



“Have you heard from him lately?” I asked offhandedly. 



“Why are you asking him?” Jack had very little tolerance for even the mentioning of Peter’s name anymore, but I wanted to know anyway. 



“I was just wondering if anybody had heard from him,” I shrugged vaguely. “That’s all. I can be curious, can’t I?” 



“I’d prefer it if you weren’t,” Jack admitted wearily. I didn’t really have a comeback for that, so I just kept looking at the window. When I didn’t say anything for a little bit, Jack continued, “You took the book.” 



“Ezra said I could,” I justified, but I knew that permission wasn’t really the issue. 



“Is everything to your satisfaction?” he asked icily. 



“It’s a book, Jack!” He was so infuriating sometimes, and I didn’t even want to dignify it with a response. “What do you think is going to happen? I’m going to run off with a piece of literature and leave you alone in the love triangle with my brother? It wouldn’t even be a triangle anymore. 

It would just be an angle.” 



“An oblique angle,” Jack interjected, and his bout of jealousy was quickly replaced with glee. “Ha! 

I told you I would work that in!” 



“What are you talking about?” I didn’t understand what he was getting at, but he was grinning foolishly and laughing, so I couldn’t help but be swept in it. 



“Remember? That time I took you to the concert after we first met?” His eyes danced at me, like he had won the lottery. “And you asked what my angle was, and I said isosceles, but really I should’ve said oblique. And I said that I’d remember it for next time, and I did!!” 
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“Wow,” I laughed. “You showed me.” 



“I totally did!” 



At least we arrived at his house on a happy note. I figured that as soon as we walked inside, there would be fresh tension. I wasn’t that far off base. Matilda ran to greet us, and Milo followed right after her. Seeing him was still a hard adjustment, and I wondered how long it would take me to get used to the new, mature him. His still had the graceful, clumsy walk, like he was about to trip over his own feet, but then would elegantly catch himself. He was like Bambi learning to walk 

– it was all stumbles and then a graceful bound. 



“Hey,” Milo sounded out of breath and his smile was too bright. 



He brushed his hair from his forehead, and I realized he was even styling it different now. It had always been kind of just standard guy cut, but he was going for side-bangs and a more popular cut. I wondered if he did that all on his own, like vampires just had naturally cool genes, or if Mae had done it for him. 



“How are you?” Milo asked me, doing this weird fidgety thing with his sleeve. He had a weird head bob, too, and he reminded me vaguely of Mike Meyers when he was in  Wayne’s World. 

Was this Milo’s interpretation of cool? 



“Good,” I answered unsurely. “You’re looking really… good. I like your hair.” 



“Thanks.” He touched it self-concisely and blushed bashfully. There was a glimpse of cute Milo that made me miss him again, but then he went back to the awkward head bob. “Mae did it.” 



“She loves hair,” I said. 



“Yeah.,” Milo greed absently. 



Then he looked over to Jack and rubbed the back of his head, and that’s when it finally dawned on me. 



He was nervous and trying desperately to impress Jack. He suddenly lacked the ability to mask his crush, so he knew that everyone knew about it, and he had no clue what to do himself. Newly gay, newly vampire, and not even old enough to drive. 



I suddenly felt like the biggest bitch in the world for being irritated with him. Sure, he was messing up my non-relationship with Jack, but he was just a scared, confused kid. He was going through a whole huge thing that I couldn’t help him with at all, and I should be happy that he had someone like Jack to show him around, instead of getting all bitter and jealous. 



“You guys have a nice drive?” Milo looked at Jack, and his eyes were hoping that we didn’t have too  nice of a drive. This had to be an incredibly hard thing for him, too, and I had to remember that. 



“It was good,” Jack nodded. He chewed the inside of his cheek, growing increasingly uncomfortable with the way Milo looked at him, but I think that was only for my benefit. Ordinarily, I’m sure he would brush of Milo’s adoring gaze, but with me there, it felt… well, everything just felt really, really awkward. 



“So, um, while you were gone I totally found that thing and I got to the next level,” Milo announced randomly, and it took me a second to realize he was talking about some kind of video game. 
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“Oh, yeah, really?” Jack said, looking genuinely impressed, which was probably a little bit too much for Milo. 



“Yeah!” Milo beamed. “Here, I’ll show you!” With that, he reached out and took Jack’s hand in his and started dragging him off to the living room. The gesture was probably meant to be flirtatious in someway, but it only succeeded in making him look even more like a little boy. 



“I’m going go check out the level,” Jack explained, shooting me an apologetic smile as Milo pulled himaway. 



“That’s okay,” I smiled back at him. 



Once they were gone, I took a deep breath. This is my life, and it’s not the end of the world. 

Things are weird, but Milo’s still Milo, Jack’s still Jack, and pretty soon we’ll have this all sorted out. Soon. That’s what I’ve gotta believe. 



“Why are you hiding in here?” Mae wondered, walking into the entryway to claim me. “I saw the boys go in the living room with those stupid games, and I couldn’t believe they’d just left you stranded here.” 



“I wasn’t really stranded.” But she was already looping her arm through mine, and much like Milo had pulled Jack, she was leading me on through the house. 



“You know, Jack and Milo aren’t the only ones that miss seeing you.” She’d apparently forgotten our girls’ night only the evening before. “It’s just so strange not having you around all the time.” 



“At least you don’t have to make so much food,” I suggested helpfully, and she laughed loudly. 



“I know I’m a horrible cook, but I still love baking!” Mae insisted happily. 



I expected her to take me into the living room, where she would harass the boys until they quit playing video games and socialized with us. That was her usual tactic in situations like this, but instead, she took me past the living room and down the hallway, to Ezra’s den at the far end of the house. I’d seen it before, when she gave me her rapid tour the first time I’d come over, but I’d never actually been inside before. 



It was mostly what I’d expected of a rich vampire’s den. The walls were lined with bookcases covered in books and antiquities. The furniture was brown, distressed leather. There was a massive mahogany desk in the center of the room with high end computer equipment on it. On one wall, there was a reproduction of Rembrandt’s  The Mill  hanging above the sofa. Behind his desk, there was a massive window, revealing the blackened lake behind the house. 



Ezra was seated at the desk, staring intently at the flat screen computer monitor. If Mae hadn’t been dragging me in, I never would’ve entered his den. He looked deep in concentration, and I didn’t want to break that. Mae, on the other hand, thought nothing of it. 



“Hello, love!” Mae chirped, and Ezra looked up from the screen to smile at us. “And what, pray tell, has your attention so tightly?” 



“Nothing of any real importance.” He leaned back in his chair, giving the screen one last wary look, before turning his attention fully to us. “Just a stock tip someone told me to check into. I don’t think its going to be fruitful but…” He shook his head. 



“The truth is that Ezra doesn’t care what he’s looking up on the computer as long he’s looking it up,” Mae revealed to me with a bemused smile. “The other day I caught him watching a video of an elephant painting with his trunk.” 
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“It was an elephant painting!” Ezra insisted, but that only succeeded in making Mae giggle. “Oh. 

And I suppose you’ve seen an elephant paint?” 



“No, but it’s just a weird thing for you to be interested in,” Mae explained, and I concurred with her entirely. 



“Well, its just technology that fascinates me,” Ezra allowed, then rested his eyes on me. “I mean, I can watch an elephant paint live on the internet. That sounds like nothing to you, but when I was a younger man, it would’ve taken months for someone just to tell me the story of it. By the time I’d get around to hear it, it would’ve mutated a hundred times, and the poor animal would’ve been dead for twenty years. I don’t know what you think about me, but this right here – this is magic.” 



“You’ll never cease to amaze me, darling.” Mae looked at him with completely adoration. It made me feel uncomfortable just witnessing it, like I was spying on some private moment. 



“I should hope not,” Ezra smiled back at her. She left my side and walked over to him, giving him a small but passionate kiss on the lips. 



“I never will,” she promised, then turned and started heading out of the room. “Well, I’m sure you two have a lot to talk about.” Before shutting the door behind her, she waggled her fingers at us and then disappeared. 



“Mae’s never been one for subtlety,” Ezra sighed, staring back the closed door. I stood awkwardly in front of the desk, waiting for him to tell me what we had to talk about. My heart was racing, certain it was going to be some terrible news. Every time Ezra talked to me, it was bad news. “Go ahead. Have a seat.” 



“Okay?” I looked at him questioningly and carefully sat down on the sofa behind me. “There’s something you have to tell me.” 



“It’s not something I need to tell you so much as a conversation we need to have.” Ezra moved his chair over slightly, so he wasn’t hiding behind the computer anymore. He leaned back and tried to look relaxed, but he was hesitant to meet my eyes. 



“I think you’re splitting hairs.” For some reason, I had been very tempted to follow that up with  

“with all due respect, sir.” Something about the den made him seem even more imposing and patriarchal. 



“You’re right.” He exhaled deeply, smiling grimly at me. “Your brother’s turning was quite unexpected.” 



“For both of us,” I agreed. “For everyone, really.” 



“In the end, I don’t think it’s a bad decision.” He was looking at a spot on the Oriental rug on the floor, thinking of something. “Once everything is sorted out, I think he’ll be a very good fit for the family. And I think it’ll be a wonderful opportunity for you, so you don’t have to split from him. I know how important he is to you.” 



“Yes, he is,” I swallowed hard. The ball was going to drop any minute. I could feel it. 



“As you’re finding out, new vampires require a lot of time and energy,” Ezra went on. “All of us have spent hours with him, helping him transition as easily as possible. Jack, in particular, has been teaching him, since Milo feels so heavily bonded to him. But the bond itself is nothing to concern yourself with. It will ease with time. It’s just something that’s required in the beginning, much like a baby is bonded with a mother. He couldn’t survive on his own, so he feels compelled to be around Jack.” 
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“Oh.” That was all I could think to say to that. It made sense, but it wasn’t really new information to me. 



“We had a plan for you to turn when you felt that Milo was ready.” He licked his lips, and my heart thudded painfully. “With all that’s been happening, I’m sure you think that Milo will be ready much sooner than you expected. But his turning has changed your plan.” 



“What do you mean?” Some part of me was hoping he meant that they had bumped up my plan. 

This was how he was going to invite me to turn. But the rest of me knew better. 



“Milo needs too much right now, and you’d need just as much if you were to turn,” Ezra explained, his eyes finally looking sadly on mine. “It would be impractical and unfair to both of you to have two very young, very new vampires in the house. On top of that, Jack isn’t that old himself and really wouldn’t be up for the responsibility of siring you both into this. It’s unwise to have so many young vampires in one house.” 



“Oh.” It was sinking in what he was saying, but I couldn’t think enough to argue against it. I just swallowed hard and stared vacantly in front of me. 



“It’s only temporary, though,” Ezra added quickly. “It’s just that we’re postponing things. Well, actually, we’re probably sticking closer to the original time frame, but after Milo turned, I’m sure your expectations changed.” 



“They kind of did,” I said quietly. There was nothing left for me in my old life anymore, and I only wanted to turn and move back into this house, and he was telling me that I couldn’t. “Wait. The original timeline? You mean… you mean like one or two more  years?” 



“You can finish out high school this way,” Ezra offered, like that was something that really mattered to me. 



“I don’t care about high school!” I snapped. 



“I know,” Ezra sighed. “But I’m trying look at this positively.” 



“How is any of this positive?” I heard myself whining, and I hated myself for it. 



“I don’t know,” Ezra admitted tiredly. 



“Why does this just keep getting harder and harder?” Tears were brimming in my eyes, but I didn’t even fight them off. He knew this would upset me, which is why he’d told me alone in a room with door shut. He didn’t want my reaction to effect Jack and Milo, like we both knew it would. 



“I don’t know.” He got up and came over to sit next to me on the couch. Gently, he put his hand on my back, trying to comfort me. “I am sorry this is so hard for you, Alice. I truly am. But I don’t know what else to do. In the meantime, you can still hang out here as much as you want.” 



“Yeah, right,” I sniffled. “Like Milo could handle that right now. Or like Peter could, if he ever decides to come back.” 



“Milo will settle down soon, enough where you can be around as much as you’d like,” Ezra assured me, but I noticed that he made no mention of Peter. 



“Can I ask you something?” I looked at him directly. “Do you think… I’m ever going to be able turn? I mean, is it ever really going to make sense for me? Or would I just be better off getting on with my life and pretending that I never met any of you?” 



64

“I can’t answer that for you, Alice.” His deep voice sounded saddened by my question. “I’ve always told you that regardless of how we feel, you need to do what’s best for you. And if you don’t think that’s this life, then it isn’t.” 



“Like I have any idea what’s best for me!” I cried. Folding my arms on my knees, I buried my face in them. It just felt embarrassing to have Ezra see me cry like that. 



“I think you do.” Ezra’s hand felt strong and safe as he gently rubbed my back. 

After a good minute of solid crying, I decided that was enough and lifted up my head. I wiped at my damp cheeks, pushing strands of hair of my face and tried to collect myself. I exhaled deeply, trying to remind myself that even this was not the end of the world. It was just a postponement. 



“Do they know?” I asked tiredly. 



“Jack started getting on me about you turning last night, but I was evasive,” Ezra answered. “No, I haven’t told them that you’re going to have to hold off. I think they’re both thinking it’s going to be a matter of weeks.” 



“Well, everything is a matter of weeks when you really think about it,” I said dully, and Ezra laughed lightly. “Are you going to tell them?” 



“We can work this however you want. You can tell them if you want, or I can, or we can. We can do it now, or next week, or next month. Whatever you’re comfortable with.” He brushed a strand of his hair off of his forehead and looked out the window. “I know neither of them will take it well.” 



“Not tonight.” That was the only decision I could come up with. It seemed like far too much watching Jack get sad and angry over this. Feeling it myself was enough without having to feel it for him too. 



“That’s understandable,” Ezra said, dropping his hand to his side. 

“So I probably need to get myself in order before I go back out there, or they’ll know something’s up.” I started to smooth out my hair when I thought of something. “How come Mae was so cheerful when she brought me in here?” 



“She’s happy to see you, and she didn’t want to alert the boys,” Ezra shrugged. 



“Oh.” I sniffled again and tried to wipe smeared make up out from under my eyes. 



“You know what would cheer you up?” Ezra asked, getting to his feet. “Watching an elephant paint. It’s really much more entertaining than it sounds.” 



“Okay,” I laughed a little and got up. 



After Ezra showed me that video, he gave me a brief tour of his den, explaining some of his favorite books and the painting on the wall. He’d actually lived in Amsterdam shortly after Rembrandt died, so that had always held some significance to him. When I finally looked like my normal self, we headed out in the living room to see what everyone else was up to. 



For most of the night, Jack and Milo played video games, but nobody really complained. I felt rather sad and lonely, and while I did my best to mask it, Mae noticed and let me curl up with her on the couch. The time passed much quicker then I wanted it to, and before I knew it, the sun was rising and Jack was giving me a ride home. Fortunately, by then, I was so tired I was almost falling asleep. If I had been awake enough to talk, he probably would’ve noticed something was up, and I really didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t even want to think about it. 
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Chapter 11 



Nine days left of freedom, and Jack couldn’t return a stupid text message. It was getting late, and I knew I couldn’t spend tonight locked up inside the stifling heat of the apartment. In anticipation of escape, I had purposely gotten all dolled up, and I did look ridiculously foxy, at least for me. 

There was no way I could stay inside looking that good, and three text messages and one hour later, when I still hadn’t heard from Jack, I resorted to actually calling him. That doesn’t sound like that big of a deal, but I put off actually speaking to someone on the phone as much as possible. 



“Alice,” Jack answered the phone, and he didn’t sound happy. So that was a good start. 



“Jack,” I replied, unable to think of a better response. 



“What can I do for you?” he asked, and there was the sound of someone talking in the background. 



“Hold on.” Before I could even answer, the sound muffled as he moved the phone away from his mouth. “No! Can you just wait? I’m on the phone.” He scoffed loudly. “I don’t care! Just hold on!” 



“Jack, what’s going on?” I thought I heard Milo shouting in the background, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. “Is something wrong?” 



“No, no, everything’s fine.” Jack was talking into the phone again, sounding irritated. “Look, now’s not really a good time to talk. Can I call you back later?” 



“Like when later?” Was there a hint of pathetic desperation in my voice? I think so, and boy, did it make me feel good. 



“I don’t know.” He growled suddenly and yelled at something happening around him. “No! Knock it off! You can wait one second for-” He exhaled angrily, and then spoke to me again. “Alice, I’m sorry. I gotta go. I’ll call you later, though.” 



“Alright, fine.” He didn’t even say good-bye. I’d barely gotten the word “fine” out of my mouth before he hung up. 



I collapsed back on the bed, knowing that I was completely messing up my hair that I had stupidly spent hours on. It was only light curls at the bottom, but my hair fought curls so much it took forever to get them to stay in. My nails were freshly painted a dark violet, and I had pulled out a fancy new top that did amazing things for my cleavage. Not to mention that I had put on my one pair of black heels that did all sorts of wonderful things for my legs, even though they killed to walk in. My eyes were in dramatic smoky make up that would almost certainly wash off when I started bawling in approximately five seconds. 



After a whirlwind romance with a pair of vampires, somehow my life had amounted to waiting by the phone in hopes someone would call. Getting all dressed up with no place to go. That makes complete sense. This is the logical progression of my life. In a week and a half, I’d be a senior in high school, and I’d better crack down on my studies because had college to prepare for. I had a whole boring life ahead of me. 



When my phone jingled Blondie in my hand, I was surprised, but then it all seemed to make sense. Out of the blue, my supposed best friend Jane had texted me. Immediately after being blown off by Jack for the hundredth time this week, Jane sent me good news. 



There’s a big party at Andrew Sullivan’s house. I’ll drive. You in? Jane had text messaged me. 
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I’ll admit, my first instinct was to decline. But then I decided that it was probably a sign. Just the other day, I had asked Ezra if it would ever make sense for me to turn, or if I was better off just moving on with my life and forgetting about them. So Jack practically hung up on me, and Jane invited me out into the real world. My path looked clearer. 



Yeah. I’m actually already to go out. When can you get here? I responded. 



Twenty minutes? Jane suggested. Great. See you then. 



I rolled out of bed and hurried to the bathroom to make sure my hair and make up looked okay. 

Even though I was looking about the best I could ever hope to look, I knew it would hardly compare to her. That was unfair, but that was just another fact of my life. With one last quick look over myself, I realized that something was missing. That something that screamed “I need to go crazy tonight.” I dashed back into my room and changed into the final touch: a bright purple thong that Jane had insisted getting for me from Victoria’s Secret, just “in case” Jack ever decided… 

well, he was  never  going to decide that, so it seemed like a moot point. 



When I went outside to meet her, Moby was playing so loud in her father’s car, I’m surprised it didn’t blow the speakers. The whole car smelled of strawberries because she was thickly applying strawberry flavored lip gloss. With an overly happy “hey girl,” she offered me some, and I took it. 

I’m sure that I could find somebody that appreciated strawberry flavored lips, because the immortal certainly did not. 



As predicted, Jane looked amazing. She reminded me of some tragic socialite, like Edie Sedgwick, the way everything about her was perfect and completely poised to end up exploited in some way. Undoubtedly, there had to be photos and videos of her in compromising situations posted all over the internet, but she would laugh about and if she were drunk enough, she would even boast about it. While she was driving, she laughed a bit too much at things that weren’t particularly funny and started dancing so intensely to the music, that the car started weaving all over the highway. 



“Jane!” I exclaimed, grabbing the wheel to keep the car from slamming into a divider. She giggled surreptitiously and put both her hands securely on the wheel, but it looked like it was an effort to keep her eyes focused on something as mundane as the road. “Jane, what’s going?” 



“I’m rolling.” Jane leaned towards me, as if she was confessing a secret and spoke carefully, then she held her fingers out to me about an inch apart. “Just a little.” 



“Of course you are,” I sighed, and she apparently took this as my displeasure in not being high myself. 



Immediately after this statement, she squealed and let go of the wheel entirely so she could dig through her glittery purse. “Jane!” 



“Just hold on! I know have some more X in here!” Lip gloss, condoms, and cash were flying out of her purse as she dug through it, and I groaned. 



“I don’t want any! Just take the wheel back!” I insisted. I’d never done ecstasy before, and I didn’t really want to start right now, while I was trying to steer the car from the passenger seat. 



“Oh whatever.” Jane finally turned her attention back to the road, sounding as if I was raining on her parade. Then her eyes widened. “Oh! Quick! That’s Andy’s exit!” She snatched the wheel from me and skidded across three lanes of traffic without looking before flying up the exit and lurching to a stop. 
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“This is still better than sitting at home,” I muttered to myself. Sure, we had just nearly died, but at least I wasn’t crying myself to sleep. No sir, not tonight. 



Magically, we got to Andrew Sullivan’s house without dying. When we got out of the car and I saw her stumbling in her heels as we walked up to the house, I realized that she had to be more than rolling. Either she was drunk or on something else entirely, but it was pretty amazing that she even remembered where Andy lived, let alone how to get there. 



From outside, I could hear the music, and I took that as a good sign. The house was overly warm and the entryway was clogged with teenagers. Jane instantly separated from me, but I’m not sure if it was by choice, or if she was just sucked up male hormones. Thankfully, there were too many people and too much alcohol for anyone to notice that I was awkward and alone. I’d been there for all of five minutes before someone spilled beer me, and I knew that I was in dire need of a drink myself. 



In the kitchen, an attractive young man I didn’t know was pouring shots for all the girls in the room, and he insisted I take one. He made some swarthy comment about me being hot that I could barely understand over the bass blaring from the next room, but I let myself take it as a compliment. Bright blue vodka burned when it went down, but it burned really good. 



“Your eyes are the same color as the drink!” he told me after I had downed the shot, and I laughed like I actually thought it was funny. My eyes were more gray than they were blue, and nothing in nature was the same shade as that vodka. “You want another drink?” 



“Yeah!” I shouted. 



So far, it only felt warm in my belly and there was the fake blue taste in my mouth. Theoretically, I think it was supposed to be blue raspberry, but everything that was artificially flavored that way never, ever tasted like raspberries. They all just tasted like blue, the same way that grape Kool-Aid tasted like purple. 



“My name’s Jordan.” 



He leaned in closer to me as he poured me another shot, and he smelled really good. He probably did a lot of drugs, but I didn’t care. Boys that smoked a lot of pot always smelled really good because they put on too much cologne to mask the smell. But so what? At least they smelled good when they leaned in close. 



“I’m Alice!” I yelled over the music. He had poured himself a shot, then clinked his glass with mine. 



“Cheers!” Jordan laughed, and I laughed too, because he did and the warm feeling was starting to spread through me. 



When the hair fell in his eyes, I realized that he was probably very attractive, but it was hard for me gauge anymore. Peter had been so incredibly gorgeous that everything else paled in comparison, and Jack was definitely pretty easy on the eyes himself. But I didn’t want to think of Peter or Jack so I made him pour me another shot, and I tried to focus on Jordan and his eyes and his wonderful cologne. 



“You should probably slow down,” Jordan suggested as I downed my fourth shot in the past fifteen minutes, but he never stopped pouring them for me. 



“Why?” I asked him, because it was the only I could think of. 
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I felt myself moving closer to him, touching his chest and leaning in on him like I wanted him, and some stupid desperate part of me  did  want him. When I had first walked in the kitchen, he had been pouring shots for several girls, but eventually they had all dissipated. There were still other people in the room with us, but we were in the corner. He had singled me out from everyone else, and he was foxy, so I was flattered. The more alcohol I drank, the more I realized that I must have tremendously low self-esteem. 



“You look like a light weight.” This is what Jordan said after he poured me yet another shot. He’d known me for less than a half-hour, and the only thing he’d done in that time was talk about Lil Wayne and ply me with alcohol. These were red flags that I would’ve noticed, if I hadn’t been in the process of getting completely smashed. 



On more than one occasion, I had drank a wine cooler. At least twice, I’d drank really fruity schnapps with Jane and got pretty tipsy. As far as I could tell, I had never been really and truly drunk. Not like Jane, when she’d pull off her all her clothes and start making out with a guy ten minutes after puking in the kitchen sink. Never even remotely that drunk. 



Not surprisingly, five straight shots of vodka hit me pretty hard. It was very strange, though. One minute, I was standing there talking to Jordan. I felt a little warm and a little light, but still entirely in control of myself. Then, suddenly, everything changed. I’d go to move my arm an inch and it’d move a foot. Everything was closer than I thought it was. I tried to take a step, and I ran into the island. Jordan was talking to me, and I knew I was repeating myself, but I just couldn’t remember anything that had happened a minute before. 



Here’s what I can remember: In the kitchen talking to Jordan, and he finally cut me off when it was obvious that I was entirely gone. I yelled things at him, but he just laughed. A girl in a tube top offered to make out with me. Someone threw a football and it hit me. I walked into a wall. 

There were so many stairs and I couldn’t figure out how to climb them. Jane told me I looked pretty, but she was making out with a really ugly guy with curly hair. There was a lot of stumbling and leaning on Jordan, who didn’t seem to mind. 



The next thing that I really remember clearly I was in a dark room. I know that I had been conscious the entire time, but I felt like I was just waking up. I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten there or anything that happened prior to that second. All I knew is that I was on a bed, making out with someone that smelled insanely good so I assumed it was Jordan. We were kissing pretty intensely and his fingers had just started pulling down the string on my bright purple thong, and that’s when warning bells went off, alerting me to the moment I was in. 



Vampire or no vampire in my life, I hadn’t planned on giving up my virginity to some guy who smoked too much pot and thought it was a good idea to pour too many shots for a girl. I know that a moment ago, kissing him had felt good, but it suddenly just felt wrong. But before I could even push him off of me, my pocket started to vibrate. 



“You’re vibrating,” Jordan laughed. He had stopped kissing me, so I took the opportunity and pushed him off me gently. 



“It’s my phone,” I mumbled. Getting it out of my pocket was a major fight because my jeans were too tight and my coordination wasn’t exactly up to par. 



“Ignore it,” Jordan suggested. He put his hand on me, trying to keep me in bed with him, but I shook him off and got up. The ground felt precarious under me, but at least I had taken off my heels at some point so I could actually walk. 



“No, I’ve gotta take this.” I wasn’t sure if that was true or not, but I just wanted an excuse to be away from him. Without even checking the ID, I flipped it open and answered. “Hello?” 
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“Alice?” Jack said, sounding confused. Just hearing his voice made my heart soar, and combining that with way too much to drink, I started crying in relief. 



“Jack!” I squealed. “Jack! I’m so glad you called! Oh, Jack!” I started searching around the darkened room for a door, but I just kept stumbling into furniture. “Dammit! Why is it so dark in here?” 



“Why don’t you just come back in bed?” That was Jordan’s helpful advice. 



“Because I just want to leave! Where is the stupid door?” I cried, and tears were streaming down my cheeks now. 



“What’s going on?” Jack was getting worried, which made sense since I was sobbing and complaining that I was trapped in the dark. But really, I was just too drunk to find a door. “Alice? 

Are you okay?” 



“No!” I whined, stomping my foot. “I want out!” 



“I’m getting the door!” Jordan said, sounding very annoyed. Seemingly out of nowhere, a rectangle of light flooded the room, revealing the hidden door. 



“Thank you!” I smiled at him as I walked past, but he just nodded. As soon as he realized that I wasn’t going any farther than I already had, he lost interest in me. 



“Alice!” Jack shouted, trying to get my attention. “What’s going on? Are you alright?” 

“I don’t know!” I admitted, and I had to yell so he could hear me over the music and the chatter of the party. 



“Where are you?” Jack asked. I plugged my open ear so I could hear him better, but he was still hard to make out. 



“I don’t know!” Even if I wasn’t still drunk, I didn’t know where we went. Jane knew the directions, not me, and I’d been too busy trying to keep us from crashing to notice any major landmarks. 



“Look, I’m coming to get you!” Jack decided. 



“How do you know where I’m at? I don’t know where I’m at!” I was trying to walk down the stairs and talk on the phone, and that just wasn’t working at all. I stumbled into the railing and dropped the phone. When I picked it up, Jack was yelling panicked hello’s. “Jack?” 



“Alice! Go outside!” Jack commanded. 



“Why?” I was still fighting my way through throngs of people, and I was pretty sure that someone had grabbed my ass. I could hear Jack saying things on the phone, but I couldn’t understand them. It wasn’t until I’d finally made out at the front door and the sound was severely dampened that I could hear him again. 



“-need you to look around,” Jack was saying. 



“You need me to do what?” I asked, looking around. I half-expected it to be some kind of magic trick, and Jack would already be waiting out front for me, but there was no such luck. 



“You’re outside?” Jack asked. 
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“Yep, I’m outside, and I’m not wearing any shoes.” There were several broken bottles and crushed beer cans strewn about in front of the house, and I was careful not to step on any of them. 



“Do you see any street signs? Any landmarks? Anything to tell me where you are?” Jack instructed me. 



“Um…” I scoured the area around me. We were just on some residential street, but I could hear the traffic from the high way and I saw a billboard a block away. “I think I’m right off of 494 by a billboard for 93X. Is that good?” 



“Yeah, I can work with that,” Jack sounded relieved. “Just stay where you are. I’ll be there in a minute.” 



“Okay,” I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. 



“Call me if you need to. But I’ll be there really quick,” he assured me. 



“Okay,” I repeated, and then he hung up the phone. 



I probably should’ve let him know that I actually wasn’t in any danger. Well, not in any immediate danger. After all, I was drunk, shoeless, and sitting on the curb outside of a house party. There were things that could happen, I’m sure, but not in the time it would take Jack to get there. He traveled at the speed of light and what not. 



Jack had apparently decided it was an emergency because he pulled up a few minutes later in the Lamborghini, which was how he traveled when speed was a necessity. He stopped right in front of me and dove out of the car, leaving it on and the door open, when he rushed over to make sure I was fine. 



“Are you okay?” Jack crouched down in front of me to inspect me for injuries, pushing my damp hair out of my eyes. 



My eyes were puffy from crying, my fancy top was stained with beer, and my feet were very dirty from walking around the party, but over all, I was okay. I’m sure the next day I would wake up with plenty of bruises that I couldn’t remember getting, but nothing life threatening. 



“I think so,” I nodded meekly. 



“You’re drunk,” Jack realized, smirking. 



“I think so,” I admitted. 



“Okay. Let’s get you home.” He stood up and took my hands so he could help me to my feet. 

Before we got in the car, he gave me one more once over to make sure I was fine when he noticed something. His eyes got hard and the hand that was holding mine got very cold. “You’re pants are undone.” 



“What?” Confused, I looked down at my jeans, and I couldn’t remember undoing them. Then I remembered being upstairs making out with Jordan, and it would be rather hard for him to start playing with my underwear if my pants weren’t undone. “Oh. Yeah. That. I didn’t do anything.” 



“You didn’t do anything?” Jack had let go of my hand and he was eyeing me up severely. 



“No, I didn’t. I mean, like kissing, but you know, just that. It was nothing at all.” I started zipping up my pants when something occurred to me. “I’m wearing a purple a thong.” 
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“You’re wearing a purple thong?” Jack raised an eyebrow, but since I was drunk, I couldn’t get a read on his emotions. I didn’t know if it was an intrigued, I’d-like-to-see-more eyebrow, or a disapproving, you’re-a-huge-slut eyebrow. 



“Yeah. Wanna see?” I offered helpfully. 



“Just get in the car,” Jack said, not unkindly, and walked around so he could get in the car himself. 



“Sorry,” I mumbled, and stupidly, I felt like crying again. When I got in the car, I felt a tear slide down my cheek, but I tried to wipe it away before he noticed. 



“That’s what you were doing when I called?” He kept his voice even, but the car squealed angrily away from the house. His hands were gripping the steering wheel too tightly, and I sunk deeper into the seat. 



“He just kept pouring me shots, and I don’t remember most of the night. I don’t even remember how I got in the room. But when I realized what was going on, I pushed him off of me, and then you just happened to call like a second later.” I played nervously with my hair and shook my head. “I don’t know why I have to explain myself to you, anyway. You were too busy to even talk to me tonight. It’s not my fault that you decided to grace me with your presence the one time I’m actually out doing something.” 



“Oh, yeah. Because I’m just busy partying it up all the time. That’s why I can’t talk to you,” Jack scoffed. 



“I was just sick of sitting in that stupid house waiting for you!” I snapped. “So when Jane text messaged me-” 



“I should’ve known she’d be the source of all this,” Jack laughed darkly. 



“You’re the one that suggested I hang out with you while you’re so ‘busy.’” When I made the little air quotes for busy, he rolled his eyes at me. 



“I didn’t mean it,” he sighed. “I just felt guilty for leaving you alone all the time, but I took it back right away. That’s why I had Mae come get you.” 



“Oh, yeah, thank you for that, by the way. Great idea,” I told him dryly. 



“What? You love Mae!” Jack looked at me dubiously. “How was that not a great idea?” 



“Because! I wanted to see you!” I shouted, then instantly regretted saying it. Tears were just waiting to spill over. There was this whole fountain that had been called to action tonight, and they were just waiting for the perfect time to start pouring down. 



“Do you think I really enjoy this?” Jack countered. “Do you think that this is what I wanted? That I wanted you to hang out with Jane, getting drunk, and messing around with random date rapists? 

Yeah, this is  exactly  what I wanted, Alice. You’ve got it all figured out. All this time, hanging out with you, it was just a big set up to get to your brother.” 



“It’s not my fault that that’s what it feels like,” I grumbled crossing my arms over my chest. 



“Well, good thing you got smashed tonight so you could figure it all out!” Jack was exasperated, and he ran a hand through his hair. 



72

“You couldn’t even return a text message today!” I yelled. “And when I called, you couldn’t wait to get off the phone! I’ve barely talked to you lately! And you just…” Biting my lip, I shook my head and didn’t even finish the thought. 



“I couldn’t stay on the phone with you! I shouldn’t even have answered the phone, but I didn’t want you think I was pissed at you. Things almost got really out of control because I didn’t want to hurt your feelings, and now you’re mad at me because that wasn’t good enough for you?” He shook his head and exhaled roughly. 



“It was a five second phone call! What could’ve gotten so out of control?” I asked skeptically. 

“Milo!” 



“Milo?” I looked at him, waiting for him elaborate, but he didn’t. “What? Did he… I don’t know. I can’t even think of anything he could’ve been doing that would be out of control.” 



“I was teaching him to eat,” Jack explained gruffly. 



“What?” The air felt like it was going of my lungs, and there was a nauseous feeling creeping up inside of me. “I thought… I thought he was eating.” 



“Out of bags,” Jack said quietly, and then swallowed hard. “But… he needs to learn how to do it with live… people.” 



“Why?” I demanded. “Why does he have to know?” 



“Because there isn’t always bags, and because it happens, and because when he does it I want to make sure he doesn’t kill somebody!” Saying it made him uncomfortable, but he sounded more angry than he did embarrassed. “As it was, he could’ve killed her tonight. He was going crazy while I was on the phone with you, and I had to stop and show him how so he didn’t break her neck.” 



“You had to show him how?” My mouth suddenly got dry and I gripped onto the car to keep my hands from shaking. “You… bit a girl tonight?” 



“I am a vampire, Alice,” Jack sounded weary but there was a guilty expression on his face, and he wouldn’t look me in the eye. 



It wasn’t the act of biting someone that upset me. Slowly but surely, I was coming to terms with drinking blood and biting and all that. It was just that I remembered how amazing and intense it felt when Peter drank my blood, and how crazed and delirious Jack got just over the taste of it. 

For vampires, drinking blood from a person was far more intimate than sex. And tonight, Jack had been that intimate with someone else, and it made me feel sick to my stomach. 

Admittedly, I had been kissing another guy tonight too, but I was drunk. And I wouldn’t have been there at all if Jack hadn’t ditched me to drink her blood. Suddenly, I regretted not going farther with Jordan. It would serve him right. Not that I even knew what that meant, but that’s what I thought anyway. 



“Pull over!” I screamed. The combination of Jack’s confession and the vodka were not mixing well, and I felt like I was going to throw up at any second. 



“Alice?” Jack asked concerned. 



“Pull over  now!” I insisted. 



Jack did as he was told, pulling sharply onto the shoulder, onto the grass next to the highway. I opened the car door and swung my legs out. As soon as my bare feet hit the grass, I actually 73

started to feel better. Still, I put my head between my legs, and let the cool night breeze blow against me. I kept swallowing until I felt like I was okay, then sat back up. I kept the door open and my feet in the grass, though, just to be on the safe side. 



“Are you okay?” Jack had completely softened from earlier, and he reached out to touch me, but I pulled away. 



“I’ll be fine. I just need a minute.” 



Closing my eyes, I did my best not to think about Jack biting another girl. To feel that close with somebody, it was impossible to describe. When Peter was drinking my blood, his heartbeat  was my heartbeat. Knowing that Jack was capable of feeling that with anyone else, when he hadn’t even felt that with me… My insides twisted painfully. 



“I know why you’re upset and I don’t blame you.” His voice was low and apologetic, and I knew he meant what he was saying. “But Milo has to learn. He’s still so … volatile. In all honesty, I should’ve waited, and if I had, I probably wouldn’t have had to actually physically demonstrate. 

He would’ve had a better concept of things. But I didn’t want to wait. I want to get through all of this as quickly as possible, so he can be completely independent and then you can turn. I did this so you could hurry up and come live with us.” 



“I’m not going to turn,” I told Jack quietly, and my words came out harsher than I meant. 



“What?” Jack asked. 



“I talked to Ezra the other day.” I finally opened my eyes and glanced over at him. Hot tears were sliding down my cheeks, and his blue eyes were swimming with confusion and pain. “He said that I still have to hold off for a couple more years. It’s not safe or healthy because of Milo. I don’t think you can rush through this, no matter how hard you try.” 



“But…” He was staring off at nothing, digesting it all and trying to think of a way to fix it. 



“Maybe this is all a sign,” I said thickly when he didn’t speak. “I don’t mean just tonight. Like everything, with Milo and Peter, and… It’s like everything in the universe is saying that this won’t work for me.” 



“Two years really isn’t that long,” Jack interjected quickly. 



“Jack! You know that’s not the only thing!” I leaned my head back on the seat, staring out at the night sky around us. 



“Alice…” He breathed deeply. When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper. “When I called, it was because something felt off. I knew  something  was going on with you. And by the time I got to the exit, I knew exactly where you were at. I could  feel  you, scared and alone. I can’t just turn that off. You can’t just throw this away.” 



“What am I supposed to do?” I lamented, looking at him with tears in my eyes. 



He was right. I couldn’t just turn it off, and more than that, I didn’t want to. He was looking at me desperately, and there was a longing radiating from him. The alcohol was either wearing off or he was just overpowering it. There was a panicked need overtaking him because he thought he was coming close to really losing me, and there was nothing in the world that scared him more. 



Without thinking, I leaned over and pressed my lips tightly against his. He was surprised, but he quickly gave into it. He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me as close to him as he could get without hurting me, and his mouth worked ferociously against mine. He tasted amazing, and his 74

skin burned hot against me. I could feel how excited he was, and that only intensified the way I felt. We’d only been kissing for a few seconds when abruptly, he stopped, and pushed me back from him. Gently but firmly, he held me at arms length and struggled to catch his breath. 



“Alice… that’s way too dangerous,” Jack panted. 



“You’re really not helping the case, you know?” I pulled away from his arms and slunk down in the seat. 



“The only reason I have any restraint is because I just ate,” Jack said, leaning back. “Otherwise, that could’ve been very bad.” 



“Thanks for reminding me about that,” I scowled. 



“You can’t really talk tonight,” Jack grumbled. “At least what I did, I did because it’s how I survive and it was to help out  your  little brother. You just did that… for fun. And you can’t use being drunk as an excuse because you wore a purple thong. That was premeditated.” 



“It was not!” I insisted. “I wore the panties cause I wanted to feel fun and dangerous!” 



“You’re dangerous alright,” Jack muttered. 



“Whatever.” I slammed the car door shut. “Just take me home.” 



“Can do.” 



Neither of us spoke the rest of the way home, because that seemed like the safest bet. I was hurt, angry, and disappointed in both of us, and he felt pretty much the same. When he finally pulled up in front of my apartment, he sighed and turned to me. 



“Look, Alice, I don’t want you to go home mad.” 



“Neither do I,” I admitted reluctantly. “So. Fix it.” 



“Okay,” Jack laughed quietly. “Since you can’t turn right away anyway, I can stop rushing Milo. 

That means that I can put less time into getting him ready, and I can make more time for you. You won’t feel so shut out.” 



“Thank you. That’s all I really wanted. Just to be a part of your lives.” I bit my lip and looked at him gratefully. 



“I don’t know if this helps any, but I really, really wanna kiss you right now,” Jack said with a sad smile. 



“And yeah, I really did wanna see your purple thong.” 



“I don’t know how that helps,” I smiled. It stung a little, because I knew it couldn’t happen, but it made me feel better knowing that he still wanted it to. 



“Yeah, I guess it doesn’t really.” He pushed a hair off of my forehead, and he looked at me intently. When he breathed in deeply, his eyes went wistful. “Go. Before I give in.” 



“Okay,” I nodded and opened the car door. 



“I’ll call you. Tomorrow. I promise,” he reassured me as I got out. 
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Jack waited outside until I was safely in the apartment. When I went into my bedroom, I looked out the window, and he was still waiting outside. I watched him for a few minutes, but then he finally pulled away. 



 




Chapter 12 

After sleeping fitfully, an interruption by my phone usually didn’t please me, but it wasn’t just any ringtone playing. It was “Time Warp,” Jack’s ringtone, and there were few things that sounded sweeter first thing in the morning. When I rolled and picked up my phone, I found a rather cryptic text message that sent a nervous shiver through me. 



Text me as soon as you get this. That was all it said. 



Naturally, I started assuming all the worst things the world. Like Milo had gone on a rampage, or Mae had developed vampire cancer or something.. While it always seemed like a good idea to put off hearing bad news, it was far worse letting my mind reel with all the possible disasters that could’ve transpired. 



What’s wrong? Is everything okay? I responded quickly. Once I sent it, I realized how redundant it was, but I didn’t really care. Besides, Jack tended to be vague so it was always better if I asked as many questions as possible. Nothing. Everything’s great. I just wanted to get you here as soon as possible. Jack replied almost instantly, giving me less time to worry. 



Why? Did something happen? I texted back hurriedly and sat up in bed. 



The sun hadn’t fully set yet, and reddish light streamed in through a gap in my curtains. He was up rather early, at least for him in the summer. Something had to have happened to awake him so early, and he wanted me over there. My mind raced, trying to figure out what it could be and why Jack wouldn’t tell me immediately. 



Peter. That had to be it. Peter had come back. I couldn’t really decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing, and while Jack would definitely think it was a bad thing, he wouldn’t know how I would feel about it. So he’d tell me things cryptically, because nothing was wrong exactly, but it wasn’t right. And I wondered how Peter would respond to Milo, the vampire. They’d never actually met before, but after his severe aversion to me, 



I couldn’t imagine that he’d really care for Milo. I couldn’t imagine that he’d really care for anything. 



Jack still hadn’t replied, so I hopped out of bed and started searching through my room for something to wear. It didn’t really make sense, but I wanted to look good if Peter came back. 

Well, it kind of made sense, since technically, he was my intended. Kind of. I think. I really, really don’t understand vampire biology, and I hadn’t gotten far enough in Peter’s book to really understand him either. 



I had picked out and discarded three shirts on my bedroom floor when my phone started to ring. 

Not like text message ring tone, but actual incoming call ringing, and my heart skipped a beat. If he was actually calling me on the phone, it had to be bad news. 



“Jack? What’s going on?” I demanded breathlessly when I picked up the phone. 



“You’re totally freaking out right now,” Jack laughed. I was mid-heart attack by then, and he laughed. 
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“Why is that funny?” I hissed, but just hearing him laugh made my nerves settle down. 



“Cause you’re so paranoid!” Jack continued laughing. “Milo told me you would freak out if I just told you to text me without an explanation.” I heard Milo say something in the background, and Jack laughed harder. “Yeah, she is. I think she’s getting pissed now, though.” 



“Good call.” But I really wasn’t getting pissed. Mildly irritated because I didn’t know what was going on, but generally I was just happy that apparently nothing horrible had happened, and Jack had called me. 



“Sorry.” He suppressed his laughter, but I didn’t mind that much. It sounded too wonderful for me to really get mad at him. “We just had a big night of fun planned, and I wanted you to get over here so you can get ready.” 



“A big night?” I crinkled my brow, but there was definite elation mixed with it. Jack had promised that he would make more time for me, and he was already sticking to it. 



“Yeah. We’re going  out,” he said mischievously. 



“Out? ” I echoed. 



The last time Jack and I had actually gone out anywhere, we went to Valley Fair like a month and a half ago. It was this big amusement park in Shakopee, and it closed at midnight but we didn’t get there until almost ten. Still, it was a Saturday night and the park was pretty packed. We hardly had to wait in line for anything, though, because everyone and their brother offered to let Jack go in front of them, and by association, me too. 



That sounds like an awesome perk, but after this chick wearing only a bikini top and Daisy Dukes tried to steal my seat next to him on the Wild Thing, I kind of freaked out and said I was never going in public with him again. I couldn’t stand hot girls and the occasional gay guy throwing themselves at him. 



“Don’t sound so nervous. It’s not gonna be like Valley Fair. I promise.” He did sound convincing, but that was coming for the guy that barely even noticed people throwing themselves at him anymore. For having super heightened senses, he could be pretty oblivious. 



“Okay?” I said reluctantly, because that was the only thing I could really do. 



“Awesome. So I’ll pick you up in like ten minutes.” 



“No, wait! I’m still in my pajamas and everything!” I caught a glance at myself in the mirror. My dark hair was a total mess, and I was just wearing girl boxers and a wife beater. There was nowhere that I knew of where this would be a good look. 



“No, Mae has some clothes for you. You’re getting ready here. Trust me,” Jack insisted wickedly. 

“It’s better this way.” 



“What is going on?!” I asked, completely baffled. 



“Just be outside in ten minutes.” 



“Jack!” I shouted but I was talking to a dead phone. He’d hung up. It’d been decided. And if I wasn’t downstairs in eleven minutes, he’d probably come up and get me. 



Working quickly, I slipped a bra under my wife beater, since I didn’t really have time to find another outfit. I ran a brush through my hair as quickly as I possibly could. It was still a ridiculous 77

mess, so I pulled it back in a messy bun, slipped on my flip-flops, and ran downstairs, just in time to see Jack pulling up out front. 



“You know, I don’t think you’ll even need Mae’s clothes,” Jack grinned and turned down the Beastie Boys when I got in the car. “You look smoking hot in that. I mean, are those even shorts? 

Or just slightly long underwear?” 



“They’re pajamas!” I blushed and struggled to pull down the boxers so they covered my legs better. 



“You slept over at my house lots of times, and you  never  wore those shorts.” He had started driving and was trying to pretend like he was watching the road, but I could see him appraising me out of the corner of his eye. 



“You’re house is cold! I have to wear warm pajamas!” Pulling down my wife beater more, I was trying to cover myself up, but I was failing miserably. “My house is like ten million degrees. And I wanted to put on real clothes, but you didn’t give me enough time, so this is all your fault.” 



“Hey, I am not complaining,” Jack laughed. “And I’m definitely turning the thermostat up the next time you stay over.” 



“Oh will you stop looking at me like that!” I rolled my eyes at him. “You’ve seen me in a bikini before! Get over it! Its pajamas!” I completely gave up and just sighed. “I’m fully clothed!” 

“Sorry!” Jack smirked. “Sorry. You’re right. Sorry. You look nice is all.” 



“Whatever,” I looked down at myself. 



Thankfully, I had thought to shave my legs yesterday while I was getting ready, so they were still pretty smooth. But since I had been nocturnal all summer long, my skin had barely seen the sun. I was pale over, but even more so on my legs. When I looked over at Jack, decked out in a tee shirt with the Batman symbol on it and Dickies shorts, revealing his flawless, tanned skin, I just groaned. The kicker of it was that I was paler than a vampire. 



“What?” Jack looked quizzically at my scowl. 



“You’re tan!” I scoffed. “I’m like Casper over here, and you look like you spent the summer at the beach.” 



“Sorry.” He tried not to laugh, but he couldn’t help it. “You have a really rough life, Alice.” 



“Where are we going anyway?” I tried to change the subject. 



“My house,” Jack quipped. 



“After that.” 



“Oh, you’ll see.” His smile was definitely wicked, and I wondered what exactly I had in store for me. 



When we got to his house, he had still refused to give away any clues. Instead, he merely turned up the stereo, and he was singing “Sabotage” when he walked to the house. As expected, Matilda ran to greet us, and Jack shouted that we were home, so Mae followed quickly after the dog. 



“Oh, Jack, you didn’t even give her time to get dressed?” Mae scolded him and wrapped her arms around me to shield me from the instant cold of their house. 
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“She’s just gonna change anyway,” he shrugged. 



“She doesn’t need to freeze until she does!” Mae insisted, already leading me away from him. 



She was taking me through this, back towards her room, where I’d presumably get ready. Milo, who’d been in the living room, saw us passing by and ran out to greet us with a gleam in his eye. 

If I wasn’t mistaken, he looked even better than he did the last time that I saw him, and he was taller too. The change was still taking its full effect on him. 



“Has he told you where we’re going yet?” Milo was positively bubbling with excitement. His clothes were fancier than any I’d ever seen him wear before, with fitted jeans and revealing dress shirt. Wherever he was going, he was going to look good. 



“No.” I nervously looked to Mae for help, and she smiled thinly at me. 



“You’re going to a club,” she allowed, and Jack scoffed behind us. 



“It’s supposed to be a surprise!” Jack complained. 



“Oh, quit, it still is,” Mae shook her head at him. 



“Like a dance club?” I was definitely confused. 



As far as I knew, Jack wasn’t that into dance clubs, and while I didn’t hate them, they weren’t the greatest thing ever. It wouldn’t really be that exciting for me to go to one. Plus, I didn’t see how a club could turn out any better than Valley Fair. If anything, a room full of drunk, slutty girls would be way, way worse. 



“I don’t know if I really approve of the idea, but Ezra’s not here to talk him out of it, so here we are.” Without really answering my question, Mae had gone back to steering me away from the boys to her room. 



“Why don’t you go ahead and hop in the shower, and when you get out, we’ll pick out some clothes.” I must’ve looked nervous because she stroked my hair reassuringly. “You’ll have fun tonight. I’m sure of it.” 



Smiling, she left me alone in her bedroom. I was confused, but I did as I was told. I went to the adjoining bathroom and took a shower. They had a million amazing shampoos and body washes, and they always made my hair and skin feel amazing afterwards. I didn’t understand why they needed so many beauty products since they were already perfect anyway, and it wasn’t like they really needed the age fight moisturizers or skin cleansers. They were flawless. But I suppose if I had money and I was a fancy sort of girl, like Mae was, I’d probably buy them and use them simply because I could. 



Wrapping myself in a big fluffy robe Mae had left for me, I opened the bedroom door to find Mae already there. Her bed, which had been neatly made but otherwise empty prior to my shower, was now completely covered in clothes. On closer inspection, many of them still had the tags on, and since they all looked to be about my size (which had to be at least two sizes bigger than Mae), I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d been purchased specifically for me. 



“Is there anything you really like?” Mae looked at the clothes with a puzzled, serious look on her face, like she was having trouble making a really important decision. 



“Well… they all look really nice.” That was an understatement. Everything in my apartment probably cost less than half of these clothes, but that wasn’t the point. “What exactly am I getting dressed up for? It might help me pick something out.” 
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“Well-” Mae hesitantly started to tell me when the bedroom door opened, cutting her off. 



“Oh good! You’re out of the shower!” Milo burst into the room, beaming with happiness. 



At first, I didn’t understand why he was coming into the room, but then it dawned me. Before, whenever I went out to something special, as long as I wasn’t at Jane’s, he helped me get ready. 

This wouldn’t be any different, and it would actually be kind of nice to do something normal with him. Relatively speaking. 



“Sure am.” I eyed them both up seriously. “Where am I going tonight?” 



“A club,” Milo replied, then exchanged a look with Mae. “Oh, you know I’m terrible at secrets anyway. We’re going to a vampire club!” He squealed with delight and looked far gayer than he ever had in his mortal life. 



“What?” I didn’t think I was understanding him right, so I looked at Mae. “What’s going on?” 



“A vampire club.” Mae smiled sympathetically at me, and I knew that she wasn’t quite as keen about the idea as Milo. “I think we told you a little bit about them before. They’re similar to a regular bar or club, but with, you know, obvious differences. Like vampires, for instance. There’s one that Jack frequents from time to time off of Hennepin Avenue, and I’ve been there a few times. It’s fun.” She sounded unconvinced, and I wished that Jack were here so I could hear what he had to say about it. 



“Obvious differences?” I shook my head. “Like what? Do they have a keg of blood?” 



“No, no.” Mae laughed nervously and looked away. “Well, not exactly. They do usually have some kind of blood on… tap, I guess.” If that was meant to ease my nerves, it failed. Miserably. 

“Humans go there all the time, though. And they have bouncers and things in place. It’s not meant to be… People aren’t…” She sighed as she floundered for words. “They don’t harm people there.” 



“That’s where Jack goes to… eat, isn’t it?” I gulped. 



Thinking about Jack eating made me sick, and I wasn’t exactly thrilled by the prospect of seeing where he got his “food.” In a way, I was very curious, but mostly, I just didn’t like being reminded of the moments her shared with other girls. 



“Yes. They have donors there. And most of them know that’s what they are.” Mae tilted her head slightly, thinking of something. “They call them blood whores. There’s a lot of them. But mostly it’s just people and vampires doing what anybody does at a club.” 



“Getting drunk and looking for sex?” I raised an eyebrow. 



“Some of them, yes,” Mae laughed. “But it’s all in fun.” 



“It’s gonna be a blast!” Milo enthused. “I’m so excited to get out of this house and actually do something. Especially with other vampires! Aren’t you excited?” 



“Yeah,” I nodded, but I didn’t really know how to feel about it. 



I’d never met any other vampires, not that I knew of, anyway. It was intriguing to see what they’d be like, and to see if I’d feel about them the way everyone else seemed to feel about Jack. And since most of them were vampires themselves, I could be out in public with Jack without having to fight off a mob. Just dancing and being out, that’s exactly how I wanted to spend my last few days before school. 
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On the other hand, I was going to be in a room full of vampires, which still had some frightening implications when I let myself think about it. I didn’t think that Jack would do anything as cruel as bite someone in front of me, but there could be someone there he had bitten, someone who knew him more intimately than I did, and that thought made me sick. 



“Are you okay, love?” Mae asked me, concerned. 



“Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied. 



“You look really pale,” Milo agreed. His eyes softened with worry. “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you not want to go? We don’t have to go. We just thought it might be fun.” I could tell how desperately he wanted to do this, and he was willing to give it up for me, so I just shook my head. 



“I want to. Really. I do.” Then I sighed and decided there was no point in keeping it from them. 

Now that Milo was a vampire, I didn’t have any reason to have secrets. “I just… I don’t want to see anyone that Jack’s… bitten.” 



“Oh,” Mae nodded knowingly. 



“What?” Milo gave her an odd look.. 



“You don’t understand because you’ve never been bitten,” Mae told him, then turned to me. “Jack doesn’t feel it like you feel it. Being bitten is not the same as biting, and it’s not the same when you do it for food, versus pleasure.” 



“I don’t follow,” I shook my head. Milo sat on the bed, on top of the clothes, and looked her intently. Apparently, this was new information to him, too. 



“Don’t get me wrong, it feels amazing,” Mae explained. “There’s few things in life that are better than drinking someone’s blood. But in order for the prey-predator relationship to work in our situation, it helps if humans willingly give themselves to us, and that works because they develop an emotional attachment that we don’t feel. At all. For us, it’s purely physical.” 



“That sounds like something a guy says after he cheats on you,” I pointed out dryly. 



“Yes, I suppose it does,” Mae smiled. “But it’s the truth. And your feelings on this are slightly misleading, also. The only experience you ever had was with Peter, and you have a bond with each other. When you love each other, and you exchange blood, that is the most personal, amazing feeling there is. But just eating, that’s nothing really.” 



“Uh huh,” I said skeptically. 



“Let me put it this way: Ezra bites other people,” Mae looked at me earnestly. “And on occasion, so do I. This doesn’t bother me, and it doesn’t bother him when I do it. If he let someone bite him, that  would bother me. That would be tantamount to cheating.” 



“I think I understand.” What I had felt with Peter, I had felt partially because we were already bonded and partially because I was victim. If anyone bit me, I’d probably feel similarly, but if I bit someone else, I’d feel good, but without all the emotional connection. 



“When you’re a vampire, you’ll get it entirely,” Mae assured me, but that just touched on another raw nerve. Realizing this, she smiled and brushed past it. “Anyway, let’s get you dressed!” 



“I know you love jeans, but I’m thinking a skirt, definitely,” Milo chimed in suddenly and hopped off the bed so he could inspect the clothes. “There really is no other option.” 
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For the most part, I just agreed with everything they said as Mae and Milo sifted through the clothes. Milo spoke animatedly and happily about everything. Being a vampire sat very well with him. Honestly, I had never seen him so comfortable in his own skin before. Jack’s tutelage must’ve really been helping, because it was an improvement from even a few days ago. 



They finally settled on a black skirt (too short) with a black top (too low) and black heels (too high) with a pair of fishnets (just right). I thought the black thing seemed a bit excessive, but Milo reminded me that it was a vampire club. Mae admitted that for some reason, they went along with the goth kid clichés. She blamed it on the modern vampires’ obsession with Anne Rice, but in a few decades, that would probably change. 



Mae proceeded to do my make up, since that was one area that Milo had never been any help in. 

He’d never been quite  that  gay. He left to finish busying himself with getting ready while she styled my hair and assured me that I would have fun. Once I got there, I’d understand, and I would have a good time. I asked why she wasn’t going, and she just shrugged and said she was too old for it. It wasn’t her scene anymore. 



When she was finally finished, she paraded me out into the kitchen to show the boys what she had accomplished. Jack was leaning on the island, looking rather handsome. He had traded in his shorts uniform for a dark washed denim and a rather stylish, fitted shirt. As soon as he saw me, he grinned happily and let out a long whistle, making Matilda bark. 



“Look at you.” Jack stood up straight and looked me over eagerly. His eyes lingered at the hem of my skirt, and I squirmed a bit. “I might like that skirt even more than I like those little short things you wearing this morning.” 



“Jack,” Mae said disapprovingly. 



“You’re the one that dressed her up,” Jack pointed out and looked at Mae. 



“Just be good,” Mae warned. 



“I’m always good,” Jack grumbled. 



“You do look really good,” Milo commented, and I felt embarrassed because I hadn’t even noticed he was in the kitchen. 



“So do you,” I told him lamely. All he had done was change his shirt and I suspected that he did something infinitesimal to his hair, but he did look really good. 



“I want you kids to have fun, but you need to be careful,” Mae said seriously. “And I’m talking to you, Jack. You need to keep your eyes on both of them. Milo’s really young, and Alice’s… Well, you need to watch them both.” 



“I know,” Jack rolled eyes. “I got it when we had this conversation twenty times this morning.” He had already tired of her lecture, so he started edging towards the door, and I followed after him. 



“Stay close to Jack, and don’t go  anywhere  with  anyone, okay?” Mae cautioned, looking at me directly. 



“And just remember. Vampires are like men. They only think about one thing.” 



“So vampire men  really  only think about one thing?” Milo asked with a deviant glint in his eye. 



“You only think about one thing?” I teased, looking up at Jack. 
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“I’m thinking about one thing right now.” His tone was joking, but he was looking at me seriously. 

He suddenly felt dangerously close to me, and my pulse quickened happily. 



“Jack!” Mae snapped. 



“Being good!” Jack announced and turned away from me. 



“You better be!” Mae insisted anxiously. “I’m trusting you! They’re both in your care, and I expect them to come in the exact same condition they are now! Is that clear?” 



“It’s been clear all day.” Jack was walking backwards to the door, so he could mount his escape while still looking at her, and Milo and I trailed right after him. “You know, I’m middle aged, Mae. 

You think you’d start trusting me by now.” 



“I would if you acted your age for a change!” Mae called after him, but he was already slipping out he garage door. 



I waved at her timidly before I left, and she just pursed her lips and hugged herself tightly. I’m sure she was already regretting her decision to let us go. On the other hand, I didn’t really feel that nervous. After all, I was with two vampires that would probably kill anyone that tried to mess with me. What was the worst that could happen? 






Chapter 13 

 

Ezra was out of town, so Jack got to take the Lamborghini to the club, making me feel rather high class. Milo kept begging to the drive the car, since apparently Jack had been giving him driving lessons, but it was Ezra’s really expensive car, so he refused to let him. I knew that Milo was immortal now, but I still wasn’t ready to risk him driving around. Not just yet. 



We parked by First Avenue, but it wasn’t until we got out of the car that I realized that it was the same parking garage that Jack had first met me in. It made sense, since he said he’d just gotten done eating at the club when he ran into me, and then saved my life from some ridiculous hooligans. It was so weird to think that if I hadn’t stumbled into that garage that night, my entire life would turn out differently. 



“You coming?” Jack asked, looking at me curiously. He and Milo had taken a couple steps ahead of me, but I stood just outside the car, looking around kind of dazed. 



“Yeah,” I nodded, and slowly followed after him. 



The sidewalk was intermittently littered with people with doing similar things as we were. Summer was drawing to close, and girls were getting the short skirts and halter tops out of their system. 

The Minneapolis skyline towered over us, and the sounds of music from various clubs and voices of people talking echoed off the buildings around. I looked down the street at the brightly lit marquees announcing clubs and restaurants and plays, and I wondered what there would be outside marking the vampire club. 



“What’s this place called anyway?” I asked. 



“It doesn’t really have a name,” Jack said noncommittally.. “It’s like an underground thing.” 



“Well, what do people call it? Like, the ones that don’t know it’s a vampire club? Or even the ones that do. What do they say in mixed company?” I pressed. 
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While there were people probably within hearing distance, I didn’t bother to lower my voice or hide the term “vampire.” Most people were either drunk or on cell-phones or too embroiled in their own drama to notice anything I was saying. Most of them only gave a fleeting glance at Jack and Milo. 



“I don’t know,” Jack shrugged. “I think they call it  V  or something.” 



“That’s not very creative,” I scowled. 



“Yeah, I thought it’d be something sexier,” Milo agreed. 



“It’s an underground secret vampire club!” Jack scoffed. “It doesn’t get much sexier than that! It doesn’t need a ‘creative’ name to entice people” 



“He has a point,” Milo allowed. 



“I still expected more from them,” I admitted. 



Jack directed us to turn off of Hennepin, leading us away from the glittery lights of the gay club flashing down the street, and Milo looked a little disappointed that we weren’t going that way. 

There were still people around, but much less then there were before, and without all the bright lights announcing venues, the yellow streetlamps made it seem much darker. The traffic had even dissipated. 



“We’re almost there,” Jack slowed his pace a bit. He held out his to me, and I didn’t understand so I just looked at him. “Give me your hand. You’re with me and I want everyone to know it.” 



“Okay?” Hesitantly, I let Jack take my hand, and then looked over to Milo to make sure he wasn’t going to growl and attack me for touching Jack. 



“He’s got it under control,” Jack explained, and then slowed down even more so we were barely walking. Even though Milo had never been there before, he stayed a couple paces ahead of us. 

When Jack spoke, he lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “Listen, stay by me. And try not to get excited or think about Peter or anything. But if you do, you find me. If somebody’s gonna bite you, it’s gonna be me.” 



“Is that a threat or a promise?” I smiled up at him and hoped my heart didn’t start racing. 



“Both,” Jack laughed a little. “No. Sorry. Neither. I’m being good. But just stay by me.” 



“You’re making this sound dangerous.” My stomach was filling with butterflies, and I thought of the worried look on Mae’s face. “Why are we going here if it’s hazardous?” 



“Its not really. I mean, it’s slightly riskier than hanging out with us in the first place,” Jack relented. 

“But you needed to get out and have fun. And I won’t let anything happen to you. So…” He shrugged and then stopped. “Milo. Hold up.” 



Jack had stopped next to a nondescript doorway in the middle of the block. The nearest streetlight had completely gone out, making it eerily dark for downtown. He squeezed my hand briefly, and I felt his temperature warm up just slightly, but it wasn’t out of control. Milo came back to where we were standing, and Jack nodded at a large black door. He raised his eyebrows, and then opened the door. 



We were immediately greeted by two massive bouncers. The door opened into narrow entryway that glowed red from the bulb above, and these two giant men were standing there, nearly 84

blocking our path inside. They just nodded at Jack and Milo, but something about the way they looked at me when I walked past assured me that they were vampires. 



At the end of the narrow hall, there was a rather steep set of cement stairs leading down into what appeared to be black nothingness. The only light in the stairway came from the red one upstairs. I was terrified of falling in my ridiculous heels, but Jack was in front of me, and I was fairly certain he would catch me. We were walking into complete darkness, but that probably wasn’t a problem for most attendees. For my puny little human eyes, it was disorienting going down into that. I clung onto Jack tightly, and he never let me go. 



Already, I could hear the music pulsing, some kind of heavy electronica. Jack whispered that we had reached the main level, but I still couldn’t see anything. We walked a little farther, and then suddenly, Jack opened the door, bathing us in cool, blue light and making the walls echo with the music. 



Considering we were in the basement, the ceilings of the room were amazingly high for what was undoubtedly a dance floor. There were at least two-hundred people, if not more, smashed onto the floor, dancing wildly. Slender arms waved in the air, and bodies moved delicately and perfectly in time with the music. Never had I seen movements so graceful outside of the ballet. 

A long, metallic bar lined the far side of the room, and based on the bottles lining the back wall, I assumed it was an actual bar, full of alcoholic drinks for the humans. Several very attractive men and women stood behind it, manning it for drinks. The stools in front of it were full, and a line of pretty but obviously sweaty humans were waiting to get drinks. 



The music was almost too loud to think, and when I turned to look for Milo, he had already disappeared into the crowd of gyrating flesh on the dance floor. Jack smiled at me hopefully and plunged onto the dance floor. The people moving all around us were stunningly beautiful for the most part. A girl with pixie white blonde hair smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but notice the fading bite marks on her neck. 



Jack moved much more gracefully than I could ever imagine, and I tried desperately to keep up with him. We must’ve looked like a rhinoceros trying to dance with a gazelle, but he kept his hands on me the entire time, keeping me close to him, and that made it all worth it. The blue from the light made his eyes glow, and his happiness and enthusiasm were positively infectious. 

Thanks to the speed of my dancing and the proximity of Jack, not to mention my growing joy, my heart pounded heavily in my chest. 



We hadn’t been on the floor for very long when it felt like people were starting to grab at me. At first, I thought I was imagining things, and it was just the way the bodies were touching me. Then a felt a sharp prick as someone scratched the back of my neck with something, and Jack stopped dancing. Fortunately, they hadn’t scratched hard enough to draw blood, or I’d be in real trouble. 

He kept his arm firmly around me, and when I looked around, I realized that the crowd had definitely closed in on us. 



Jack started to lead me off the floor, towards a doorway into another room. Someone touched me, letting their fingertips glide lightly down my arm, almost caressing me. I looked back quickly, and I half expected whoever touched me to slink away into the crowd, but he was just standing there. Not dancing, not moving, just staring at me. Naturally, he was perfectly gorgeous, with thick hair slicked back.. His eyes were a mesmerizing black and they burned straight through me. His skin glowed flawless blue under the lights, and there was something seductively evil in the way he smiled at me. 



He must’ve had me frozen in some kind of trance, because Jack was half-carrying/half-dragging me away. When I noticed it, I managed to look away, and the way my lungs burned reminded to breathe. Then the bodies were starting to break up, and the light was shifting from blue to dull 85

red. We were slipping through a doorway into the next room, and the walls muffled dampened the sound of the music. 



This room was smaller than the last, and dressed more like a bar or a coffee shop than a club. 

There were lots of doors and darkened hallways leading out of it, and I wondered where they went to. Several soft looking couches filled the room, and there was a small bar in a very dark corner. While there appeared to be a bartender standing behind it, with long red hair pulled back in a ponytail, there weren’t any bottles lining the wall, and I figured that had to be an entirely different kind of bar in the other room. 



On the couch nearest to us, a stunningly beautiful women laid with her head lulled back. Her silky hair had to go down to her knees when she stood up. Her clothing with black and leather and so tight, I couldn’t believe she could move. There was an intricate black tattoo running down her arm. But the most startling feature about her was the pretty young girl she had curled up on her lap. Her eyes were closed and her mouth had curled into a state of bliss, and there was a thin line of blood on her neck. The vampire holding her looked at me and smiled stunningly as she licked the blood from her lips. There was a come hither look about her that made Jack produce a low rumbling growl next to me. 



“Stop it,” Jack murmured in my ear. 



“What?” I asked, pulling my attention from the women to look about the room. 



Scenes similar to the one the couch were playing out all over. There were some people (or vampires) that were simply sitting and talking, and some that were just making out. Everyone was so insanely attractive they made Jane look like the elephant man. Strangely, as soon as we had entered the room, everyone seemed to turn and look at us. Vampires with their stunning, entrancing eyes, kept fixing their gaze on me, and I would forget to breathe. If I wasn’t careful, I would end up suffocating. 



“Stop,” Jack repeated and jerked my hand so I would focus on him. 



“What?” This time, I looked up at him, away from everyone in the room. 



“Don’t look at anyone,” Jack warned me quietly. 



“Why not?” I was bewildered. Was I supposed to look at only him for the entirety of the night? 



“You keep letting them… captivate you.” He nervously looked over the top of my head, and I could tell he was starting to think that maybe this was a bad idea. “Don’t do that.” 



“Sorry,” I mumbled, but I wasn’t exactly sure how to fix that. 



“Don’t be sorry. Just…” He shook his head. “Come on.” He pulled me off to the side of the room, to a mostly empty couch, and I was careful to keep my eyes down. 



When he sat down, I sat as close to him as I possibly could. On the other side of him was a girl with hair that shown purple under the light. Her eyeliner was caked on and her lipstick was black. 

When we sat down, she’d been sipping a drink and looking around like she was watching for someone, but then she turned her attention to us. She smiled, mostly at me, and her fangs were far more pronounced than Jack’s were. Almost comically so, and I wondered if that was a natural occurrence or if she did something to make them like that. I also noticed a little silver stud in her cheek, the piercing girls got to look a metal beauty mark. 



“You’re new here,” she purred, directly to me, and her voice sounded like honey and helium. 
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“Yeah,” I told her dumbly, and Jack dropped his arm around me. It was supposed to be casual, but I don’t think anybody would confuse it for anything but the protective gesture it was. 



“You, I’ve seen around before.” She looked at Jack, narrowing her eyes at him. Her makeup was so thick and heavy around her eyes, it looked like was wearing a kind of mask, like the one superheroes would paint on. She bit her lip, carefully so the fangs wouldn’t tear her skin, and tried to place him. “Did we fuck?” 



“No, I can’t say that we have,” Jack replied quickly. 



I tensed up instantly, which I knew was a bad idea since I was supposed to be keeping my heart rate down, but I couldn’t help it. As stupid as it sounds, it had never occurred to me that Jack had sex. In some realm of my mind, I had realized that vampires probably had sex, that Mae and Ezra did, and I had definitely considered the prospect of me having sex with Jack, but I had never thought about it actually happening. That vampires had sex with other vampires, or people. With whoever or whatever they wanted. Not only had Jack most likely bitten girls here, he had probably slept with some of them. 



“Pity,” the girl said, but then her eyes dropped back to me. Her smile tilted wickedly, and she was noticing the change in my heart rate. “Mmm… So you’re  that  kind of girl.” 



“What kind of girl is that?” I asked tightly. 



“Where are my manners?” She laughed, a tinkley, fragile sound, like breaking glass. “I haven’t even introduced myself. My name is Violet.” She held out her hand to me and only me. It was covered in one of those lace fingerless gloves that Madonna used to wear, and gingerly, I took her hand and shook it. I was tempted to look at Jack to see how I should proceed, but I thought it would be better if I made the decision on my own. 



“I’m Alice.” I let go of her lacy, tepid hand and looked up at Jack. “This is Jack.” 



“Jack.” She clicked her tongue and looked at him again. “We never-” 



“Nope,” Jack repeated with an edge to his voice. 



“Are you sure?” Violet looked dubious. “Cause I have a really excellent memory, and I could swear that we knocked boots, know what I mean?” She winked at me then and elbowed Jack playfully in the ribs, but he didn’t smile. 



“I’m quite certain,” he replied icily. 



“Yeah, yeah! You did this thing-” 



“Stop,” Jack told her, his voice low and even. “I know exactly what you’re doing, and I want you to stop.” She batted her eyes innocently, and he turned to me. “When she mentioned it the first time incidentally, you’re heart sped up, and now she’s just saying things to make it race. She’s just trying to set you off.” 



“It’s beating like a moth caught in jar,” Violet smiled wistfully at me. “I just can’t help myself. It sounds so beautiful.” 



“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. 



“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Jack reassured me quietly. 





87

Blushing deeply, I curled up closer to him. Even in the dimly lit room, I could see the way Violet looked at me. There was nothing but pure thirst in her eyes. I knew Jack would never let anything happen to me, and I don’t even think she wanted to kill me. But she wanted to  taste  me, and that was a weird thing to feel, to know that she was actually hungry for me. 



“Are you gonna go back to one of the rooms?” Violet asked, turning her attention back to Jack. 

She nodded her heads toward the dark doorways that led out of the room, and I wondered what kind of rooms they had back there. “I would  kill  just to watch. I’m sure she smells terrific.” 



“We’re good, thanks,” Jack informed her curtly. 



Violet was unabashed, though. She kept her eyes locked on me and slid up closer to her Jack, pressing her body against him. He tried to recoil, but I was at the end of the couch and he didn’t want to smash me. His body was rigid next to me, and he was glaring at her severely. 



“You’re just a little treat, aren’t you?” Violet winked at me. 



“Alright, that’s fun.” Abruptly, Jack stood up, pulling me to my feet with him. 



“We must never have messed around, otherwise you wouldn’t be turning me down,” Violet laughed at him. “I can do things, for the both of you, that you’ve only ever dreamed about.” 



“Yep. I’m really missing out.” Jack steered me towards the bar in the corner, and Violet was still cackling behind us. “I am sorry. This was a terrible idea. I’ve never brought a human here before though, so I didn’t really know what to expect.” 



“It’s not so bad,” I whispered, and it really wasn’t. In its own, twisted way, it was kind of fun. 

At the bar, Jack moved me in front of him, so my stomach was gently pressed against the wood. 

He stood behind me with his arms on either side of him. Whatever was going on was making him nervous and he wanted to surround me as much as he could. Oddly enough, I didn’t feel the slightest bit anxious, and my emotions tended to mirror his. Something about being in this room, it made me strangely sedate. The bartender with the long red in a ponytail came over and gave him an odd look. 



“I’d like a drink. Just whatever you have handy,” Jack told him, but that only deepened the bartender’s confusion. “Do you have any vodka back here?” 



“All the  light  drinks are out there,” the bartender nodded to the dance floor. He looked at me, then up at Jack. “Are you sure you really want a drink?” 



“Yep.” Jack replied, and when the bartender started looking me over, Jack added, “She’s just for looks.” 



“Whatever floats your boat, buddy,” the bartender shook his head and walked away to get a drink. 



“You know what? Cancel the drink.” He slid his arm around me again and took a step back from the bar. 



“What’s going on?” I asked, looking up at Jack. 



“This was a stupid idea, and we’re getting out of here,” Jack whispered harshly. He looked around uneasily as he started to lead me away. “Everyone is looking at you like… I don’t know. I knew you were… tantalizing, but I didn’t think everyone else would feel the same way. I thought you’d just be a normal girl, but apparently you’re not.” 



“Know you now how I feel when we go out!” I exclaimed. 
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“Well, I’m really sorry,” Jack laughed a little. 



“What about Milo?” We were just about out of the room, back to the dance floor where my words would be drowned out completely, so I stopped sharply. 



“I’ll text him when we get outside,” Jack suggested. 



“He won’t heart it! It’s too loud. And even if he does, he wouldn’t answer. He’s having fun.” 



“Well… then… we’ll leave him here and he can call when he’s ready,” Jack stumbled. Violet had started laughing again, and he glared at her before turning back to me. 



“We can’t just leave him here!” I insisted. He might be a vampire, but he’s still my little brother, and I wasn’t prepared to leave him alone on his first night out. 



Jack was going to try to reason with me, but I wasn’t having any of it. I jerked my hand away from him and crossed my arms over my chest, giving him a stubborn look that said I refused to leave without Milo. Behind us, the vampire with the long hair and the girl on her lap whistled loudly at my display, so both Jack and I turned back to look at her. 



“She’s a firecracker!” the vampire laughed, but it was that tired, blissed-out laugh people have when they’re really high. “You’ve got your hands full with that one, don’t you?” 



“I make do,” Jack told her, but looked severely at me. “Alice…” 



“I’m not leaving Milo here,” I insisted. 



“Well, I’m not dragging you out on the damn dance floor to look for him.” His pursed his lips when he glanced nervously out at the crowded dance floor. Going across the room wouldn’t be so bad, but wading through there for any length of time, with all those people grabbing at me, it was liable to be serious trouble. 



“I can keep an eye on her for you, if you need to me to,” the vampire next to us offered. “I’m full, and if I get a little hungry, I’ve got a snack right here.” She patted the girl on her lap. “And I know how hard it is to keep the flies away from the food.” Jack narrowed his eyes at her, debating. 



“Just keep an eye on her, nothing else,” Jack warned her. 



“Cross my heart and hope to die,” she promised him, crossing her heart with her long black fingernail as she did. 



“I’ll be right back.” He hesitated before leaving, and then placed his hands on my cheeks and quickly, he pressed his lips against mine but stopped before I could really even register that he had just kissed me. Keeping his face close to me, he whispered, “Don’t let anybody touch you.” 



“I won’t,” I nodded breathlessly. 



“Good.” Reluctantly, he turned and almost instantly disappeared in the writhing bodies on the dance floor. 



“What’s your name?” my vampire baby-sitter asked me. 



“Alice,” I told her timidly. I hugged myself tightly and tried to keep my eyes fixated on her and the girl on her lap, and not on the room full of leering vampires around me. 



“Olivia,” she gestured to herself, and then to the girl on her lap. “This is Hannah. She’s mine.” 
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“Congratulations,” I said lamely, unsure of what else to say. 



“Thanks,” Olivia laughed. “It’s tricky what you have with him.” She nodded at the door after Jack. 



“Why hasn’t he turned you?” 



“It’s a complicated situation.” I rubbed my arms nervously. The girl on Olivia’s lap stirred, and she stroked her hair gently to quiet her. “Why haven’t you turned Hannah?” 



“I wouldn’t have any reason to keep her if I did,” Olivia explained, but she looked at her with some affection. “You’ve heard the saying ‘why buy the cow if you get the milk for free?’ Well, if I bought the cow, I wouldn’t get any milk at all.” She wanted Hannah for her blood, and nothing else. 



“So why do you think he should turn me?” I asked curiously. 



“He loves you,” Olivia sounded surprised when she looked up at me. “You must know that.” I shifted uneasily, but didn’t answer her. “And I’m betting that he’s not getting any milk either.” She narrowed her bleary eyes at me, genuinely appraising me for the first time. “I bet you’re a virgin in every sense of the word.” 



“Not entirely,” I raised my chin defiantly, like I had showed her in some way. 



“He’s never bitten you?” Olivia was still trying decipher what exactly was going on. 



“He’s tasted me.” When I told her that, her eyes widened. The first time we had kissed, I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood, which is what incited the kiss in the first place. 



“And he hasn’t bit you?” Olivia was stunned and unbelieving. “If you taste even half as sweet as you smell… That boy has some restraint. If I were you, I’d get that boy back in here and make him turn me right here and now. You don’t want to let that slip away. And it’s only a matter of time before he slips, and with that much pent up, he’d probably go way too far, if you know what I mean.” 



“We have… things under control,” I told her rather unconvincingly. 



“Well, hello there,” a deep voice purred from behind me, and I whirled around to see the vampire that had touched me on the dance floor. His eyes were a bottomless black, but they were almost glowing at me. A strand of black hair came loose and slid onto his forehead, so he pushed it back with unpleasantly long nails, at least for a man. Other than that, he was almost blindingly attractive. The only person who could possibly out shine him might be Peter, and even that was rather doubtful. 



“That’s Alice!” Violet announced with her shrill, sparkling laugh. She leapt off the couch and almost skipped over to us. She stopped so close to him that they were almost touching but not quite. “Isn’t she a treat?” 



“Sweet as pie,” he purred with an exaggerated southern drawl, reminding me of when Hannibal Lector mocked Clarisse Starling in  Silence of the Lambs. He breathed in deeply, leaning in closer to me, but I was in a dear in headlights and couldn’t think enough to take a step back. “Breathe, honey.” 



With that, I gasped and filled my lungs with precious oxygen. Whatever he did to me, it was far worse than even what Peter could do. My mind was less of a fog, but my body completely lost the ability to do anything, like breathe or blink or move. Even though he had reminded me to breathe, the rest of my senses still remained locked away, and I just gaped at him. 
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“You are precious!” he smiled maliciously, and Violet giggled next to him. 



“Oh, leave her alone!” Olivia shouted from behind me. Her voice was gaining some strength and losing its bleary edge as she came to my aide. “She’s just a kid, and her boyfriend’s out there in the other room.” 



“What’s it to you?” He looked past me at her, and I caught a glimpse of primal rage flashing in his eyes that, thankfully, he directed at her. If it had been at me, that probably would’ve been it. I would’ve just collapsed to my knees and begged him to spare my life. 



“He left her in charge,” Violet explained, leaning in close to him. Then she lowered her eyes at me, smirking hungrily. “He left her alone.” 



“What do you want?” When I finally found a voice, that’s what I decided to ask, which was actually a total waste of a question. I knew exactly what they wanted, and I probably really didn’t want to hear it said aloud. 



“You’re so scared!” This fact seemed to amuse him a little too much, and he made a sound that was a tad aroused. “You have nothing to be afraid of. I’d just like us to be friends. Me, you, and Violet.” He spread his arms openly, as if he expected me to run into them. “To put you at ease, I’ll introduce myself. My name is Lucian, and I am a vampire.” 



“His name’s not really Lucian,” Violet confessed coyly. “It’s actually Hector, but that doesn’t sound nearly as decedent.” He glared at her severely, and she recoiled a little, but then forced a smile at me. “But trust me, sweetie, he’s  all  vampire.” 



“So am I,” Olivia interjected tiredly from the couch. “Why don’t you two cut the crap and go prey on someone you actually stand a chance with? This girl isn’t going anywhere with you.” 



“You must be getting senile in you’re old age,  Olivia,” Lucian snarled at her. “Because I didn’t say anything about going anywhere. We’re just having a friendly little chat. Isn’t that right, Alice?” 



“I’m not much for talking,” I mumbled quietly. Talking had somehow frightened me more, and my heart was beating erratically and much too fast. Both Violet and Lucian had that eye-fluttering pleasurable look, and I knew they were way too tuned into it. 



“My god, that’s beautiful,” Lucian murmured, almost inaudible. “It’s so delicate and frantic. Like a fly caught in a spider web, desperately beating it’s tiny wings… but it’s not going anywhere.” 



“You guys are big into the insect metaphors,” I whispered, and I was finding it difficult to swallow. 

“Here’s another: welcome to my parlor,” Lucian smiled, this time purposely showing me his fangs. 

Like Violet’s, they were sharper and larger than Jack’s, and all the more frightening. 



“My boyfriend is right out there, and he’ll kill you,” I warned them breathlessly. “And he left Olivia in charge, and I think she takes her responsibility seriously.” 



“That drugged out old hag?” Lucian laughed and leaned in closer to me. “She’s not going to do anything. She’s not even conscious.” I wanted to check and see if this was true, but I was too transfixed. His eyes were locked on me, but that was better. As long as they weren’t on my neck, watching my pulse, I still had a chance. “And you’re boyfriend won’t hear anything. If he really cared, he would never have brought a snack like you here in the first place. I think maybe he wanted this to happen.” 



“That’s not-not true,” I stuttered. Then it happened. His eyes dropped to my throat and he had leaned in even closer to me. 
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“Oh, Alice, I’m afraid you’ve really fallen into a rabbit hole this time,” he whispered. I closed my eyes, unwilling to witness the inevitable. 



“Lucian!” Olivia shouted. “Oh, Hannah, will you move!” I whipped open my eyes and saw the irritated expression on Lucian’s face, and then Olivia appeared next to me. “I told you to back off!” 



“Olivia, Olivia,” Violet purred, stepping away from Lucian to take care of Olivia. Lucian meanwhile, had leaned back up straighter, but hadn’t really moved away from me. He just wasn’t quite as poised to bite my neck. “Aren’t you sick of that tired old blood bag you’re always taking around with you?” 



“Violet, not right now,” Olivia groaned, looking disgusted. “I’m just trying to keep this girl out your hands, okay? She’s not yours. There’s plenty of other girls here that you can go crazy with. So just leave this one alone.” 



“I’m here too, Olivia,” Violet batted her eyes at her and rubbed her arm seductively on Olivia’s. “I know you’re always traipsing with those little dolls of yours. When was the last time you were with a real woman?” 



Olivia was momentarily distracted by Violet, who had started pressing her breasts up against her, and that was all the time that Lucian needed. His arms were around me, so strong and tight, that I couldn’t breathe or move or even scream. He was carrying me away, but it was too quick and nauseating for me to figure out where. The wind was whipping through my hair, and he had my face pressed into the hard, unyielding muscles of his chest. If he didn’t let me go soon, I would suffocate. 



Without warning, he dropped me, and as soon as I could gasp for air, I started to scream. I was about to call out Jack’s name, but then I realized Jack was already there. We were in a narrow hallway dimly lit by a single bulb, and I had apparently been dropped rather heavily onto the cement floor. Lucian was sprawled out on the ground a few feet from me, and Jack stood in between the two of us. On the other side of Lucian, blocking the door back to the bar where we’d come from, Milo stood growling, and behind him, Olivia was looking none to happy either. 



“Get up,” Jack said his quietly, his voice trembling with restraint. Lucian scrambled to move, and I could see blood on his face, extending from a wound that was already healing. “Get out of here before I rip your fucking throat out.” 



“You shouldn’t have brought her if you didn’t want to share her!” Lucian insisted, almost plaintively. Milo made a move towards him, but Olivia grabbed his arms and held him back. 

Frightened, Lucian snuck past them and hurried away. 



Jack glared after him for a second, but before Olivia could even release Milo, Jack had turned and dropped to his knees next to me. He gently touched my forehead and let out an uneasy breath, and then with great effort, he pulled his eyes way to look me completely over. His breath came out in shallow rasps, and I could feel a hungry panic from him that I didn’t understand. 



“Are you okay?” Jack asked, looking carefully at my neck. His eyes met mine, and they were filled with agony. 



“Yeah,” I nodded. “Are you? What’s the matter?” 



“I’m okay.” He took the hand that had been touching my forehead and held it for me to see. His fingers were shaking, and I noticed something dark staining them. “You’re… you’re bleeding.” 



“Oh no,” I whispered quietly. 
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“Take her out the back way!” Olivia suggested. “She won’t make it through that room.” 



“Okay.” Jack kept his eyes fixed on me. “Alice… do you trust me?” 



“Yeah,” I breathed. 



“Good.” He leaned over and gently, he kissed my forehead. 



I heard Milo yelling something, but Olivia kept him restrained. Ever so softly, I felt Jack’s tongue lap at my wound, and that simple little touch sent shivers of pleasure rippling through me. He wanted me so badly I could hardly stand it, and it made me desperate for more of him. I moaned softly, and then suddenly, Jack sprang back from me, panting hoarsely. 



“What did you do?” Milo wailed. 



“I need the bleeding to stop!” Jack licked his lips and looked at me hungrily. “You and I … we won’t last being around it. But my saliva will make it heal quicker.” 



“Get here out of here before the others catch scent of it!” Olivia commanded, sounding far more worried than I would’ve liked. 



Unfortunately, I could no longer really feel worried or frightened. Jack had overwhelmed me with his ravenous thirst for me, and that left me wantonly reciprocating. I was still sitting on the floor with my back pressed against the wall, and I was vaguely aware of a throbbing headache and a pain in my back. Jack was half crouched across from me, pressing himself tightly against the other wall, and his translucent blue eyes were completely locked on mine. He was almost willing himself to stay there, and despite the precarious situation I was in, I couldn’t shake how badly I wanted his will break. 



“Jack!” Milo snapped, and I felt his painfully strong grip on my arm as he yanked me to my feet. 

He obviously hadn’t quite gotten the magnitude of his new strength, and I was lucky he hadn’t snapped my arm in half. 



“Sorry,” Jack mumbled, reluctantly standing up. Milo had managed to semi-snap us out of the trance we were in, but we were both still pretty dazed. 



“We gotta get out of here!” Milo hissed, looking nervously over his shoulder. I looked back behind us, but all I could really make out was darkness. 



“Yeah, right, okay,” Jack nodded but made no effort to move. He just stared dumbly at me, and I tried to look away before we got ourselves caught in a moment again. He shook his head, then looked at Milo, almost stuttering, “I, uh, I don’t know where the back exit is.” 



“Oh, hell,” Olivia rolled her eyes. She slid in between us, her long hair brushing like silk across my skin. 



“Grab the girl. We have to hurry.” She was already jetting ahead, gliding lightly on her knee-high boots. 



There would be absolutely no way I could keep up with her, and I was about to say that when Milo tried to put his arms around me. At the same time, Jack was making the same play, and they bumped into each other. Jack gave Milo an odd look, but he seemed unwilling to relinquish me so easily. 



“I got her!” Jack insisted, and then scooped me up in his arms before Milo could protest further. 





93

“Just be careful,” Milo warned. 



Olivia was already a distant memory down the hall, but as Jack had me in his arms, he flew after her. It was still within the realms of human capabilities but more like Olympic speed racer. We were jutting down a winding passageway that just appeared to be an intricate labyrinth of forgotten basement halls. At least that’s what I could tell from what I could see, but most of it was completely black. Then, abruptly, we burst through a set of heavy doors. We were outside, with a set of cement stairs leading up directly in front of us. 



Once we were at the top, Jack set me down, and I looked around. I could see the marquee for Barfly glittering brightly, but we were hidden in an alley, next to a secret stairwell I had never noticed before. Olivia was already waiting for us when we got there, crossing her arms over her chest in a way that pushed out her ample bosom. A full moon splashed in between the buildings, lighting her face wonderfully, and she was even more exquisite than I had first believed. 



“Thanks,” Jack told her almost sheepishly. He had moved a couple feet away from, even though I could feel how badly he just wanted to put his arm around me until he was certain I was safe, but he didn’t trust himself right now. 



“You have to be careful,” Olivia cautioned him gently. “What were you thinking bringing her here?” 



“I don’t know.” He scratched his head and looked at the ground. “I’d never brought anyone here before, and the girls I’d met here before never seemed like they were any danger.” 



“That’s because they’re whores!” Olivia was incredulous, looking at Jack like he was an idiot. In response, he kicked a beer bottle with his foot. “They let people bite them! If you had wanted to share her, you probably wouldn’t have had a problem.” 



“What the hell happened in there?” Milo demanded. 



“I don’t know really,” I shook my head. “There were these vampires, Violet and Lucian. And they were into me for some reason, and Jack went to look for you, so they pounced.” 



“What were you doing?” Jack lifted his head to look at Milo. “You just like disappeared in there.” 



“I was dancing! That’s what we were there for!” Milo threw his hands up in the air. “I didn’t know we’d have to run out like ten minutes later because you didn’t realize it wouldn’t be a good idea to bring a human to a vampire bar!” 



“You guys can sort it out later,” Olivia interrupted. “You should probably get out of here now.” 



“Yeah, you’re right,” Jack sighed, and then looked at her earnestly. “Thank you. You’ll never know how much I appreciate what you did tonight.” 



“Yeah, well, I’ve been there,” Olivia shrugged, but then her expression got more severe. “But you need to hurry up and turn her, unless you’re ready to bury her.” 



“It’s complicated,” Jack sounded exasperated, and I knew it touched the same raw nerve it did me. 



“Maybe, but death is simple,” she nodded to the end of the alley. “Now get out of here.” 



“Thank you,” Jack repeated. 



“Thanks,” I echoed, smiling at her. “It was nice meeting you.” 
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“Take care of yourself, kid,” Olivia smiled back at me before going back down the stairs, into the darkness that led back to the hidden vampire club. 



My head had already healed, so Jack felt like it was safe to move close to me again. He took my hand as we walked quickly towards the car. All the clubs downtown were starting to let out, so the streets were even more crowded than they were before. We were blanketed by people, but that made Milo more nervous. They had put me in the center of them, and Milo kept scouring the crowd, as if a vampire would leap out and attack me on a crowded street. Neither of them said anything until we reached the car. 



“Well, that was fun,” Milo sighed as he leaned back in the seat. 



“I am so sorry,” Jack apologized desperately. He started the car and wouldn’t even look at me. 

His plan tonight, even with the best intentions, had almost gotten me killed, and that bothered the hell out of him. “I should’ve known better.” 



“It’s okay,” I reassured him. “You didn’t mean anything, and everybody’s okay. And it was a really interesting night. I learned a couple things, and that’s something.” 



“There’s easier ways to learn,” Jack insisted. 



“I had a blast!” Milo interjected. “I mean, until the whole Alice-almost-getting-slaughtered thing. 

That wasn’t fun. But the running away kind of was. I felt like Matt Damon.” 



“What does Matt Damon run away from?” I looked in the backseat at him, but he just smiled a cockeyed grin at me, so I figured that night had gone well for him. 



“I don’t know. I just felt like him,” Milo shrugged. 



It was such a 180 from how he used to be. Everything I did made him nervous and scared, but I had almost been murdered, and he was making jokes on the ride home. He was suddenly so carefree and confident. 



He was still sweet and geeky, but he’d lost his insecurities and paranoia. If that’s what I had in store for me, I could not wait to turn. 



“At least you wore your pajamas here,” Jack said as we got closer to his house. 



“Why?” I asked. 



“Because you’re spending the night at my house tonight.” There was nothing naughty or mischievous in his voice, and I didn’t understand what he was getting at. He swallowed hard and looked at me out the corner of his eyes. “I just want you there tonight. Okay?” 



“Okay,” I nodded. 



“Oh, slumber party!” Milo exclaimed, and Jack didn’t even crack a smile. 



The night had really gotten to him. On top of what had already happened, I’m sure he wasn’t thrilled about explaining to Mae what happened. Even I was dreading it, and I hadn’t really done anything wrong. 



Neither had Jack per se, but neither of them saw it that way. 
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Chapter 14 



The sheets were the most comfortable in the world and the bed felt like a cloud, but I kept tossing and turning. 



After Mae had given Jack a serious tongue lashing, she’d actually started to weep over what could’ve befallen me and then held me close to her for about an hour while listening to Etta James. Jack hid the entire time while Milo tried (futilely) to lighten the mood. Eventually, everyone just showered and went to bed. I don’t know how everyone else faired for sleeping, but I was doing terrible. 



Maybe it was the adrenaline of the night, or all the new questions I had swirling in my head. After seeing all the gorgeous vampires at the club, it would be impossible to believe that Jack hadn’t hooked up with at least one or two of them for sex or blood or something else. As Mae had pointed out before we left, vampires and men only think about thing one thing, and while she had been implying that vampires only want blood, I don’t think that Jack could completely turn off the man part of himself either. 



It shouldn’t matter to me, since we’re not together, and even if we were, that was a long time ago. 

Or if it wasn’t, it was still before he met me, and I can’t really blame him for not being psychic. But I was a virgin in almost everyway (except for once when Peter had bitten me, and I was pretty sure that Jordan had made it second base the other night), and it was rather intimidating to think of being with someone so much more experienced than I was. And the girls he had to be experienced with! They made the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit models look fat and ugly. After all of that, he had tasted my blood at the club, and that left this lingering maddening desire. 



Combining that with Olivia’s veiled threat about me needing to turn, and I was just really, really ready to get it all over with. His bed, which smelled too sweetly of him, felt too big and empty, and I would never be able to get comfortable and fall asleep, not with everything on my mind. 

Finally, I gave up and went downstairs. Maybe I had this planned all night long because I had put back on the girl boxers he had raved about so much this morning. Milo was sleeping in his room next door to Jack’s so I had was careful to tiptoe out, not that it was strictly necessary. Milo’s hearing had greatly improved, and he found it distracting to sleep, so he had a white noise machine in his room anyway. Just the same, I didn’t want to risk waking him up and having him joining the conversation. 



Walking around the house was murder. Even though it was after seven in the morning, every shade in the house was drawn so tightly that no natural light could sneak in anywhere. Their perfect vampire vision required no night lights, meaning that everything was submerged in pitch black, except for Jack’s room, which they had outfitted with a night light for me. The worst part had been maneuvering the stairs without making a sound, because I had somehow managed to stub my toe like three times. 



“Dammit,” I cursed myself when I finally made it to the bottom. There would be no way I could make it any farther without help, so I flicked on the kitchen light at the bottom of the steps, and using that light, I walked quietly into the living room. 



The dim light apparently didn’t faze Jack, who laid curled up on the couch underneath a dark comforter. Matilda laid on the floor next to him, and she lifted her head when I came into the room and thumped her tail. Jack stirred a little at that but didn’t seem to wake up. 



“Jack?” I whispered. He didn’t move, and I glanced nervously over my shoulder, afraid that I had somehow disturbed Mae or Milo, even though they were asleep in the respective rooms and I couldn’t wake Jack right in front of me. “Jack?” 
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“What?” Jack mumbled tiredly, moving his had against the pillow as he repositioned himself. 

Slowly, he became aware that he was talking to someone, and he opened his eyes and looked over at me. “Alice? Is everything okay?” 



“Yeah, everything’s fine.” Carefully, I sat down at the end of the couch, next to his feet. “I just couldn’t sleep.” 



“Yeah?” Jack moved so he was facing me more, and by the concern toned in his voice, I knew he didn’t believe me when I said I was fine. “What’s going on?” 



“I don’t know,” I shrugged and leaned back on the couch, pulling my knees up to my chest. 



“Is it about what happened tonight?” The thought made him nervous, and I didn’t immediately answer. 



In a way, it was about tonight, but not the way he thought. “Alice, you’ve got nothing to be scared of. They would never hurt you, not outside of that club, and we’re never going back there.” 



“No, it’s not that,” I shook my head. “I’m not scared. I mean, not about that. I know you and Milo and Mae would never let anything happen, and they seemed kind of like losers anyway.” 



“They were,” Jack agreed, but he sounded serious. “What are you scared of then?” 



“I don’t know,” I sighed and tried to sort out what I wanted to say. “Maybe scared isn’t the right word. I just…. Did you know them? Did you know any of the vampires down there?” 



“No, I don’t think so. I’ve seen some around, but I’m not acquainted with any of them. I’m not really into that scene, or the vampires that are.” He propped himself up more, and even in the darkness, I could see the worry and confusion on his face. “What are you trying to find out?” 



“I don’t know!” I lied. I knew  exactly  what I wanted to say, but it felt too brash to just come out and say it. “All the vampires down there were just so… attractive. Olivia was like a goddess, and even in Violet with her piercings and silly make up couldn’t mask that she was very pretty.” 



“Oh, come on,” Jack rolled his eyes, and he started connecting the dots. “They barely gave me the time of day. Besides, might I remind you that  you  were the hot sensation down there.” 



“That’s different,” I brushed past it. “And I wasn’t complaining about them hitting on you. I was wondering… if you…” I squirmed, finding it surprisingly difficult just to ask him. 



“What?” Jack pressed. “I just met them, and you saw me talking to them. I think Violet was right, and I might’ve seen her around before, but everything she was saying was just to get you going. 

We’d never done anything.” 



“I know.” I shivered a little, so maybe the girl boxers weren’t such a good idea in their sub-zero temperatures. I was prepared to ignore it as I worked up the courage to just be straight with Jack, but he noticed how cold I was. 



“Take some of the covers.” He pushed some at me with his feet, and I scooted closer to him so I could snuggle underneath his blankets. When I felt his leg brush against my thigh, I decided I’d move close enough. 



“This is why I don’t wear this pajamas here,” I told him as I settled into the couch. 



“That’s what they made blankets for,” Jack laughed. 
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“What do you use blankets for anyway?” I asked, and he looked at me like I was a total idiot. “No, I mean, you guys love it cold. Why do you need to cover up?” 



“Force of habit, I guess,” Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. I never really thought about it. I only ever do it when I go to bed, and that’s just what’s most comfortable, I guess. Why? Does it bother you?” 



“Why would it bother me?” 



“I don’t know! I don’t know why anything bothers you!” Jack complained. 



“Oh, whatever. You know why everything bothers me,” I grumbled. My chill was fading away, but I pulled the covers up to my neck anyway. 



“Okay, fine,” Jack rubbed the bridge of his nose for a minute. “What’s bothering you about tonight? What are you actually getting at?” 



“I’m not…” I was about to tell him that I wasn’t getting at anything, but then I decided just spit it out. 



“Did you sleep with any of them?” 



“That’s what you’re getting at?” Jack looked at me skeptically. 



“Yeah,” I blushed at his surprise. He seemed to think it was obviously stupid, and I couldn’t see why. “I mean… you’re still… you still… I don’t know.” I buried myself further under the covers, wishing I could disappear completely. “Do vampires even have sex?” 



“Yeah,” Jack laughed, and he sat up a little. “We do. I have, yes. Both as a human  and  as a vampire, although probably not as much as you’re thinking.” 



“I don’t know how much I’m thinking,” I admitted. My mind vacillated somewhere between one and a million, but none of the numbers sounded right. “How much do you think I’m thinking?” 



“Do you actually wanna have this conversation?” He looked at me seriously. “I’m willing to, if you are, but… do you actually wanna talk about this?” 



“I don’t know anything about your relationship history at all, and I’d like to,” I offered meekly, peering at him over the top of the blankets. 



“You just look so terrified by it,” Jack smiled at me. 



“Cause I don’t know what I’ll find out.” My eyes met his for a moment before I nervously dropped them. 



“It’s not bad,” he assured me, but there was a pit in my stomach that only seemed to be growing. 

It didn’t help that I knew this topic was making him nervous. 



“Well… how about a ballpark figure?” I asked and lowered the covers a little bit. 



“Oh,” Jack groaned and looked away. “I don’t know about that.” 



“Why not?” I pressed. 



“Because it’s misleading.” 
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“Misleading?” I raised an eyebrow, and he leaned back on the couch, relenting. 



“Fine.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “The thing is, I dated this girl from the time I was 14 until I was 20. I mean, she was the only girl I was with for all of high school. After we broke up, I went out one other girl for like four months, and that’s it. I mean, as a guy, I had tons of girls that were friends, but like no action at all. So, two girls as a human. That’s it.” 



“And then?” Whatever his answer was going to be, I knew I didn’t want to hear it, so I don’t know why I even asked. 



“When I turned… suddenly hot girls wanted me, and even some hot vampires, which you know, when you’re new to this, vampires look really hot.” He scratched at his head and shifted uneasily. 

“You know how we said that in the beginning, you’re hungrier than normal? Like Milo thinks he needs to eat every hour when he really doesn’t? And all your emotions are right at the top? 

Well… so…” He trailed off with a conflicted expression on his face. 



“No, no, I really don’t wanna talk about this,” Jack said, rubbing his eye and shaking his head. 

“Look, it’s really not that bad. Honest. But I don’t want you to think of me like that. Cause I’m not. I mean, I never was. Before, I only ever had sex in relationships, and the past fourteen years I’ve barely done anything. So I don’t want to be judge on like the first year or two when I was stupid and young. Okay?” 



“Its scaring me more that you won’t tell me,” I told him honestly. “I mean, is it like a thousand girls or something?” 



“No, no, god, no!” Jack insisted with wide eyes. “It was like… twenty girls. I think it was like fifteen girls and six vampires. I think. I mean. I’m sorry.” He looked ashamed and dirty. “I’m sorry. I didn’t… I don’t know.” He looked away from me and shook his head. “That’s not who I am now, and that wasn’t who I was before. That was just me coming to terms with being a vampire, and being cool and sexy in a way I never was before.” 



“I see,” I swallowed hard. It wasn’t that bad, but it wasn’t as good as I had hoped. Like under five would’ve been a very acceptable number for me. That I would’ve handled the best. 



“I’m really sorry.” He looked at me apologetically. 



“No, it’s okay. You have nothing to be sorry for. You didn’t do anything wrong.” I had wrapped my arms tightly around myself and I couldn’t seem to meet his gaze, but I wasn’t lying either. “So… 

did you… have you like actually had relationships since you turned?” 



“Kind of, once,” Jack allowed, looking more comfortable with this. “It was a couple years ago. But other than that, for the past like fourteen years I’ve been celibate. So. I think that counts for something.” 



“Mmm.” I refused to confirm or deny that, because I wasn’t sure either way. “Why did you stop?” 



“Stop what?” Jack looked at me curiously. 



“You had sex with a lot of girls, and then you became celibate. Why?” My heart was settling down, and I was trying to concentrate on the fact that that was a long time ago, and he had stopped. He wasn’t still some kind of rich playboy that just went out and hooked up with hot girls just because he could. 



“I just… it was boring. It wasn’t who I was, and it didn’t feel right,” he shrugged. In an attempt to lighten my mood, he turned the tables on me. “What about you? What’s your story?” 
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“I don’t have a story,” I told him, but he laughed. “What? I don’t.” 



“Really?” Jack gave me a stern look. “Cause I’m pretty sure I just picked you up the other night, and you had been making out with some guy.” 



“Well, that’s it! That’s all there is to tell!” I grimaced at the thought of it, and feeling even worse talking about it sober. Regardless of what our actual status was, it felt like cheating somehow, and it was totally stupid and pointless. I vowed to never drink alcohol again. 



“That’s the only time you’ve ever kissed a guy? I mean, other than me… or Peter.” He was dubious, and my hesitation made him nervous, but he didn’t understand that there really wasn’t anything to tell. 



“No, I’ve kissed guys before,” I admitted. “But everything is exactly the same. I’d go to some party with Jane, and there’d be some guy there that I would kiss for a little bit. But it’d never be anything more than that. Sometimes I’d think that it might turn into something, but it never did. So that’s that. I’ve kissed a couple guys when I was drinking. The end.” 



“Really?” He had moved on from skeptical to bewildered, like he couldn’t wrap his mind around what I was saying. 



“Why is that so hard to believe?” 



“I don’t know.” He settled back into the again, furrowing his brow thoughtfully. “I guess I must just be impartial.” 



“What are you talking about?” I turned my body more to face him more, gently pressing my knee into his leg as I did. 



“Well…” Jack laughed nervously, but that didn’t effect how perfect it sounded, or the way it sent happy shivers down me. “Like tonight, when you walked into that room, everybody turned and stared. You’re kind of irresistible.” 



“That’s different,” I brushed him. “That’s just because of my blood.” No sooner had the words fallen out of my mouth then a painful realization gripped me. My heart ached dully and the color drained from face. 



“What?” Jack looked panicked, wondering what he could have done to set off in a reaction like that in me. He moved closer, unsure if he should touch me and console me or if that would only make it worse. 



“It’s my blood.” I bit the inside of my cheek as I worked it out in my head. “That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why you’re…” Jack was attracted tome for the same reason Peter was, but on an entirely different level. And unlike Peter, who should feel bonded to me no matter what, Jack’s would all but disappear when I turned. My blood would stop smelling so sweet, and all my appeal would disappear. “This  is all because of the way I smell and taste and the way my stupid heart beats!” 

“No!” Jack protested, looking offended and upset. “No! That has nothing to do with the way I feel about you!” 



“I walked into a room full of the most gorgeous people on earth, and they all turned to look at me, plain, boring, ordinary me,” I persisted, but there was an awful lump swelling in my throat that made it difficult to talk. “The only thing that makes me irresistible to them, to you, is my blood. 

Otherwise I’m just bland, in everyway, which is why human boys don’t give me a second look.” 



“Alice!” He groaned and laid his head back on the couch, angry at himself for his own poor choice of words. Sitting up, he looked at me directly. “Okay, fine, you want the truth? Yes! The vampire 100

in me does want the blood in you, more than you can ever imagine. But if that was it, then I would’ve just bitten you a long time ago, or let Peter kill you, or just forgotten about you! I’ve been hungry before! I’ve tasted things better than you, okay? You might be a fine wine in the vampire realm, but you’re not the only one and you’re certainly not the finest on the shelf.” 



“Is that supposed to make me feel better? Because it’s really not…” I mumbled, and he shook his head. 



“No, I’m just saying your blood isn’t  that  amazing,” Jack elaborated. “It’s not the only thing binding me to you. If it were, then I wouldn’t want you to turn so bad, and I cannot  wait  for you turn. You, not your blood, are amazing.” 



“You really can’t wait for me turn?” I felt a little reassured, but I looked at him hopefully, biting my lip. 



“Are you kidding?” Jack laughed. “I’m dying to kiss you.” 



“So? Humans are capable of kissing just as much as you are.” Deliberately, I leaned in towards him, and while he didn’t move in closer, he didn’t move away either. His breathing had deepened and his eyes were locked on mine, searching for resistance. 



Before I could formulate an argument convincing him that he should kiss me, Jack gently placed his hand on my cheek, resting his thumb softly on my skin, and then leaned in to kiss me. Initially, I’m sure it was supposed to sweet, short kiss, but whenever he touched me, it ignited something inside me that I couldn’t control. I threw my arms around my neck and kissed him greedily, and I loved the frantic feel of his tongue against mine. 



Wonderful hot tingles spread through me and my stomach fluttered. He was sitting back on the couch, and I moved onto his lap so I was straddling him. His hands were searching all over me, smoldering against my skin. He kissed me so desperately, like he was terrified to stop. I dug in my fingers into his hair, pulling him as close to me as I possibly could. 



Something came over me, and with an eager insistence, I stopped kissing him just long enough for me to pull his shirt off. He looked at me questioningly, but then I was pressing my mouth to his before either of could think about it. His skin burned against me, and I relished the way it felt. 

Pushing myself against him, his fingers dug hungrily into my flesh. 



As were kissing and my mind was becoming a deliriously happy fog, I realized that we could be closer still. With him, there were more ways than one, and both of them sounded too tantalizing to pass up. The way his lips touched my neck, I knew which one he wanted the most, but I planned on taking the road that would least likely lead to our deaths. I looped my fingers into the elastic of his boxers, and he moaned with surprise. 



“Sorry to interrupt, but I just thought I’d let you know I was home,” Ezra’s deep voice filled the room, making my heart stop in a frightful panic. I looked over my shoulder to see him standing in the doorway to the living room, looking at us with total disappointment and disapproval. 



“Oh, shit,” Jack groaned. 



We had stopped kissing, as it seemed impertinent to keep it up, and he allowed me to slide off his lap but wouldn’t let me move any farther away from him. He wrapped the blanket around us both and kept an arm around me, keeping me warmly pressed up against him. Out of shame, I buried my head in his shoulder and tried to hide as much as I could in the covers. 



“Are you hell bent on getting her killed?” Ezra asked wearily. 
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Jack dropped his eyes to the floor instead of answering, and Ezra flicked on the living room lights, casting the room with brightness that made me squint. Slowly, he walked over and sat in the chair across from us. He leaned back and crossed his leg over his knee, settling in the chair. 



“Well?” Ezra looked at us expectantly. 



“What?” Jack asked apprehensively, and I involuntarily moved in closer to him. The sudden shift from unbridled passion to panicked shame was a little much for me to keep up with. 



“I’m waiting for you to explain what exactly is going on with you,” Ezra rested a hand on his chin, looking at Jack solemnly. “What do you really think you’re doing with all of this?” 



“I-I don’t know,” Jack stumbled and rubbed the back of his neck. “I wasn’t really thinking. We were just having fun.” 



“That’s your answer for this and the club?” Ezra asked evenly, and Jack nodded. “I see.” 



“This wasn’t-” Jack gestured to me but then floundered. “It wasn’t anything. I mean, it was under control.” 



“Jack, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you don’t seem to ever be in control of matters that involve Alice,” Ezra told him dryly. “What do you really think would’ve happened if I hadn’t walked in here? Do you think you’d be able to stop yourself?” Jack flinched, and I felt his body tense up as he started to pull away from me. 



“I screwed up,” Jack sighed, and his tone was just above whining. “I get it. I always screw up. You don’t need to rub my nose in it.” 



“That’s what you think I’m trying to do?” Ezra sounded offended. “Jack, I am trying to keep you both alive!” 



“I keep her safe,” Jack growled defensively. 



“A vampire club? Jack, really?” Ezra raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “Did you forget what happened to you the first time you went there? You nearly died. Vampires may try very hard to live a civilized life, but you of all people should know what they’re capable of. They can be brutal monsters.” 



“Milo just wanted to check it out, and Alice wanted to get out and do something fun,” Jack shifted uneasily, and by now, he wasn’t touching me at all. There were several inches of cold distance between us, but I knew it came from his own guilt and not resentment towards me. “I’d been there before, and humans go there all the time and they’re fine! Plus, there was one human to two vampires. I thought we had her covered.” 



“It takes so little to take it all away,” Ezra warned him quietly. “She is so fragile.” 



“Then why can’t we just turn her?” Jack suggested plaintively. “Then nobody would have to worry about me accidentally killing her!” 



“You know I can’t do that right now,” Ezra rubbed his eyes tiredly. 



“Why not?” Jack persisted, and I was glad for it. Maybe if he tried to do the convincing, it would count for something more. 



“Milo is too young. When you have too many young vampires, it’s far too dangerous,” Ezra sighed. 
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“Things have a way of getting out of control, and vampires require proper guidance to keep them from turning into something horrendous. Morals and restraint are imperative to our survival. We have the power and strength to destroy everything if we don’t live in quiet moderation, and a young, unmentored vampire can level a city.” 



“But we’re all here!” Jack insisted growing frustrated. “There’s three of us here to the two of them. 

And they’re both pretty reasonable people. We’d be fine!” 



“You say that because this is what you were born into,” Ezra explained with a mixture of affection and fatigue. “We were always stable and supportive and calm. You don’t know what it’s like when there are too many vampires and not enough leadership. You’ve led a very privileged life, and you’re taking that for granted.” 



“It’s just two more vampires,” Jack complained indignantly. 



“It just takes one, Jack!” Ezra raised his voice louder than I ever heard him before, and I winced. 

Jack tried to seem unfazed, but I knew it unnerved him. “I’ve seen what it does, and I don’t want that for us.” 



“But…” I said meekly, peering at him from over the top of the blankets. “Just because it happened somewhere else doesn’t mean it’ll happen here.” 



“I’m sure Mae has told you of the unique position you are in,” Ezra said warmly, turning his attention to me and resting his deep brown eyes on me. “You are one of the few vampires that has a choice in this life. The rest of us were forced into it.” 



“She did tell me that, yes,” I admitted quietly. 



“And she also told you of the family she left behind, and how difficult that was.” Ezra rested his elbow on the arm of his chair and rested his chin against his hand, and watched me carefully. 

“But she told you nothing of my family or where I came from. Correct?” 



“I think she said you were from England, but that’s it.” I looked to Jack for help, but he just watched Ezra as he spoke. He must’ve heard this story for Ezra at least once before, but he listened intently anyway. There was something very captivating in the way Ezra talked, even to other vampires. 



“I was born just outside of London in 1674, and back then, things were different,” Ezra went on, his deep voice rolling out over me. “By the time I was fifteen, both my parents and two of my brothers had already died, leaving me in charge of my seven-year-old sister and the family farm. 

Somehow we managed to do quite well for ourselves, enough to take care of each other, and I was able to support a family. I married at seventeen and went on to have four children of my own.” 



“You had kids?” For some reason, it had never occurred to me that he would be married or have kids. Given the time and the fact that he was twenty-six when he turned, it would only be natural, but I hadn’t ever really thought about it. 



“Two boys and two girls.” His lips touched on a smile that quickly faded. “We lived a quiet happy life, but unfortunately, the skills that made my family thrive the way it did made me… appealing to others. I was strong, hard-working, and diligent. When a man called upon our house one night asking for dinner and board for the evening in exchange for money, I didn’t object or even think anything of it. Because of where we lived, off in the country, it wasn’t uncommon for weary travelers to take respite with us. My wife didn’t mind it, and my sister especially enjoyed it, because she was at the marrying age and had yet to find a suitor. 
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“This man introduced himself as Willem, and he appeared to rather wealthy and attractive, so I set my sister about to fetch things for him, in hopes that he would consider her.” He lowered his eyes, thinking heavily on the memory, and then shook his head. “He was staying in the back room of the house, the only usually reserved for the boys, and he went back there, saying his was hungry. I sent my sister back with a bowl of soup, and when she didn’t return, I went back to check on her. Willem stood in front of the window, staring at the black night, while my sister laid motionless on the floor. He had drained all the life from her. 



“I had meant to attack him in some way, but he was much stronger than me and easily over took me. He commended me on my bravery and strength, and then forced me to drink his blood,” Ezra grimaced bitterly. “Before I could really understand what was happening, his blood was ripping painfully through me and he was dragging me off into the night. Once I had completely turned and I had my power back, I fought him, trying to kill him or at least demanding that he let me go. He refused, saying that he had needed a worker and companion, and I fit the bill. 



“I continued fighting him, but he grew tired of it. He shackled me in the cellar of his home, which was really more of a castle. He did not feed me for three weeks, and I was a new vampire, so I was mad with hunger. Then, he took me to my home, and released me.” His face had become an emotionless mask. There was a pain too deep for him to even express. “In my desperate hunger, I killed my own wife. Somehow my children managed to escape before I got to them, but not before they witnessed me killing their mother. 



“When I realized what I had done, I went back to Willem.” His expression changed as he shifted in his chair, and he tried to put that memory behind him. “I let him enslave me under the condition that he never let me go. I did not trust the monster I had become, and I didn’t know how to destroy myself. Over time, Willem would bring in other vampires, turned the same way as I had for the same reasons, in hopes of helping me work. He was always expanding on the castle and traveling, and he liked to live a life of complete leisure. I did absolutely everything for him, even things you wouldn’t think a man would dare request.” He let that hang in the air for a moment, and I thought I saw him repress a shudder. 



“These other vampires he brought in, they were always a mess,” Ezra went on. “They were rabid, uncontrollable monsters, and it was only a matter of time before they would have to be destroyed. 

Without any guidance or explanation, they would resort to their own primal state of being, relying solely on hunger and strength. They would slaughter indiscriminately and had to be constantly chained to keep them from hurting themselves and other vampires. They were capable of anything except compassion and empathy. 



“Only I seemed to have any humanity. I stayed with Willem for nearly a hundred years, traveling all across Europe and Asia. Most of the other vampires we encountered had some sense of compassion and control, although most tended to be cold and cruel, like Willem, but not animals, like the slaves Willem tried to make up. In fact, as time went on, the other vampires would comment on how wonderful and amazing it was that Willem had managed to create a slave as civil as me. 



“That’s when it finally occurred to me that I wasn’t like them. What had happened with my wife had been a direct result of Willem’s manipulation. I could control myself, and I had openly wept for my wife and my children. I was not a monster, although I was capable of being one if I let myself.” He exhaled deeply and looked on me for a moment. 



“What happened?” I asked timidly when he didn’t speak. 



“One night, I simply killed Willem, and I left to start a life of my own,” Ezra said matter-of-factly. “I had made some acquaintances through him that I thought were compassionate people, and with them, I managed to learn things about myself and other vampires. Most of them were impressed that I had been able to do what I had done without instruction. When you first turn, it is so very 104

easy to let emotion and instinct rule your life. It’s a constant battle for years that’s nearly impossible without another vampire coaching you along.” 



“I know how hard all of that was for you,” Jack said carefully, and then shook his head. “Okay, no. 

I don’t. I can’t even imagine all the things you went through. But what happened to you isn’t anything like what’s happening here. Nobody’s going to throw Milo or Alice in the basement and tell them to just figure it out.” 



“It’s not a risk I am willing to take!” Ezra insisted earnestly. “I have seen vampires gnaw at their own arms because they haven’t fed in a day! I’ve seen them slaughter women and children! And I know that Alice and Milo would probably never be that extreme, but what if they just turn out like Willem? He was in complete control of himself, but he was cold and cruel and absolutely merciless.” 



“Don’t you think Willem was probably like that before he turned?” Jack countered. “I mean, Mae was all love and maternal instinct before she turned, and she still is. And I was a clumsy idiot, and I still am. Milo and Alice aren’t tyrannical or malicious. They’re harmless.” 



“Left unchecked, Milo’s jealousy could’ve gotten out of control. He could’ve killed her by now. But because you were able to devote all your time to his cause, look it,” Ezra nodded at us. “You’re completely safe to try and kill her yourself.” 



“Haha,” Jack said dryly. 



“You will have all the time in the world,” Ezra emphasized. “What is a few more years in comparison with eternity? I’m just asking that we err on the side of caution. Wouldn’t you rather wait then have something go terribly awry? Then you have all of forever to hate yourself for the mistakes you’ve made.” 



“But there’s nothing to be cautious about!” Jack was growing exasperated. 



“I’m sorry, but the plane ride has exhausted me, as has this conversation.” Ezra stood up, blithely stretching his limbs. “I’m going to turn in for the night, and I suggest you do the same.” 



When he left, we sat in silence for a minute. I tried to take in everything that he had said, and he definitely had a point. But so did Jack. The odds of me or Milo suddenly turning into crazed fiends seemed pretty unlikely, but waiting wouldn’t really hurt anything either. Eventually, Jack pulled back on his tee shirt, and I reluctantly excused myself, heading to his room for a night of sleeping alone. 



Of course, it wouldn’t be an easy sleep, not after everything the night had held. It was full of endless dreams of Ezra and his lovely wife and small, towheaded children that looked like small versions of him. Then I would see their faces, contorting with fear, as they were splashed with their mother’s blood. Ezra, the most contained person I had ever met, had been so out of control that he had nearly murdered his own children. What hope did that leave for any of us? 






Chapter 15  

Jack took me home just after midnight the next night, citing that I needed to start getting to bed at a reasonable time for school. With less than a week to fix an incredibly out of whack sleep cycle, it didn’t really seem possible, but I’m not even sure that’s why he really took me home. After the kiss, and then Ezra’s rather unfortunate story, Jack had seemed oddly distant. He still talked to me, but when he put in a movie, he made sure to sit on the far side of the room. Milo had an endless stream of commentary about what happened last night, but Jack said very little about 105

anything. Rather abruptly, he announced that I should get home, and his explanation seemed practical, so everybody just went with it. 



Without Milo constantly straightening up combined with me spending more time at home, the apartment was rather messy. Not enough where Mom would start screaming at me about it, but enough where I noticed it and decided to do something about it. I put Fallout Boy on the stereo and went about picking things up. After that, I took a long shower, and then crawled into bed. It was still much early to sleep, at least for me, so I pulled out  A Brief History of Vampyres, the biography supposedly written by Peter. 

After heavily detailing his own experiences with turning, including graphic descriptions of watching other vampires turn, the next chapter was entitled  “Vampyres and the Earth.” I was glad to be done with talk of turning. There was one particularly disturbing passage where he recalled seeing a young man’s stomach bubble and move as he screamed. According to the author, that scene lasted for three hours. 



The following chapter opened with a beautiful description of a sunrise and a poem called “Sunrise on the Hills” by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. In his youth, Peter was apparently obsessed with sun. It appeared to be a vampire’s one true weakness, and he struggled to understand it. He would spend hours out in the bright afternoon light, trying to discover what exactly it did to him. 



“I would bask in the sun, like an afternoon cat, leaving as much of my flesh uncovered as modesty would allow. The rays of light would burn heavy on my skin and I would feel my muscles start to drain. My energy would weaken, my thoughts would muddle, but in complete contrast with that, my heart beat would grow stronger and faster. However, when I returned to the darkness and proceeded to slumber, once I awoke, all of the effects would be erased. My skin never even changed its hue. 

  

 “What precisely did the sun do to me, then? When I asked my fellow vampyres, they speculated very little on subject. The most informed answer came from my mentor, who said, ‘It does a man well to stay in the light, and a vampyre to stay out of it.’ The anatomy of a vampyre remains such a mystery that the best we can come up with is merely stating the fact that the light weakens us. 

  

 “But what if I were to stay in the sun always? If I were to exist as a normal man would, sleeping during the night and awaking during the day, what would the outcome be? The sun only seems to dull all our sense, lessening them to the point of mere humans. Would that surmise that living a life in the sun could reduce us to mortality? Would we then begin to age and grow old and eventually perish? 

  

 “Which leads me to an entirely different thought. Does our immortality, our exotic power, then come from the moon? Are the tales of lycanthrope embellished stories of vampyre? Are we at the whim of the sun and the moon like every other creature on this earth?” 



For being a document that’s meant to answer questions, it faired better at raising them. Peter could find little in the way of scientific reasons sun’s effect on vampires. He did, however, conduct his own study on whether the sun could return him to a mortal, or at least to aging some. He spent a month living during the day and sleeping at night, but all he found was that he was very tired, weak, and inordinately hungry. As a result, he had to eat at least once a day, and it led to him very nearly killing three people. At the end of a month, he decided that was enough and finished his study without any real change to himself. 



Lying in my bed, I rolled over and peeked out my curtains at the bluing sky. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but it was well on its way, meaning I had failed at following through with Jack’s suggested bedtime. I set the book aside and decided that I had better try and get some sleep. After the horrible night’s sleep I had last night, I was rather tired anyway. 
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I managed to sleep all day, even through the baking heat of the afternoon. When I finally got up and turned on the TV, the weatherman announced it was had peaked over ninety degrees today. 

I was tempted to lay around in my underwear all day long, but Mom was still around, complaining about the heat and her job and life in general. 



After she left, I stared at my phone, hoping that someone would hurry and call me and rescue me from the insane heat. There would be no such luck. As the day moved onto night, I had resigned myself to spending the evening parked in front of a fan, sprawled out on the couch watching Arsenic and Old Lace  on AMC until I died of heatstroke. 



“This building needs central air!” Milo crowed suddenly, throwing open the apartment door. I sat up with a start and looked over the back of the couch at him. His arms were overflowing with bags of groceries and his face looked flushed, but I’m assuming that was from the heat. 



“What are you doing here?” I asked, surprised by his random appearance. 



I got up off the couch and went over to him, preparing to help with him with the groceries, until I realized how silly that sounded. Normally, when Milo carried things in, I’d be stuck with the brunt of the load since I was stronger than him, and it was a hard to shake the image of him as being my little brother, even though he was clearly so much stronger and better than I was. 



“What? You’re not happy to see me?” He set the bags on the table and smirked at me. 



“No, it’s not that. I just…” I stopped and looked over the bags on the table. “What is all this? And what are you doing here?” 



“I figured you hadn’t eaten a good meal since I moved out, and I thought you’d be bored and dying of heat stroke.” Milo dug through the bags and started pulling out frozen things, like ice cream and Popsicles, and put them in the freezer. “Besides, I know you and Mom don’t do any grocery shopping, so you’d probably waste away without me.” 



“That’s maybe true,” I admitted, eyeing him skeptically. He continued going through the bags to put things away, while I went over to the freezer and pulled an orange Popsicle out. He was actually dead-on about the lack of food and heat stroke. “But what brings you to my neck of the woods? Aren’t you afraid Mom’ll catch you?” 



“She’s at work,” Milo shrugged. “And so is Jack. So it’s very quiet at the house and I needed to get out.” 



“Jack’s at work?” I hopped on the counter to watch Milo as he put the groceries away. “I thought Ezra just came back.” 



“He did, and he’s still at home,” Milo explained. With ease, he reached over me to put away cereal on the very top shelf, something that used to require the aide of a chair for him to reach. 

“Jack went on his own. He’s really getting the hang of the business.” 



“What do you mean? Jack’s in charge of stuff all by himself?” I slurped at my Popsicle, trying to keep orange drips of juice from spilling on my legs, but it wasn’t working. It was so hot in here that it melted almost immediately. 



“Yeah. Why is that so shocking?” Milo laughed at my apparent surprise. 



“It’s not.” Wiping at the spot of orange on my thigh, I shrugged. “I just didn’t realize he was like doing that good or whatever. I don’t know. I mean, I don’t even know what he does really.” 
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“Neither do I. They’re purposely keeping me out of the loop for now, but Jack says that once I get more settled in, I’ll definitely be able to do it. He says it’s actually kind of fun when you get into it, but a lot of the work is already done anyway. Like Ezra has tons and tons of patents on things, and he just has to do a lot of legal shuffling around so people don’t catch onto the fact that he’s the same guy that’s been collecting money for the past hundred years or so.” Milo said it all matter-of-factly like I would completely follow what that meant. 



“So what? Pretty soon you’re gonna be a millionaire?” I bit off the last chunk of Popsicle and chomped down on it, even though my gums didn’t necessarily appreciate the cold. 



“Alice, I hate to break it to you, but I already kind of am.” Milo looked rather sheepish as he put away the last of the groceries in the fridge, and then turned to face me. 



“Well, they’re super rich or whatever, but you just live with them,” I gulped down the juice and chomped on the stick. 



“Yeah, but…” He shifted uneasily, probably fearing the worst from my reaction. “I’m like part of the family now. So, Mae and Ezra set up credit cards and an expense account for me the other day, and Ezra’s working on documents to legally change my name to Milo Townsend. Once that’s through, I’m going to get a driver’s license, but it’s going to say that I’m 18, since I can pass for it now and it’ll be easier to get things done that way.” 



“Nah ah,” I gaped at him. “You have an expense account?” 



“Yeah, I mean, it’s just easier that way. So I can buy my own things.” He shrugged, then added. 

“And groceries for you too! I’m spreading it around!” 



“But…” My face crinkled in distress. “But that’s  their  money. Don’t you feel bad about taking it?” 



“Not really,” Milo admitted timidly. “I mean, I didn’t really feel bad about taking Mom’s money. As soon as I’m able to, and as soon as they’ll let me, I’m gonna start working. So… I’ll pull my own share. But I’m kind of a kid right now, and they just adopted me. I guess I’d feel worse about taking their money if they were poor or something.” 



“They are adopting you, aren’t they?” It was starting to hit me in a weird way that Milo wasn’t really my brother anymore. He was, and he always would be, but at the same time, he wasn’t. 

“Milo  Townsend?” 



“Yeah, it sounds weird, right?” He wrinkled his nose, and I felt a little better knowing it was strange for him too. 



“Whose last name is that anyway?” I went back to chewing on the wooden Popsicle stick and trying to seem casual about Milo’s news. 



“I think its Ezra’s. I think Jack’s is really Hobbs, and Mae’s is Everly, but I don’t really know what Peter’s was.” He leaned back against the refrigerator, watching me swing my feet and chew on the stick. “They don’t really talk much about Peter.” 



“That’s not surprising.” The wood had started to splinter so I tossed the stick in the garbage can and looked over at him. “What do they say about him?” 



“Mae told me about you guys being bonded and about how Peter nearly killed you before.” A shudder ran over him at that. “Why didn’t you tell me about that?” 
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“How could I?” I countered. “You weren’t supposed to know they were vampires. It’d be pretty weird to just say, oh yeah, Peter tried to drink all my blood, without a preface about them being immortal.” 



“How could you not tell me all this stuff?” Milo insisted, looking hurt and offended. “This stuff that was going on with you, it was huge! Jack told me how you were going to turn last spring, but you changed your mind because of me. And I appreciate that, I really do, but you almost did it! And you wouldn’t have told me about it? You were trying to make the biggest decision of your life, and you didn’t mention anything to me!” 



“I couldn’t tell you anything!” I cracked my neck loudly and got frustrated with his accusations. “No matter what you say, the answer is going to be that I couldn’t tell you anything! They told me not to! They said it would be better for you if you never knew, and I raised the same argument! How would it be better for me to just disappear instead of telling you  something. And they said it would be too hard for you to live a normal life while knowing that they exist.” 



“But you could’ve made up something,” Milo shook his head. “You could’ve just told me about the whole triangle thing with Peter and Jack, and said you were thinking about running away with one of them. That was close to the truth.” 



“I don’t know. I didn’t think of it, I guess,” I sighed. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you anything. But at least I can talk to you about it now, right?” 



“On the subject of which,” Milo grinned mischievously at me and titled his head. “What’s this I hear about you kissing Jack last night?” 



“Word travels fast,” I grumbled, avoiding his eyes and what they insinuated. 



“Come on. There’s like four people in that house. You’re the only word there,” Milo laughed, shaking his head. “What else would we really talk about?” 



“Things,” I replied vaguely. 



Looking down at my feet made me realize how badly the dark purple nail polish was chipping on my toes. In order to reach it better, I pulled my knee to my chest and started chipping at the nail polish with my fingers. 



“That’s really hygienic.” Milo nodded to my foot being on the counter, and I stuck my tongue out at him. 



“What do you care? You don’t eat here anymore.” Then I smiled, almost sadly. “Hell, you don’t even eat anymore. Or get sick. I don’t think this is really an issue for you.” 



“You’re avoiding the major issue,” he looked at me sternly. Swiftly, he pulled out a kitchen chair and sat in it, then tapped the empty spot next to him loudly. “Come on. Have a seat, and tell me all the juicy details.” 



“There isn’t anything juicy to tell!” I groaned, and stayed where I was, flicking off toe nail polish. 



“You  kissed  Jack! There’s got to be something to tell!” Milo insisted with wide eyes. 



“Are you even cool with talking about this?” I looked up at him, trying to study his face for any jealous aggression that might be brewing underneath. 





109

“Yeah, I’m so over that.” He leaned back and rolled his eyes, but then shook his head. “Okay, I’m not like completely  over  him per se, but I’m not crazy jealous anymore. Remember at the club? 

And I didn’t freak out then, and he was all over you most of the night.” 



“He was not all over me.” This felt like the truth, but my cheeks were burning crimson anyway. 

“He was protecting me a lot, and so he had to touch me. But it wasn’t like we were making out or anything.” 



“No, that was for later,” Milo winked at me. 



“It wasn’t like that!” I insisted, but I didn’t even really know what I was protesting. 



“Alice, everyone gets it. You and Jack are seriously into each other. What exactly do you think you’re hiding from me? And more importantly, why do you think you need to hide it from me?” 

Milo asked me directly, and I squirmed a bit. 



“I don’t know,” I sighed. I had finally finished scraping off all the nail polish, but I kept my arms wrapped around my leg and rested my head against my knee. “I guess I’m just not used to talking about any of this stuff. And I can’t really explain it, but I feel weird talking about it because of Peter.” 



“Peter? He’s not even here. What does he have to do with anything?” Milo’s brown eyes were filled with confusion. 



“Nothing.” I shrugged, but then I shook my head. “Everything. Did Mae explain to you what it meant to be bonded?” 



“Yeah. I mean, she did the best she could, but considering I’ve never even had a boyfriend, it’s probably a little hard for me to get a handle on what you guys feel.” Looking the way he did, it would be hard to believe that he’d stay single for much longer. There was a bottle cap on the table from one of Mom’s beer bottles, and he absently twirled it between his fingers. 



“It’s not like having a boyfriend.” I started chewing my fingernails and stared down at the faded floor tile, trying to think of how to explain it. “In a really abstract way, it’s like having a crush, but it’s far more physical than that. From what I can tell, from when Jack’s really having bloodlust, it’s something similar to that.” 



“What are you talking about?” Milo squinted at me, trying to understand. “You know what Jack feels when he’s like hungry?” 



“Kind of. I can feel what he feels, most of the time. Not exactly, unless it’s really intense, like when he’s scared or really… passionate, but I usually have a sense of what’s going on with him. 

But I’ve never been around him when he was really hungry. I think he always purposely eats before we’re together, just to be safe, but I’ve felt what he feels when he really wants my blood.” 

There was a change inside of him that was completely visceral when he wanted me that way. 

Raw and intense, there was something frightening about it, but it was completely exhilarating and always made me want him more. It was a hunger like none other I had ever felt. 



“Wait, wait, wait!” Milo waved his hands to stop. “You  feel  what he feels? That’s not normal, is it? 

You never did that before.” 



“No. I don’t know if it’s normal.” With a wry smile, I added, “But then again, I don’t really know what’s normal.” 



“So, is it him, or is it you that’s behaving unnaturally?” He overlooked my attempt at a joke and kept staring at me severely. That was just like him. He’d discovered something he didn’t 110

understand and he had to figure it out. “Is he pushing his emotions on you, or are you picking up on things?” 



“Both?” I shrugged helplessly. “From what I gather, nothing about the way Jack and I feel is natural. 

He’s not supposed to be into me, you know? I’m only supposed to want Peter, who doesn’t even want me at all.” 



“Huh.” Milo took a deep breath and nodded. “It sounds like a clear case of nature vs. nurture.” He sounded like a doctor giving a diagnosis, and I would’ve mocked him for it if I hadn’t been intrigued. (Something along the lines of “you’re gonna have to face it – you’re addicted to love” 

would’ve fit there nicely). 



“What?” 



“You understand the concept of nature vs. nurture, right?” He was giving me that slightly exasperated look he had been prone to giving me when he tried to teach me calculus. “It’s basic argument for what compels people to do anything. Is it because of our biology, our animal instincts, or because of the way we were brought up? Do men cheat because of a biological imperative or because they had an absent father?” 



“I think those are both too blanket of answers for either of them to really be correct,” I said. “Give two men the same biology and the same upbringing, and they could still make two entirely different decisions.” 



“You’re missing the point,” Milo waved me off. “Peter and you, that’s 100% pure nature. Your biology is what draws you together, but for reasons I don’t fully understand, Peter’s fighting it. 

While at the same time, Jack is falling for because of who you are and who he is. He nurtured a relationship with you. And Peter’s nurturing an anti-relationship with you. From a scientific stand point, it’s very fascinating.” 



“I’m glad my quandary of a love life is fascinating. At least it serves a purpose,” I muttered dryly. 



“I don’t really see a quandary.” He had returned his attention back to spinning the bottle top on the table. “You and Jack like each other, and Peter’s out of the picture. Problem solved.” 



“I’m sure that we’d run into Peter in the next millennia,” I retorted. 



“What makes you think you’ll live a millennia?” Milo replied. 



“Immortality, for one thing.” I dropped my foot from the counter and leaned back, stretching the kink in my shoulders. 



“Immortality isn’t really immortality, you know,” Milo told me evenly. “It’s just very long longevity.” 



“So you came over to point out that I’m a magnificent specimen in the case for nature vs. nurture, and then tell me that I’m going to die?” I raised my eyebrow at him. 



“No, actually!” Milo jumped up suddenly, scaring me. He moved quicker than he ever had before, and his movements were losing that clumsy edge they had when he first turned. Vampires were apparently very quick learners, but then again, Milo was always a quick study anyway. “I came over to make you supper!” 



“You can still cook?” That sounded much smarter in my head. Honest. Because once I actually thought about it, and realized that ever single thing about Milo had been improved upon from the way he was before, it would be silly to think his cooking skills magically dissolved. 
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“Yes! And I’m making your favorite!” He went over to the fridge and started rummaging through the ingredients he had just filled it with. 



“Hey, can you eat food?” I asked, and again, it sounded smarter in my head. 



“Well, yeah, I can eat it. I just can’t digest it.” Milo turned back to face me, his arms overflowing with chicken breasts, green peppers, tomatoes, and a million other things. “Jack dared me to try an orange last week, and it tasted terrible. Like eating acidic salt or something. I don’t even know how to explain it to you. But I ate it, and then like five minutes later, I felt terrible and I threw up. 

So that was the end of that.” 



“So was the orange bad, or is that just the way your taste buds feel about it?” I hopped off the counter and took some of the vegetables away from him so I could wash them up, thus concluding my contribution to the cooking session. 



“The second one, I think. Food isn’t even appealing anymore. The only thing that ever sounds good is blood. And you know what else? Blood tastes different!” Milo exclaimed this really excitedly, like he was shedding light on something for me, but he just confused me more. 



“You mean like from how it tasted when you were human?” 



“Yeah, but that’s not what I meant. Different kinds of blood have different flavors. It’s just really weird cause I’ll find myself craving different types. Blood from women tastes different, and like Asian blood is different, and then the types, like O or AB positive, that tastes different too,” Milo went on, and he was talking about the same way he used to talk about ingredients for the new recipe he’d just learned. “There’s a whole cornucopia of flavors out there!” 



“Good to know,” I replied, unsure of what else to say to that. 



“I bet your blood tastes really good.” Milo was staring at me intently, enough to make me nervous, and I moved away a little bit. “It smells sweet and… rich.” 



“Thanks. And I don’t mean to be rude, but you’re kind of freaking me out right now.” 



“Sorry.” He shook his head and went back slicing a tomato. “I just can’t not smell you, you know?” 



“Well, try not to fantasize about eating me at least,” I grimaced. 



Milo managed to not eat me while he made the rest of my meal. Despite the fact that he didn’t taste any of it, it still ended up fabulous. He sat down and watched me eat, but it still felt nice, like we were eating together like we used to. Even though he didn’t really look like my brother, and he wasn’t really anymore, we were still family. We were just turning into a whole different kind of family. 






Chapter 16 

Like most every other living thing, vampires needed oxygen, just not quite as much as people. 

Living on minimal oxygen was an important skill vampires could add to their arsenal, if they could only master it. That’s pretty much a direct quote from Jack, right there. Maybe not all of it, but the word “arsenal” was definitely in there. That’s the explanation he gave for today’s exercise. 

“Exercise” was another word he used, and I hadn’t realized how seriously he took everything with Milo. When he had texted me earlier, he said that I could come over, but he’d be pretty busy with Milo. However, Ezra had gone somewhere, so Mae could use the company. 
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Jack picked me up, giving me the briefest of explanations before he and Milo changed into their swim trunks. That of course only made it harder for me to understand what was going on because Jack shirtless was a pretty captivating sight. Not to mention how distracting Milo was. Obviously, I wasn’t attracted to him in anyway, but I had spent all summer seeing him swim trunks, and he had looked  nothing  like he did now. He was all muscle and chiseled abs. It was a hard to thing for my mind to understand. 



What I got out of it was that Milo didn’t need to breathe as much as he did, but his body didn’t realize that yet. The best way to train his lungs would be to put him somewhere he wouldn’t be able to breathe. Jack’s idea would be to submerge him underwater, as that was the same way Peter taught Jack not to breathe. 



Apparently, it was rather terrifying the first couple of times he did it, since his mind didn’t understand that it wasn’t about to die. So Jack recommended that I stay in the house while he went out with Milo, lest I get a little freaked out myself. 



I stood at the French doors, staring out at the pitch black lake behind the house. There wasn’t a moon in the sky, and a rather eerie cloud cover had swept over, blinding all the stars. The back deck lights were off, making it easer for me to see the dock and lake. I had even turned off the kitchen lights so there wouldn’t be an edge of light to darken the shadows the boys swam in. 

Truthfully, I couldn’t really see much of anything. The water was like a black abyss, and every now again, I would catch something shimmering off it, but Milo and Jack were completely lost in it. 



Matilda sat next to me, whimpering with anticipation. Jack left her inside because, like me, she had the habit of getting nervous and freaking out more than the situation required. I scratched her head and couldn’t help but think that my feelings mirrored her own. Even though deep down, I knew that Milo was perfectly safe. 



Almost nothing in the world could hurt him, and certainly nothing in that lake. But that’s where he had almost died, where his blood still stained the end of the dock, and my heart felt cold and tight in my chest. 



“They’re going to be fine,” Mae reassured me for the seven-hundredth time that night. 

She stood behind me, leaning against the doorway into the dining room, with her arms crossed loosely over her chest. In the other room, I heard Nina Simone softly playing, and I imagined that she was curled up on the couch, reading a book.. Or at least that’s what she was doing when she wasn’t busy checking on me. 



“I know.” Squinting into the darkness, I thought I saw something, but it was gone before I could even make it out. 



“You’re just going to stand there all night then?” Her words came out soft and disappointed. 



“I don’t know.” I wanted to pull myself away, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that if I looked away, something would happen. As if the lake somehow had it in for Milo, and it was just waiting to finish the job when I wasn’t paying attention. 



“You know what? That’s not good enough.” Her footsteps fell lightly as she hurried across the kitchen floor, and Matilda turned back to look at her. Before I could protest, Mae looped her arm through mine and started pulling me away from the glass. “Come on. That’s more than enough for one night.” 



“Mae,” I insisted, and for once, I actually tried to free myself from her. While her grip felt friendly and gentle, it was really a death grip. Any amount of tugging and pulling I did would do little more than bruise me. 
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“I just feel better if I’m watching.” 



“I know that, love, but it’s not accomplishing anything. Honest.” She smiled warmly at me as she led me into the living room. It was dimly lit with several candles and a lamp, but my eyes had been so accustomed with pitch black darkness that it almost hurt to look around. Everything smelled of lilacs and lilies, courtesy of the candles, and I breathed in gratefully. 



“What are we going to accomplish in here?” 



“You’re  going to relax,” Mae cooed and yanked me down on to the overstuffed couch with her. 

Matilda had followed us in and stood in the middle of the room, looking at me questioningly. 

Apparently, she too felt guilty for abandoning her post. 



“I relax all the time. I’ve done nothing but relax all summer long. Maybe my entire life, even,” I protested. Grudgingly, I pulled my knees up to my chest, and Mae laughed faintly. 



“Alice, if you’re going to live forever, you’ve really got to learn how to live!” Mae insisted teasingly. 

Her fingers were combing through my hair, and she turned me so my back was too her. I heard the clamor of something, and when I looked out of the corner of my eye, I saw her getting a brush and hair clips off the end table beside her. So it seemed this was more about her relaxation than mine, but I should’ve known. 



Following suit, I patted the couch with my hand, and Matilda hopped up next to me. As Mae played with my hair, I ran my hands through Matilda’s thick, white fur. 



“What does that even mean?” I asked as Mae pulled and teased at my hair. 



“Hmm?” She’d apparently already forgotten what she’d said to me. 



“That I have to learn how to live. What’s wrong with the way I live?” I had assumed that there were lots of things wrong with the way I lived, but it would be interesting to hear what she had to say. 



“Nothing,” Mae replied, but with a heavy sigh, she seemed to change her mind. “Well, you need to worry less.” 



“Less?” I retorted incredulously. “I think if anything, I’m a little over relaxed, given my circumstance.” 



“But you know you have nothing to worry about. You’re always concerning yourself with how things are going to end, when they’re not going to end for a very long time. It’s much better to live in the here and now.” 



“Really?” I scratched Matilda’s ear and had to suppress a laugh. “Every time Jack and I get caught living in the here and now, we get a lecture. I don’t think that’s really what you want for me.” 



“Living in the present doesn’t mean giving into your every whim,” Mae admonished me sternly. 



“I give into very few of my whims,” I grumbled. “Trust me. I have a lot more whims that you don’t even know about.” 



“Now you’re just being vulgar.” She made a sound that vaguely sounded like “tsk,” and I sighed. 



“Have you heard from Peter?” I asked quietly. 
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Partially in hopes of getting her off the subject of how I needed to let go, and partially because I wanted to know. It was hard not think about him, and what his return would imply, on so many different levels. My heart always sped up at the mention of him, and while it still made me feel ashamed, I didn’t mind quite as much when Jack wasn’t around. 



I heard her intake of breath when I mentioned his name, and the way she was braiding my hair suddenly get tighter and a little more painful. Maybe she spent too much time trying not think about the future. 



“He called Ezra last week,” Mae answered tentatively. 



“And?” I tried to turn my head to look at her, but she pushed it back away from her. 



“Ezra’s with him right now.” Mae’s voice had dropped so low, it was almost inaudible, and my heart stopped dead in its tracks. Her hands finally let go of my hair, allowing me to face her. 

“They’re working on some business together. Jack doesn’t know.” 



“How could he not know? Why wouldn’t Ezra tell him?” I wanted to shout, and I felt like I was, but my voice came out surprisingly quiet. It took all my strength just to get out a whisper. Just talking about Peter had a way of taking all the oxygen out of the room. 



“Jack would probably quit the business and move out and run away and all that.” Mae shook her head and lowered her eyes. “He can be so melodramatic sometimes.” 



“That’s pretty much what Peter did, isn’t it?” I countered. 



“Peter had too!” Her eyes flashed defensively, and I felt this odd sense about it. She was protecting Peter, and for some reason, that didn’t sit well with me. “You know I don’t agree with how he’s handled things with you. Especially what he did in the end… That’s unforgivable, and we’re all very upset with him. But you’ve got to understand. Peter and Ezra were together for a hundred years before I was even born. Peter gave Ezra a piece of his humanity back, and without him, I’m not sure Ezra would’ve stayed sane all those years. Life wasn’t always like it is now.” 



“I know that. Ezra told me about his past,” I told her, and she nodded evenly. 



“I thought he had. But it’s more than that, Alice. They are brothers, probably even closer than you are with Milo.” Her expression softened and she took my hand gently in hers. “He can’t just shut him out. But he can’t lose Jack or you either. Family is very important to Ezra.” 



“I don’t want Peter gone either,” I said carefully, and I was surprised by how true that was. 

My body felt like a livewire that had just been activated. All my veins and cells tingled at the mention of him, and that dull ache I mostly ignored pulsated like a fresh knife wound in my chest. 

Everything that coursed through me, coursed through me for him, and I knew that. 



“You still feel it for him, then?” Mae had gone pale and her eyes had widened with worry. 



“I can’t stop feeling it,” I growled wearily. “I want to, sometimes, but I can’t. And I don’t think I can stop feeling anything for Jack either. But… I still miss Peter, and I’d miss Jack. I don’t know how I’m supposed to make sense of that.” 



“You’re not. You’re not supposed to feel that way.” Mae smiled sadly at me and tucked a stray hair back. “But you already knew that.” 



“Where is Peter?” I couldn’t believe I had even asked that. I didn’t know why I even cared, or what I would possibly plan on doing with that information. 
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“He’s away, Alice,” Mae told me firmly. “And that’s the way it needs to stay. He’s not good for you. 

At least not right now, not with the way you both feel.” 



“I didn’t want to see him.” I shook my head forcefully, maybe too forcefully. “I have no reason to see him. I was just wondering. So I would know.” 



“Ezra is working on some things,” Mae went on, ignoring the fact that I protested a little a too much. 



“Things will be settled soon. It may seem like a long time to you, but that’s just your age talking. 

Things will be better, though.” 



“Yeah, I know,” I lied. 



I settled back in the couch, trying to slow the explosion of nerves inside of me, and Matilda rested her gigantic head on my lap. Mae went back to stroking my hair and trying to convince me that even fairy tales had their share of problems to work through. I didn’t appreciate the way I still felt about Peter. By now, my feelings for him should’ve faded or completely gone away, especially after what he did to me. They should’ve been gone. But they weren’t. 



It didn’t help matters that Jack wasn’t around to remind me what truly mattered. He stayed out all night with Milo, practicing in the lake. It was much longer than I was comfortable with, so eventually Mae went to check on them. Once she confirmed that they were alright, she put in Breakfast at Tiffany’s, and curled up next to me on the couch. I laid with her, but I couldn’t concentrate on the movie. I couldn’t concentrate on anything. 



Somewhere during the night, I fell asleep. I didn’t even realize until Jack was lifting me up and carrying me out to the car. When I woke up, I put my arms around his neck and snuggled closer to him, relishing the familiar way he smelled and how perfectly safe his arms felt. 



“I’m glad to see you too,” Jack laughed quietly when I moved in close to him. “I didn’t mean to wake you.” 



“No, it’s okay,” I murmured tiredly. When he set me down in the car, I was reluctant to let him go, but I had no choice but to relent. “Why are you taking me home?” 



“Mae thought it would be better, after what happened last time.” He shrugged sheepishly, and walked around to the other side of the car so he could get in. 



“How did things go with Milo?” I yawned tiredly, and he just grinned at me. 



“Good. Real good.” 



“I really wish I could’ve seen you more tonight,” I mumbled, letting myself slide down in the seat so I was more comfortable. My body felt unnecessarily tired, already readjusting itself for the upcoming school schedule. “I think I needed to.” 



“Yeah, me too,” Jack agreed, watching me struggle to stay awake. “Why don’t you just sleep? We can talk tomorrow.” 



I opened my mouth to protest, but I only managed a yawn. Despite my best efforts, I fell asleep again, and I really wondered what my problem was. Thinking about Peter too much had exhausted me, apparently. 



When I got home, I didn’t even wake up at all. The next thing I knew after being in the car with Jack was waking up in my own bed. There was something reassuring in knowing he’d taken me 116

up, but something felt really tragic about how little I’d see him. For some reason, I cried myself back to sleep. 






Chapter 17 

This was the last night I could stay out as late as I wanted. Tomorrow would be my last full day before the start of my senior year, and my stomach cringed at the thought of it. I didn’t even want to get out of bed. Part of me knew that my response should be to be party it up until the break of dawn, but for some reason, I felt too depressed to even get out of bed. The time alone in the apartment was getting to me, and I knew that I should take that as a sign to get out of it, but I couldn’t. This was all just a reminder of how the rest of the year would play out, and maybe even longer than that if things never worked themselves out. 



Burying myself deeper in the bed, I ignored the text messages from Jane. When broken down, they all said the same basic thing. “Hey girl! Let’s get drunk!” That was one of them verbatim, the 

“hey girl” and everything. I can’t imagine when she picked that up, but I hoped she dropped it pretty quickly. Even Milo had texted me, but I didn’t reply to them either. They were mostly just to inform me that he was bored since Jack was gone, off meeting Ezra somewhere for some stupid business transaction. 



I closed my eyes to the night outside my window, and I wondered how Jack wore his hair when he went on this business adventures with Ezra. Did he lay it flat, or gel it into the mess he normal has it? Did he wear a suit and tie? I could only picture him in the corner of some business meeting, playing Pac-Man on his cell phone, with his hair much too cockeyed for what could be considered appropriate. 



This was the last night I could stay up all night, and he was gone. That’s what had really gotten to me, and part of it was my fault. If I hadn’t mocked him about his lack of interest in a career or fiscal responsibility, he might not have felt it necessary to learn the family trade. Then he wouldn’t be gone right now, and I wouldn’t be alone in my bed, shutting out the night. 



“Alice!” I heard Milo yelling from another room, and I didn’t even hear the front door to the apartment open. 



He was calling my name, and I just pulled the covers over my head. It was really too hot for them, but I just wanted to bury myself and sink into oblivion. My bed wasn’t exactly oblivion though, so it wasn’t really working. 



“Alice,” Milo said disapprovingly, after I heard the creek of my bedroom door opening. “Why are you doing? Trying to give yourself heat stroke?” 



“Maybe,” I muttered into the blankets. 



“What’s going on with you? I messaged you like ten times.” He peeled back the blankets when I didn’t answer, and I tried to hide how refreshing it felt for my head to be out in the open. My skin had to be flushed with warmth and sweat, and the breeze from the open window felt wonderful. 

“Is this about school starting? Its just  school. It’s not the end of the world.” 



“What do you think people will say when it really  is  the end of the world?” I wondered dryly. “It’s the end of the world, but at least it’s not school. Or prison. Or shots. Or whatever else isn’t the end of the world.” 



“You’re not very good at being contemplative,” Milo commented. “You always sound like some bad caricature of a philosopher, like those fortune cookies with ‘Confucius say’ or the Nietzsche 117

guy from  Mystery  Men  that’s always saying ‘when you walk on the ground, the ground walks on you.’” 



“This is you cheering me up?” I turned to look at him, trying to cast him a dubious glare in the light streaming in from the streetlamp outside my window, but he wasn’t even looking in my direction. 

He sat on my bed with his back to me, and he appeared to be filing his nails, or something equally randomly gay. 



“Hardly. This is me entertaining myself.” He tossed aside the emery board, and finally looked back at me. “Jack’s gone and I am  bored  with a capital ‘O.’” 



“Why a capital ‘O?’ It starts with a B. That doesn’t even make sense.” 



“Why does the first letter always have to be capitalized? Vowels are more dramatic.” He shrugged, and if he had long hair, he probably would’ve done some kind of hair toss along with it. 



“It’s not grammatically correct to capitalize the second letter. It’s just the way the English language is,” I said hesitantly. Milo was the studious one, and I felt very confused about explaining anything about English to him. 



“Well, maybe I’ll change grammar. I’m a vampire now. I can do anything I want.” He flashed a 100 

watt smile at me and threw himself down on the bed, sprawling out over my legs. Propping his head up on his elbow, he patted my stomach. “You’ve gotta get out of this bed. We’re gonna do something.” 



“There’s nothing to do!” I groaned. 



That wasn’t true. There were plenty of things to do in the Cities on a Saturday night. I just didn’t want to do any of them. Laying in bed was the most excitement I could handle. I hadn’t even read any of Peter’s book today because it just seemed like too much work. That, and I thought it would be better if I worked at trying to just forget him. I didn’t know how or even if that would be possible, but it couldn’t hurt to try. 



“Oh, Alice,” Milo sighed, tilting his head at me. “What am I going to do with you?” 



“Nothing. I’m going to stay here. And do nothing.” 



No sooner had the words left my voice then my phone started ringing. Before I could even think to reach for it, Milo had jumped off me and grabbed it off the night stand. His reflexes were lightening fast, so at least Jack’s training appeared to be working. Not that I fully understood what Milo needed to train for. It wasn’t as if he was a soldier, after all. 



“It’s Jane!” Milo flipped open my phone and read the text message. “And she has a marvelous idea!” 



“I don’t even wanna know what it is.” I tried pulling the covers back over my head, but Milo grabbed them and stopped me. 



“You need to hurry up and get ready.” He had finished texting her a reply and flipped my phone shut again. “She’s going to be here in twenty minutes.” 



“What the hell for?” I growled. 



“We’re going out. Clubs.” He quickly added, “No vampire ones. We all know how those sit with you.” 
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“We can’t get into clubs,” I shook my head. “We’re too young and we always get turned away.” 



“You never went with me before.” Milo winked at me. “I’m like a good luck charm.” 



“I’ve had nothing but bad luck since you got here.” I tried roll to over, but he gently placed a hand on my arm. 



“Alice, come on. It’ll be fun. I promise. And it’s not like you have anything better to do.” 



“What’s in it for me?” I rolled back over to face him, eyeing him up. 



“A good time!” Milo exclaimed and grabbed my hand, yanking me out from bed. “You’ve got to hurry! You can’t go to a clubs looking all sweaty and hot!” 



“Wait, wait, wait!” I protested when he pulled me to my feet. “You’re a vampire now. Don’t you think Jane will notice?” 



“She never sees me or pays attention when she does. Just tell her I had a growth spurt,” Milo decided. 



“A growth spurt?” I scoffed. 



“This is Jane! She doesn’t put a lot of thought into anything, except how she looks. We’ll be fine,” 

Milo insisted. 



I let him rush around my room and play dress up on me. Ordinarily, when I got ready, I would at least express an interest picking things out, but I was basically being forced out against my will. If it wasn’t comfy pajama type clothes, I didn’t really want any of it. He could pick out my outfit well enough, but he needed me to do my own make up. I did it because if I didn’t, I would look like major hell out in public tonight, and I didn’t want that. 



When Milo had finished, he admired his work, and decided that I looked good enough to present in public. I wasn’t sure if I agreed with him or not, but since I had agreed to do this whole thing, I stood in front of the full length mirror in my bedroom, inspecting myself. He had decided on a light weight dress that actually felt rather good in the heat, and I smoothed it down, pulling it against me to see how much of my fat it would reveal if a gust of wind were too pick up. 



“Oh, you look good.” In the reflection, I could see Milo shaking his head at me and sitting back on my bed. “And I don’t know why you care so much if you don’t even wanna go out.” 



“If I’m going out – with you  and  Jane – I need all the help I can get to just look presentable.” At the mention of Jane, I realized she wasn’t here yet and glanced over at the clock. “She’s like ten minutes late. Are you sure she’s coming?” 



“Alice, it’s Jane.” He looked at my like I was losing my mind. “She’s  always  late.” 



“That is true,” I sighed, and wondered why I felt so out of sorts. 

Besides being vaguely depressed, I was a bit jumpy. Jane was always late, and that had never been any cause for alarm before. I really needed to get out and enjoy myself while I still could, and shake this ridiculous sense of foreboding. It was just high school, and I’d been managed just fine for the past three years. It really wasn’t that big of a deal. I needed to just get over it and get over myself. 



“Is this the book?” Milo asked, and I glanced back at him. Peter’s book had been sitting on my nightstand, and he was flipping through it. “Oh, yeah. It sure is. Huh.” 
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“What?” I turned to face him completely, wondering that little “huh” was about it. “What book?” 



“This book.” He held up towards me to see. 



“I know what book you’re talking about, but what did you mean by ‘this’ book? How did you even know about it?” I wanted to walk over and snatch it from his hands, but that felt inappropriate, so I stayed where I was and fiddled the with hem of my dress. 



“It’s Peter’s book. Jack told me.” His voice got softer as he skimmed a page, gradually losing interest in the conversation I was having with him. When I asked what Jack had told him, he didn’t even register that I was talking and just kept on reading. 



“Milo?” I repeated louder, and when he still didn’t look up, I went over and grabbed the book from him. Oddly, I felt better as soon as I was holding, and his brown eyes stared up at me, bewildered and surprised. 



“What’d you do that for?” Milo demanded. 



“You were ignoring me.” Still holding the book, I took a step back from him, finding a peculiar comfort in putting distance between him and the book. I tried to seem nonchalant and tucked my hair behind my ears. 



“I asked what Jack said about it.” 



“He said you had a book that Peter wrote about vampires,” Milo shrugged. 



“That’s all?” My voice was nearly quavering when I spoke. 



My heart had sped up, and I saw a flicker in Milo’s eyes as he registered it. Hopefully Jack’s training had prepared him enough where he could handle being around me, although that didn’t seem likely since Jack could barely handle being around me. The problem was that I felt protective of the book because it was the only thing I really had of Peter, and I don’t know why it was important to me that I still feel a connection with him. Thinking about that only made my body scramble, and my best answer was to turn and quickly put the book in my top dresser drawer. 



“What was that about?” Milo’s voice had tightened, and I tried not to let that make me nervous. 



“What’s going on?” 



“Nothing.” I shook my head and slammed the drawer shut. Taking a deep breath, I gave myself a moment to recover before I turned around to face Milo again. “Its just Peter.” 



“I wish I had met Peter,” Milo grumbled, and his defenses had softened. Apparently, I had myself under control enough where it wouldn’t bother him anymore. “I’d love to see what all the fuss is about.” 



“There’s not a fuss. Is there?” I didn’t feel like I was making one, or at least I was trying not to. I suppose that whole thing with hiding the book probably wasn’t helping. 



“Oh, there’s a fuss,” Milo nodded with raised eyebrows. “That’s a big part of what Jack’s ‘training’ 

is all about.” He did air quotes for training, which would’ve made me smile, if I hadn’t been too distracted by the implications of what he was saying. 



Jack’s use of words yesterday had set me off, but I hadn’t really put things together. Things like 

“arsenal” and “exercise” and “training.” There were things that Milo needed to “master,” and at the time, in my head I had questioned, “Master for what?” But stupidly, I hadn’t said anything aloud, 120

and now I really wish I had. Because obviously, Jack was training Milo to battle Peter, and it made my stomach twist in knots. 



“Jack’s training you to fight Peter?” My voice sounded like a broken gust of air, and Milo looked up at me, almost apologetically. 



“No, no,” he quickly backtracked. “Not to fight Peter. Not like I’m going to seek him out and ask him to duel or anything like that. He’s just worried because he doesn’t know how Peter will treat me when he comes back. And in case Peter tries to do something… you know, to you.” He floundered for a minute, showing me a glimpse of the self-conscious little boy he had been. “Jack just wants make sure we’re both protected. It’s not a bad thing.” 



“Maybe not,” I allowed, but my stomach was still knotting up. “But I don’t like it.” 



“You don’t like anything,” Milo muttered, and abruptly, he rolled over and hopped off my bed. 

“Jane is taking too long. Let’s go down to the clubs and tell her to meet us there.” 



“It’s too far to walk,” I wrinkled my nose. 



Smartly, I was wearing flats so walking wouldn’t be a terrible issue for me like it normally was when I went clubbing, but I didn’t like the idea of walking downtown as much as I used to. What with people and vampires always trying to kill me when I did. 



“How do you think I got here? Magic?” He snapped his fingers, insinuating that he had appeared out of thin air, and dumbly, it had never occurred to me. “No. I took Mae’s car.” 



“You can’t drive!” I protested, feeling a fresh new panic sweep through me. “You’ve had like one driving lesson and you’re only fifteen and you don’t have your driver’s license!” 



“Easy, girl!” Milo held up his hands, palm out, towards me. “Jack’s been teaching me how to drive, and I’m a different kind of fifteen now. And in a few short days, I will have a license, claiming I’m eighteen. So… get over it.” 



“But you don’t have that license today!” I sputtered. 



“Alice! You’re supposed to be the fun one!” Milo lamented. 



“I was never the fun one.” It was a little flattering that he thought of me that way, but I had always considered myself the lazy, dull one. Jane was fun and foxy, and Milo was naive and smart. 

Maybe that’s why he thought I was the fun one. 



“Well, you’re supposed to be irresponsible at least.” He waved me off and gestured to the kitchen. 

“I mean, when was the last time you did the dishes? You don’t go to bed until the sun comes up! 

You’re a rebel without a cause! You can drive a few blocks in a Volkswagen! Live a little!” 



“Okay! Fine!” I threw my hands up in the air and gave in. Grabbing my phone, I followed him out of my room and shook my head. “I’ll text Jane on the way there. Let’s go.” 

Milo had new sex appeal and definitely wanted to flaunt it, not that I blamed him. On top of that, he had the added bonus of being sexually repressed and awkward his whole life, and he never done anything ever with anyone. He had a few things he needed to work out, and the most logical place would be the Saloon – a gay club off of Hennepin. I wasn’t thrilled by the prospect of returning downtown, to a place a few blocks from the vampire club, but it was a human club, so I figured it would be mostly safe. Plus, I did have Milo with me, and I was pretty sure he’d act as my bodyguard, if I required it. 
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Jane, on other hand, was not thrilled about gay clubs. She went to them from time to time, because they always had drinking and dancing and the gays always thought she was fabulous. 

But Jane liked getting hit on more than anything else, and going somewhere where that was almost guaranteed an impossibility was a total let down. Although, once she had picked up a really foxy guy there, and I’m not sure if he was gay or confused or what the deal was, but she had herself a pretty good one night stand either way. 



Despite her reluctance, she agreed to meet us there. We had to wait outside the club for her, since she probably couldn’t get in without Milo. I didn’t have a fake ID, and I didn’t know what her status was, but I doubted that any doorman could withstand Milo’s Jedi mind tricks. What I’ve found out from spending time with Jack is that when someone’s really attractive, they can get away with anything. 



We stood in the parking lot off to the side the club, which Milo had managed to find a spot in. 

Sure, it cost like $25 but he had an expense account now, so what did he care? Several very attractive young men (and lots of not-so-attractive men) smiled at Milo appreciatively when they walked past on the way to the Saloon. At least he was still new enough where he’d notice it, and blush when appropriate. 



It was irritating being with Jack and having him be oblivious to everyone around him. I know in some way that should be sweet and romantic that he didn’t notice anybody but me, but it’s really not. Because I always noticed everyone else, and I kind of wish he’d tell them all to back the hell off because he’s with me. He never did, though, and neither did Milo, but at least he smiled back and looked flattered. 



Jane finally showed up fifteen minutes later. I was sitting on the little metal guardrail going around the parking lot, playing my part as Milo’s invisible sidekick. I was chewing a piece of bubble gum and trying to see how big of a bubble I could blow, and I wouldn’t even have noticed Jane if it wasn’t for the clack of her heels followed by an extraordinarily dramatic gasp. 



“Milo!” Jane exclaimed breathlessly, and I popped the bubble loudly so I could see her. Looking as spectacular as ever, she had literally stopped in the middle of the road to gape at my brother. 

“Milo?” She shook her head and blinked, and Milo just laughed in embarrassment. 



“Jane, maybe you ought to get out of the road,” I suggested helpfully as a taxi whizzed around the corner towards her. She stayed planted where it was until it honked it’s horn loudly, and then she flicked it off and sauntered over to us. 



“Milo Bonham, as I live and breathe,” Jane smiled seductively at him, and I was tempted to wonder aloud who talks like that? She reached out and gently touched his face, and I held my breath to see how he’d react, but he just smiled back at her. “My, you’ve grown up.” 



“Are you channeling a 50’s starlet or something?” I asked, in reference to her new way of flirting. 



“Hardly.” Jane did this horrible flirty laugh thing and dropped her hand from his face to chest, and I rolled my eyes. “I just can’t believe it’s really you.” 



“I had a growth spurt,” Milo explained sheepishly, and it sounded stupid. 

He had grown like four inches in a matter of weeks, his skin had changed into porcelain, his body had turned into a chiseled work of art, and he had aged from looking like a little boy with baby fat to a Calvin Klein model. But yeah, a growth spurt would sum that all up. 



“Yeah, a growth spurt,” I chimed in when Jane just kept staring at him. 



“Mmm,” Jane purred in some kind of agreement. I don’t know what she was agreeing with really, except that maybe his growth spurt sat well with her. “I just wish somebody had told me.” 
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“He’s still fifteen, Jane,” I interjected. 



As Milo had said, he was a whole different kind of fifteen now, but he was, despite all his fancy new trappings, still my little brother. My naive innocent little brother, who didn’t need some rode-hard slut eyeing him up like starving man eyes up a Big Mac. Admittedly, he wouldn’t fall for the bait, probably not even if he wasn’t gay, and it wasn’t entirely her fault that she felt so attracted to him, but it still creeped me out. A lot. 



“And, more importantly, he’s gay.” I gestured to the club behind us with my thumbs. “Hence, the gay club.” 



“The good ones always are,” Jane complained in a tiny voice, sounding as if she was doing her best Marilyn Monroe impression. She must’ve fallen asleep to TCM or something last night. I was preparing to physically step in between them, but she finally stepped back, apparently seeing what a lost cause it was. 



“What good ones are?” I asked, and decided to move in between them anyway. She had backed down, but there was actually room between them now, so I took it. 



“It’s just a saying, Alice.” There it was again. She had that tone like I was trying on her nerves. In the past five minutes since I’d seen her, all she had done was throw herself at my little brother, but I was the irritating one. That’s how Jane saw life. Agreeing to do this was clearly a mistake. 

We walked around the corner to the club, and I was careful to keep my spot in between them locked. 



Taking a cue from Mae, I looped my arm through Milo’s so he couldn’t get very far away from me. 

Jane couldn’t seem to help herself from repeatedly looking over at him, but she was doing her best to act like she was over it. She even went so far as to flirt with the obviously gay but very attractive doormen to the Saloon. 



As predicted, Milo just grinned at the doormen, and he let us in. We didn’t even have to pay a cover charge, and I wondered how many other things in life I was missing out on simply because I was ordinary. I didn’t have much time to ponder, though, because my head was filled with a dance remix of a Brittany Spears song, and I followed closely behind Milo as we left the little entry alcove into the first room of the club. 



It was all blue lights and strobes and pounding beats. There were three square platforms in the center of the room where groups of guys were dancing, shirtless of course. On the other side of the room, there was a glowing bar and a couple couches, and while I had a feeling that I could really use a drink, I doubted that I’d be able to drag Milo over there anytime soon. 



In fact, within a few moments of hitting the crowded dance floor, Milo was stolen from me by a very foxy guy. As he was pulled away, he tossed me an apologetic smile, but I just waved it off. 

What was he apologizing for? Being hit on? That was the point of the club scene, right? 



Since Jane wasn’t getting hit on by guys, she settled for a couple of really pretty lesbians. They made a sandwich, with Jane as the meat, and I was really starting to wonder what the point of my friendship with her was. At some point, what with all my fancy vampire shenagins, didn’t I grow out of her? But then, when I realized that I was standing along in the middle of a dance floor, that I was afraid that everyone else would leave me, but Jane, in her narcissistic desire for a sidekick to make her look even better, never would. And being nothing to somebody was better than being nothing to everybody. 



I went over to the bar and tried to order a drink, but I almost got myself kicked out. Not by any length of imagination could I pass for twenty-one, so the bartender thought it might be a good idea to alert that bouncers that I had somehow snuck in. I don’t know what it was about me that 123

offended him so, other than plainness and obvious heterosexuality, but I scurried off into the dark recesses of the club so he couldn’t find me. 



Hiding against the dark corners, I managed to find several couples making out in a way that was probably only appropriate in pornography. Fortunately, with the lack of lighting, I couldn’t really see much of anything, but I put my hands up to my temples to shield myself as best as I could anyway. 



I caught sight of Milo, dancing shirtless on one of the platforms, and he was definitely the most glorious thing here. Everyone was vying for attention around him, and I hoped that he would make the right choices. 



We hadn’t exactly had the birds and bees talk, and I knew that Mom definitely hadn’t. Maybe Jack had, in conjunction with a talk about when it was and was not okay to drink another person’s blood. Those topics would probably be coming up pretty quickly, and I could only cross my fingers that he was well-informed. 



Even over the sound of music pulsating hypnotically and men moaning things disturbingly loud next to me, I heard a noise carry above it. It was sweet yet fragile, like a tinkling bell… on helium. 

Someone was laughing, and as soon as I heard it, my blood froze in my veins. The sound was unmistakable, and I scanned my eyes frantically through the crowd. The strobing lights above flashed on a purple head of hair, and then I saw her. 



Violet, the Halloween vampire from the club, was looking directly at me, cackling her strange laugh. Her lips were once again done in black and her eyes were marked out with thick black liner and tons of silver glitter. She flicked her tongue at me, trying to pose as something menacingly seductive, but it felt all too villainess. 



Something about her reminded me of Harley Quinn, the Joker’s would-be-girlfriend, but then I realized what bothered me about that image. She was the girlfriend, the sidekick, the means of distraction, while the real trouble moved in. 



I rushed forward, preparing to grab Jane and Milo, and make a quick escape, but my path was immediately blocked by a dark haired model of perfection – Lucian. His smile was far more menacing than anything Violet could hope for, but I suspected that had more to do with how hungry he was. His eyes were ravenous, in not in the amazing way Jack’s were before something happened between us. Lucian’s were black and crystal clear about their murderous intent. 



“Care to dance?” Lucian asked, his voice like silk, and my heart hammered in my chest. 



“That’s a stupid thing to say!” I shouted to be heard over the music, and that at least did something to help keep my voice even. He only had one thing on his mind, and unfortunately, so did Milo, but his one thing happened to be that saucy little number grinding against him. “Its really cheesy and cliché! You should’ve said something like, ‘What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?’ or ‘Fancy meeting you here.’ Even ‘Care to tango’ would’ve been an upgrade.” I clenched my fists at my sides, and I wanted to look around for Milo, but I was too afraid to take my eyes off of Lucian. 



“I know you’re talking, but all I can hear is mooing.” His smile broadened at that, and I swallowed hard. I wasn’t sure if he meant that my blood was like milk, or that I was just a piece of meat, but either way, it wasn’t complimentary. 



Behind me, I heard Violet’s laughter, and I knew that she had closed in on me. We were in a room full of people, though. Even if everyone was enamored with them, and they probably were, they wouldn’t be able to ignore the fact that they were dragging me off kicking and screaming. 

And they wouldn’t dare bite me, not with all the witnesses. Vampires didn’t exactly hide who they 124

were, but they didn’t want it broadcast on the nightly news, either. This was the only thing I had going for me, and maybe if I stood my ground long enough, somebody would notice me. 



“You’re plotting an escape,” Lucian remarked, sounding amused. “I’d love to see how that turns out.” 



“I’m not here alone!” I pointed out, and Violet giggled tenuously behind me. Lucian glared at her, cutting the sound short, so at least he didn’t like her anymore than I did. That was something. 



“Maybe not, but your knight in shining armor isn’t here to protect you,” Lucian countered with inexplicable certainty. 



“How do you know that?” I demanded, and he laughed at my audacity to demand anything from him. 



“Because he’d already be here if he were!” He reached out to touch me, sliding one of his repulsively long finger nails down my cheek, and I jerked my head back, terrified of what would happen if he drew blood. 



“Jumpy, are we?” 



“We’re not anything!” I retorted, but the situation was getting pretty dire. 



He wanted to eat me, and I definitely did not want him to. He was much stronger, faster, and probably even smarter than me. The only thing I had going for me was the room full of people and Milo, so I had to utilize them before it was too late. 



I turned and ran out into the dance floor. Someone grabbed at my dress, and I assumed it was Violet, because Lucian seemed too smart to cause a scene like that. The fabric ripped in the back and I felt a breeze through my panties. If I hadn’t been running for my life, I probably would’ve been mortified. It’s weird how shame takes a backseat to survival. 



With one magical jump, I managed to jump on the nearest platform. It was about two feet off the ground, so it wasn’t that impressive, except I’m 5’3” running through a crowded gay club with a torn dress and a vampire on my tail. Yeah, I think I achieved something. Milo was on the next cube over, though, and I yelled his name, hoping to catch his attention, but he was all but making out with the foxy guy dancing with him. 



Using all my strength and will-power, I leapt from one platform to another. I heard someone hiss behind me, and that must’ve been Lucian. It was one of those really pissed off ones, where he couldn’t believe I was getting away. Landing roughly on the platform, I started falling into a guy, but then Milo caught me with ease and grace that was a little startling. 



“What’s wrong?” Milo was gripping my arm, and there was a rush of relief. He saw me, he would protect me, and I probably wouldn’t get eaten tonight. That sounds awfully naive, considering he’s still only fifteen and been a vampire for a couple weeks. 



“He’s here!” I shouted. 



The foxy guy Milo was dancing with tried to rub his back, and Milo actually elbowed him away. 

From the pained expression in his face, the guy would have a bruise for a week, and Milo probably hadn’t meant to do it that hard, but he was distracted and worried. 



“Who?” Milo scanned the floor, but before I could answer, he snarled, and I knew that he’d spotted Lucian and Violet. His eyes narrowed and his pupils dilated, and I could seem him 125

transforming into attack mode. There was something incredibly primal and rather terrifying about it. 



“Milo!” I yelled when his hand gripping my arm started getting painful. I broke his concentration, and his eyes snapped back down to me. 



“We have to get out of here.” Underneath his new confidence and strength, there was genuine fear, and that did not make me feel better. 



Still holding onto me, he jumped off the platform, and I heard some disappointed boo’s from the crowd about his departure. We had made it most of the way to the door when I caught sight of Jane, kissing one of the girls in her lesbian sandwich. In all the panic of trying to get out of here, I’d almost forgotten about her. While it was only a little surprising to see her kissing another girl, my main reason for considering leaving her behind was actually for her safety. But then I realized they might have seen her come in with us, so I grabbed her hand. She looked like she wanted to slap it away, but Milo was dragging me out, so I was dragging her out, and she saw Milo shirtless, so she went with it. 



“What’s going on?” Jane shouted as Milo yanked us outside. I was about tripping over my feet, and I really wanted to let go of her so I could just hang onto to him and concentrate on walking myself, but Lucian had definitely seen her now. “Why are we rushing? I’m gonna break a damn ankle!” 



“You’ve got to hurry up!” Milo insisted. 



His strides were so long and fast that it was impossible for me to keep up, and I finally tripped and fell to the ground. I barely had a chance to scrape my knee and then he was pulling me to my feet again, making my arm scream painfully. 



“Milo! You’re gonna dislocate my shoulder!” I winced. Without Jane there, hanging onto my other hand and helping me up, I probably really would’ve. 



“Your shoulder can be fixed,” Milo growled, and his nostrils flared suddenly. “Dammit, Alice. 

You’re bleeding.” 



“It’s your fault.” Nervously, I looked down at my knee, which was just starting to be doppled with little drops of blood. It hurt to walk on, and I was already slow to begin with. I looked behind us, expecting Lucian to be a few steps back, but there were only other club goers on the sidewalk. 

“They’re not behind us.” 



“Then they’re in front of us.” Milo stopped sharply, and I almost fell again. I could see in front of us, and I had no idea what he was talking about. 



“What in the hell is going on?” Jane demanded, her voice edged with panic. 



“We have to get to the car.” Without warning, Milo picked me up and threw me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. I let out a yelp of surprise, but I didn’t protest. He was much stronger than me, and whatever he thought was best in this situation, I would go with. “Jane, you have to keep up. If you can’t, I’m leaving you behind.” 



“What are you-” Before she could finish, he was moving again, this time even faster than before. 

He had grabbed onto her hand and yanked her forward, but like me, she thought it better just to go along with what he did instead of questioning it. 



Blithely, Milo jumped over the metal guard real into the parking lot, and Jane scrambled much less nimbly behind him. He was scanning everywhere, searching for any sign of them, and I could 126

feel his ragged breathing. He wasn’t hurrying enough to be short of breath, and I knew it had to be because he was struggling with the scent of my blood. That meant that there was a chance that even if Milo saved me from Lucian, he wouldn’t be able to save me from himself. 

We had just about reached the car, and my heart was stupidly starting to soar because it thought we had really made it. Then out of nowhere, Lucian appeared, leaning against the drivers’ side of the Jetta. He grinned cockily at us, and Milo tightened his grip around me, so much so it hurt, but I was too scared to complain. 



“Who is  that?” Jane asked, and if she had it her way, she definitely wouldn’t be running from him. 



“Just go away!” Milo growled as forcefully as he could. 



“You know, you’ve only succeeded in scenting the air,” Lucian told him with a sickeningly sweet smile. 



“It’s the same thing they do with sharks. They bait the water with blood to attract them, and it puts them in a frenzy. Did you know that?” 



“Please just move,” Milo managed through gritted teeth. 



“How are you feeling about now? A little frantic yourself?” Lucian took a step away from the car, towards us, and Milo got even more rigid than he was before. 



“I’m putting you down, and you just need to get in the car.” Milo started rummaging in his pocket for the car keys, and I gripped onto him, unwilling to let him set me down. 



“But there’s another one! Violet is roaming around somewhere!” I insisted plaintively. 



“You just have to get in the car,” he repeated as he handed Jane the car keys. “Jane, just get Alice in the car. That’s all you need to do.” 



“Okay?” Jane replied unsurely. 



“Milo!” I pleaded, but that only made Lucian laugh. 



“Maybe you should listen to her,” Lucian advised him, but Milo carefully started lowering me to the ground. 



Once I was safely standing, with my knee threatening to give out and trembling horribly, Milo still kept an hand gripped on my shoulder, and if he was reluctant to let me go, then I probably had reason to feel as terrified as I felt. For a moment, he just stood there, staring down Lucian, and none of us moved. Then I heard the click of the keyless entry, and Jane doing some quick thinking unlocked the car doors. 



Somehow that must’ve been a cue for go, because then everybody burst into life. Taking my hand, Jane started rushing towards the car, and Milo dove at Lucian. There was the sound of snarling and gnashing teeth, but I tried not to look at them. I felt hands like talons grabbing at my arms and legs, and I heard Violet’s familiar high pitched squeal as she tried to capture me. I just kept running though, letting the panic and adrenaline burn through my legs as Jane pulled me to the car. She yanked open the door and practically threw me in before jumping in herself. She actually landed on top of me, but managed to slam the door shut, and Violet slammed into it, screaming in disappointment. 



Jane locked the car door, and I slid all the away across the seat, pressing my back against the window opposite of the one Violet was glaring at us through. Jane moved with me, and when Violet slammed her open palms against the window, Jane and I both started to scream. Hysteria 127

was about ready to take over, and if Violet kept slamming on the glass with her superhuman strength, I doubted it would be long before she got in the car herself. 

Suddenly, Milo was throwing her off the window, and past him, I could see a dent in the car next to us. 



Lucian wasn’t in sight, but there were bloody scratches all up and down Milo’s torso. He hit the window, this time so we would unlock the doors, and Jane leaned over and did. Surprisingly, she had managed to be the clear head in all of this. 



Milo opened the car door and Violet lunged at his back. She bit into his neck, using her razor sharp incisors, but he seemed to just shrug her off, and she crumpled to the ground. Quickly, he hopped in the driver’s seat and instantly locked the doors behind him. Blood was streaming down his neck, but I knew in a few moments, it would close up, and he didn’t even really seem aware of it. 



“You’re bleeding!” Jane gasped. 



“Give me the keys!” Milo shouted, holding his hand out towards. Violet threw herself on the windshield and started pounded at the glass with her fists. Her crazy purple eyes were staring right through me and she was purposely baring her teeth. 



“Get us out of here!” Jane screamed handing him the keys. 



He started the car, and it peeled out noisily. Violet flew off the windshield, landing somewhere I couldn’t see and didn’t care about. Milo squealed out of the parking lot with little regard for other traffic, but everybody just made room for him as he sped off into the night. We weren’t going in the direction of home, not his house or mine, but by the way he kept glancing in the rearview mirror, there was probably a reason for it. 



“Milo, you are bleeding!” Jane repeated. 



We were flying down the road, and she finally felt safe enough to move away from where she had me pressed up against the door. She glanced down at me and my tattered dress, and without even asking, she tore off the bottom half of my skirt. Balling the fabric up in her hand, she put against the wound on his neck, and he jerked away from her touch. 



“I’m trying to stop the bleeding so you don’t die!” Jane sounded a tad wounded. 



“I’m fine,” Milo growled, and his eyes darted back up the rearview mirror. 

“Are they following us?” I panted. 



“I don’t know. I didn’t see him, though. And I can’t imagine he would just give up.” His words rang truer then I would’ve liked, and I had to swallow hard to keep from throwing up. 



“What is going on?” Jane asked, but she sounded more scared than anything else. Leaning in between the seats, she still kept the rag pressed against Milo’s neck. We both knew that she didn’t need to do it, but it seemed like more work to argue with her than to just let her do whatever made her happy. 



“It’s hard to explain,” I said and felt very much like Jack. 



I sunk lower in the seat, trying to keep myself out of sight from the passing cars, even though I’m sure that Lucian already had a good look of the car, and even if he didn’t, he could see Milo driving. Tearing off more of my skirt, I pressed it on my own wounded knee and the scratches Violet had inflicted on my legs, trying to stop the scent of my blood from filling up the car. I wanted to crack the window, but for some reason, letting any of the night in terrified me. 
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“They looked like vampires!” Jane continued, and my heart skipped a beat. Milo’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror, and neither of us knew how to address that topic. “Did you see the fangs on that girl? And those crazy eyes? She must’ve been on something.” 



“Yeah, probably,” I agreed hastily. 



“What did they want with you guys? They looked like they were obsessed or something!” Jane looked back at me, hoping I would give her answers, but I just avoided her gaze and shook my head. 



“I don’t really know.” I swallowed hard, because that wasn’t exactly a lie. I’m assuming they just wanted to drink my blood, but they were after me pretty intensely. It made me wonder if there was something more to it. 



“You should call the police or something!” Jane suggested, but Milo just shook his head. “Well, at least go to the hospital. You’re covered in…” 



She was looking over his chest, and I knew she was getting that sense of confusion and disbelief that I had had when I saw Jack’s wounds disappear. There was still blood left from where he’d been cut, proving that she wasn’t insane, but there were no cuts. Slowly, she pulled back the rag from his neck, and she gasped. Where there had just been a hideous gouge, there was a pink raised flash, like a fresh scar from the wound. 



“How did you do that? How can you possibly do that?” Jane was shaking and all the color had drained from her face. 



“Jane, look at me!” I snapped. “You’re just gonna have to trust me on this one! You don’t wanna know!” 



“Of course I want to know!” Jane insisted, and she looked as if she might cry. 



“Not right now, okay? After everything that’s happened. Can we just let it be?” I pleaded with her. 

I didn’t think I could handle a revelation like that, and I doubted she could either. 



“Are you guys okay? Are you… normal?” Jane asked in a quavering voice. I lifted the rag off my knee, revealing my scraped and bloody injury. 



“I’m still me. Okay? I haven’t changed at all,” I tried to soothe her. She nodded and sat back in the seat next to me. That was apparently enough reassurance for the time being. Or so I thought. 

Turning to look at me, her eyes wide and frightened, I saw the tears pooling them. Her fingers were shaking as she pushed a strand of hair from her face, and in a trembling voice, she whispered, “They’re vampires, aren’t they?” 



“Jane, there are some things it’s better if you don’t know,” I told her. She bit her lip and nodded, but I didn’t know if she took that at as a yes or what. 



“I wish Jack were here,” Milo breathed nervously and ran a hand through his dark hair. 



“I think we all do,” I admitted dully. 



“I mean, I know I can take care of myself,” Milo nodded more to himself than to us. “But protecting you two, against two others… I don’t know. I don’t think I’m ready.” 



“We’re okay,” I insisted. 
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Sitting in the backseat of a locked car speeding down the highway, I did feel reasonably safe. But Milo had a point, and the fact that he was letting his guard down enough to admit he was scared was frightening in and of itself. Jane took my hand in hers and squeezed it tightly, and there was a reason she my best friend. Despite all her shortcomings, she had saved my life tonight, and she let me keep secrets when I needed to most. There had to be something said for her. 



“Okay. So. Here’s what the plan is. I’m going to drive around for awhile. I don’t want to take anyone home. Then, when I decide it’s safe or we’re about to run out of gas, we’ll go to my house. And Mae will know what to do,” Milo decided. 



“That sounds good, Milo. That sounds really good,” I told him as encouragingly as I could. It did sound like a good plan. But even if it didn’t, it was the only one we could come up with. 



My whole body was still trembling and the adrenaline was wearing off painfully. Milo kept his eyes fixed on the road and the rearview mirror, and somehow Jane managed to start drifting off after awhile. She rested her head against my shoulder, and I stared out the windows, at the world passing around us, wondering if the car next to us might be full of bloodthirsty vampires. 



When I started getting tired myself, that’s when I started to feel unsafe. I didn’t trust myself to stay awake, and I didn’t know what would happen if I fell asleep. Carefully and quietly, I pulled my phone out of my bra, which was the only place I could put it when I wore a dress and went to clubs. Purses were too likely to be lost or stolen. 



You need to come home. Now. I think we’re in trouble. I text messaged Jack. Then, all I had left to do was wait. 






Chapter 18 

Milo stopped to get gas, and Jane woke up from the lack of movement. Before getting out, Milo instructed to stay in the car and keep the doors locked, no matter what happened. He went around to the back of the car and opened the trunk, pulling out a tee shirt that had been stowed back there. It was a little big and it had a picture of poorly drawn cartoon dinosaurs on it, so I assumed it was Jack’s. Jane and I sat rigidly in the backseat, tightly holding each other’s hands, as if that could really protect us from anything. 



After I had seen my little brother take on a vampire, throwing him so hard into the car next to us that it had left a huge body-sized dent, I couldn’t exactly feel as nervous for him as I had before. 

He was stronger than I had ever imagined he could be, and smart enough to know that that wasn’t enough. In all honesty, he could handle himself with Lucian and Violet, even if they teamed up against him, but it would be nearly impossible for him to guard both Jane and I while warding them off. So he had ran off, instead of trying to finish a battle royale. 



As he pumped gas into the Jetta, his eyes flicked nervously around. Under the bright white lights of the gas station car port, it was hard to tell if the sky had started gradually bluing, and I had been half asleep when we pulled in, so I couldn’t say for sure. The streets were still pretty deserted, and the gas station itself was still closed, so Milo was paying at the pump with a credit card. 



A semi-truck sat idling in the parking lot, and an SUV with one headlight drove by, but otherwise, there wasn’t any traffic. A kid wearing a gigantic hoodie even though it was seventy-degrees out was talking loudly on a cell phone. Otherwise, we were alone. I let go of Jane’s hand and moved so I could look the way around the car. It would be almost impossible for someone to still be following us, even if that someone was a vampire. We’d been speeding all over the metro area, so they couldn’t follow by foot, and I’d be able to see a car idling behind us. 
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Milo knocked on the window so we would unlock the doors and let him back in, and Jane jumped. 

Under the harsh light, I saw how pale he looked. His hands were shaking as he opened the car door, and in the rearview mirror, I noticed his eyes had a frantic quality to them. There was even perspiration standing on his neck, and he had the air conditioning on in the car so high, I was freezing out in the backseat. 



“I think we’re in the clear,” I tried to reassure him. 



He didn’t say anything, but his jaw tensed tightly as he clenched his teeth. I was trying to get a read on what was going on with him, watching the nervous way his eyes flitted about, and the shallow way he was breathing. He started the car much harder than he needed to and the engine brayed in protest. At the moment, watching the vein pop in his neck as his body tensed up, I realized what he reminded me of; a junkie in need of a fix. 



“Milo, are you okay?” My voice belied how scared I was as I watched him struggle to get a hold of himself. I knew we didn’t have very much time, and I hurried to think of a quick and easy solution. 



“I lost blood, Alice, and the adrenaline did something to me,” he said through gritted teeth. I don’t know how he had even held on this long. Maybe getting out of the car and realizing that everything was alright let his other senses kick back in, and he finally noticed how hungry he truly was. “If I hold off my longer, it’s going to be dangerous.” 



“What is he talking about?” Jane flashed her big blue eyes at me, and then met his eyes in the rearview mirror. “Are you okay?” He locked on her eyes, and I saw her breathing change, getting deeper and more sensual. 



“No, no, Milo, let’s go back to the house!” I suggested. Anxiously, I gripped the headrest of the passenger seat so tightly, my fingers hurt, but I barely even noticed. I saw what he was planning to do and I had a very short amount of time to stop it. 



Ignoring me, Milo put the car in drive, but that only made me panic more. Instead of turning out onto the road, he drove behind the gas station, where everything was hidden in darkness. He was going somewhere to do it in private, which made sense, but the hair on the back of my neck stood up when he put the car in park. 



“Milo, come on. There’s other things,” I pleaded with him, but his mind had been made up. His hunger was too strong to ignore any longer, and there was nothing I could do to persuade him. 



“Alice, shut up,” Milo told me quietly. His eyes rested briefly on me, and there was nothing of my brother in them. They were all primal thirst, and nothing else. “Close your eyes. Or get out if you need to. This will only take a minute.” Then he fixed his eyes on Jane, who was staring at him with stupid adoration. “Jane, do you trust me?” 



“Yes,” she nodded, sounding like a brainwashed zombie, and I suppose she kind of was. 

Gently, he placed a hand on her neck, rubbing her veins with his thumb for a second, and then very abruptly, he yanked her towards him. He was half leaning in between the seats, and with extraordinary swiftness, he sunk his teeth into her neck. She inhaled sharply, and there was the subtle sound of tearing flesh. 



Closing my eyes tightly, I pressed my back up against the door as far as it would go. Jane moaned softly, and I wanted to throw up or cry or scream or laugh. 



It started feeling like forever, but I’m sure it couldn’t have been that long. I had stayed in the car because I wanted to be sure that he didn’t go too far. Almost unwilling, I opened my eyes, and somehow, in my reflexive urge to escape, I had ended up standing on the backseat. I was all crouched down, with my knees bent and my back against the window with my head pressing 131

against the ceiling, but my bare feet were on the seat, as if it would help me somehow make a run for it if I really needed to. 



Jane’s eyes had rolled in the back of her head, but I could hear breathy moans, so I knew she was still alive. It was pleasure that had caused her eyes to roll back, not death or unconsciousness. Milo’s fingers were knotted in her hair, pushing her neck hard against his mouth. Thankfully, he was turned away from me, so I couldn’t see his face, but I saw the way his mouth was on her, the way the blood leaked around it. All I could think of was the time I saw a starving dog eating a dead raccoon on the side of the road. The way the dog held the leg in his mouth was the exact same way Milo held her neck. 



“Okay, Milo, that’s enough.” My words came out small and tiny, sounding nothing like myself. 

I had been bitten before, but it was an entirely different thing to watch a vampire bite someone else. It was terrifying and nauseating. When he ate, it became really obvious to me for the first time that vampires weren’t exactly human. They may have possessed the appearance and some semblance of humanity, but that – my brother – feeding on Jane, that was pure animal. 



“Milo! Stop!” I repeated. Jane’s eyelids started to flutter, and her breath was getting shallower. 

She was starting to pass out, and death wouldn’t be that much farther behind it. “Milo! You’re killing her! Stop!” 



When he still didn’t stop, I knew I had to take action, but it scared the hell out of me. Tentatively, and really almost gently, I slapped him on the shoulder. I felt like I was tapping in a wolf in the middle of eating, and I figured that like a wolf, Milo would most likely turn to snap at me and take my entire hand off. He didn’t seem to notice though, so I slapped him again, harder this time. And again and again, until finally, he dropped Jane and collapsed back into the front seat. 



Jane fell heavily onto the seat, hitting her head against the door, and she moaned softly, so at least I knew she was still alive. Milo had his eyes closed and he looked like somebody that was incredibly, wonderfully high. Absently, he wiped at the blood on his chin with back of his hand, and he mumbled something incoherent. All his features had softened, and he looked younger than he had in years. Resting his head on the driver’s seat, he faced my direction, but he was barely conscious himself. 



“Jane?” I leaned over her and lightly slapped her cheek, trying to wake her up. The bite on her neck was already pink and raised, beginning the first steps in healing. Tears were threatening my eyes, and I felt like sobbing. I slapped her face again, but she just turned her head away from me but didn’t wake up. “Jane? Are you okay? Can you hear me? Jane?” Weakly, she slapped at my hand, trying to push it away. 



I collapsed back on the seat, pressing my pack against the cold window, and that’s when I finally started to cry. A pair of vampires had very nearly killed me tonight, and both Jane and I had the scratch marks on our backs and our legs to prove how close Violet had come to hauling us off into the night. I survived all that to have my brother consider killing both of us, but he just ended up feeding on her. Then they both promptly passed out, leaving me the only one awake in a locked car sitting in the dark behind a gas station in the middle of the night. Meanwhile, we had no idea what happened to the vampires chasing us. 



“Alice, Alice,” Milo mumbled without opening his eyes. “Don’t cry. We’re…” He trailed off and reached out for me, but before his hand get anywhere near me, he let it drop. 



“Oh, hell.” I ran a hand through my tangles of hair, trying to figure out what I should do. Was I just supposed to sit here until one of them woke up? Should I kick Milo out of the driver’s seat and try to drive us home, even though I couldn’t drive? 
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When my phone started vibrating in my bra, I was sobbing. Both Milo and Jane were too out to even notice. The car was still running, blasting me with freezing cold air, and the bottom half of my dress was really in tatters. I had lost some blood, and I was terribly thirsty, so I had a feeling that I was going into shock. I barely even noticed the phone vibration over my own shaking, but when I did, I answered it quickly. 



“Hello?” I answered, doing my best not to sound like I had been crying or that I was probably borderline hysterical. 



“Alice?” Jack said, sounding rather frantic himself. There was a lot of background noise behind, people talking and what sounded like a radio announcer talking. “Are you okay? What’s going on? 

What happened?” 



“I’m okay,” I sniffled and wiped at the tears on my cheeks. “Are you coming home?” 



“Yeah, yeah, I’m at the airport now.” That explained all the sounds around him, and I heard Ezra asking him something, but I couldn’t make out what it was. “What happened? Is everyone okay? 

Ezra tried Mae, and she said Milo was at your house. Is he okay? Did he do something?” 



“No, he’s okay.” I swallowed hard to keep from crying again. Jack sounded nervous enough without me adding to it by sobbing unnecessarily on the phone. “Milo came over, and he said I had to get out of the house, and then Jane texted me-” 



“Jane?” Jack scoffed incredulously. “I should’ve known she’d have something to do with this.” 



“She saved my life tonight, Jack!” I insisted defensively. In all honesty, I had never felt closer to her than I did right now. Looking at her passed out on the seat with faded red marks on her neck, I knew that she actually cared about me. She risked her life for me, and I had never thought she’d be the kind of person that did that. 



“She did what?” His voice dropped to a panicked growl. “What the hell happened tonight, Alice?” 



“We went to a club, just a regular gay club,” I explained quickly, hoping to ease his disapproval as soon as possible. “And we were dancing and it was fine, but then the vampires from the other club – Violet and Lucian – they were there, and Lucian was…” I didn’t know what exactly he was trying to do, but I knew it wasn’t good. “They started chasing us, and Milo fought them in the parking lot, and then we all got in the car and we’d been driving around all night.” 



“Wait, wait. They  chased  you?” 



“Yeah. I don’t know when they stopped, though. Maybe after Milo fought with them.” I looked around, suddenly afraid that they were lurking around in the darkness, but the sky was definitely starting to lighten now, and I couldn’t see anything. “Milo got hurt, though. And lost some blood.” 



“He didn’t bite you, did he?” Jack sound sick and afraid, and I heard Ezra booming in the background, 



“What is going on there?” But Jack didn’t answer him. He was too worried to stop talking to me, even for a second. 



“No, no. He didn’t.” Fresh tears sprung in my eyes, and I tried to erase the image of my brother gnawing on Jane like a wild dog. “He bit Jane, though.” 



“Oh.” He exhaled hesitantly. “Is she… okay?” 
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palms of my hand and wished this didn’t bother me so much. I had spent all this time with vampires and I wanted to be one, so it shouldn’t bother me. Not like this. 



“You’re still in the car?” Jack asked dubiously. “It’s almost…. It  is  after five there. You need to wake Milo up and get him home before the sun comes up. He’ll be too tired to do anything then.” 



“They won’t wake up!” I cried. Jane stirred a little bit, but she was still out. 



“Wake them up! Hit Milo if you have to! You guys need to get home!” Jack sighed. “If there’s people out there after you, you can’t just sit in a car waiting for them to find you. Get Milo up and get home!” 



“Okay, okay.” Looking at Milo’s sleeping face, his puffy cheeks, and the trailed of red-tinted drool coming out of his mouth, I figured that was probably easier said then done. 



“The plane is about to start boarding. I’ll be home as soon as I can. You just get home, and stay put. Mae can take care of everything until I get there,” Jack said firmly. “And take Jane home.” 



“What about all this stuff?” I stammered. “The vampires and… and her being bit.” 

“She’ll be tired when she wakes up, but fine. And they’re not after her, okay? She’s safer not with you. So just take her home, and you can call her tomorrow and tell her whatever the hell you want to tell her. Okay?” 



“Okay,” I sniffled. I felt like a scared, confused child, and it felt really good having someone tell me what I should do and that everything would be okay. “I’m gonna try and wake up Milo now.” 



“Alright. Call me or Mae if you need anything. Or even 911. They’re better than nothing.” He sounded reluctant to get off the phone. “Alice? Just… take care of yourself, okay? Just run. 

Okay? Always run.” 



“Okay,” I nodded. 



Sadly, I hung up the phone and went about trying to wake Milo up. I don’t think I’d ever seen him so deeply asleep before, not even when he was little. Carefully, I reached over and started shaking him, but he swatted at me, like Jane did, but with more force because he was stronger. 



“Milo?” I said loudly, and Jane moaned next to me. “Milo?” 



“Wha…” Milo moved his head but didn’t open his eyes. 



“Milo, you’ve got to get up!” I shouted, and with lightening speed, I reached over and slapped his face. 



“What?” Milo snapped his head up, glaring at me with startled, bloodshot eyes. 



“You have to wake up and take us home! The sun’s gonna start coming up!” The tears on my cheeks were drying, but the more alert he got, the more he was able to register how distressed I was. 



“Are you okay?” he asked me gently. 



“Yes. We just have to go. And we have to take Jane home first,” I commanded. 



He looked back at her, watching her breathe for a minute, then turned back to me. His was fully awake now, his eyes bright with their usual Milo-ness, and they weren’t even bloodshot anymore. 

He was looking me over, studying me to see how I was responding to him. 
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“I freaked you out,” Milo said evenly, without letting on how that fact made him feel. 



“Can we talk about it later? I just want to go  home,” I asked plaintively, and he nodded. 



He sped out of the parking lot, and he raced across town to Jane’s apartment. She had left her car downtown, but we thought it would be better to take her home instead of leaving her in a car to bake in the sun all day. When we got to her place, she was still almost completely passed out, but this wasn’t an unusual way for her to come home. Milo got up and helped her to the lobby, skillfully pretending like it was harder carrying around her deadweight than it actually was, and the doorman took her the rest of the way up. Again, this wasn’t the first time he’d done it, so Milo felt secure leaving him with her. 



Neither of us said anything the entire car ride home. I just rested my head against the cold glass, noticing how cloud-covered the sky was as the sun started to rise. I thought about telling Milo about my phone call to Jack, but I didn’t want to talk about anything that happened. I wanted to put everything that happened behind me as quickly as possible. 



It wasn’t until we walked inside Jack’s house that I realized what it was that I was desperate for. 

The instant Mae saw me, her eyes filled with worried tears, and she rushed towards me, throwing her arms tightly me around. I had never wanted a hug so badly as I did then, and it felt wonderful having her safe, strong arms wrapped around me. 



“Oh, love, it’s okay.” Mae stroked my hair as my sobbed into her shoulder. “Everything’s going to be okay. You’re safe, love.” She turned away from me just enough to address Milo, who had followed me sheepishly into the house. “Are you alright?” 



“I’ve been better,” Milo replied quietly. 



“You’ll be okay, too, love,” Mae promised him and reached out to touch him gently. 



“I need to go take a shower.” He pulled away from her touch and walked off. 



“Let me have a look at you.” Once he had left the room, Mae held me out at arms length so she could look me over. She slowly turned me around, taking inventory of all my wounds. “We better get you cleaned up before Jack sees this, or he’s going to kill your brother.” 



“It wasn’t Milo’s fault!” I insisted through my tears. 



“No, I know that, love,” Mae looked at me warmly and wiped the tears from my face. “You’ll probably feel better when you get cleaned up anyway.” 



I nodded in agreement, since I was crying too hard to talk. She filled her Jacuzzi tub with lilac bubble bath, and I soaked inside for so long I almost fell asleep. She stayed in with me for awhile, and explained that Ezra had called her and told her everything. He and Jack should be back in a couple hours, but until then, I was perfectly safe and I should take the time recuperate. 



When I got out of the tub, I took moment to admire the scratches I had sustained. There were several nasty claw marks on my back and my ankles. On my arm, I had a large purplish bruise forming from when Milo had grabbed my arm, but I couldn’t fault him for that. He had done it to save my life, after all. My whole body ached, though. I had been thrown around a bit, and the adrenaline residue had left me incredibly sore. 



I pulled on clean panties and the soft plush robe that Mae had left out for me. I dried my hair until it was damp, and reluctantly, I left the warmth of the bathroom for the cold of the rest of the house. Mae was in the kitchen making me hot soup and tea, which she claimed could cure 135

anything. She eventually confided in me that Milo had made the soup, but he retreated upstairs when he heard me coming out of the bathroom because he was still too embarrassed to see me. 

Dutifully, I sat at the kitchen island, slowly eating the soup and drinking the tea. Mae watched me with almost a disturbing level of fascination, but I tried to ignore it. Even though I wasn’t really hungry, I had to admit that the heat of the food warmed me up and relaxed me a bit. The night felt agonizingly long and I was looking forward to just curling up and falling asleep. 



Yawning, I stood up to do just that, when Jack burst in through the door. His hair was messy and not in the purposeful way it normal was. He was wearing brown drawstring sweats, a tan tee shirt, and a pin-striped blazer, an outfit that I didn’t entirely understand. But I barely had to time to register the confusion over what he was wearing. Just seeing him, the fear and relief in his soft blue eyes and the wonderful warmth that came off of him, stopped everything else around me. He reached me within seconds, wrapping his arms around me and lifting me off the ground. 



“Thank god you’re okay,” he murmured into my damp hair, and I knew that I was only feeling an edge of the panic he had felt. It was mostly relief washing over me anyway, and I had never felt safer. 



Almost reluctantly, he set me back on the ground. Holding my face in his hands, he searched my eyes, looking for any signs of trauma, and then looked me over as best as the robe would allow. 

He saw the cuts on my legs and the scrape on my knee, and his eyes hardened briefly at that, but then they looked softly back at me. 



“Are you okay?” he asked, gently pushing a wet strand of hair from my forehead. 



“Yeah,” I nodded. “Yeah. I am. I’m just really glad you’re home.” 



“That damn plane couldn’t fly fast enough,” Jack smiled tiredly and ran a hand through his hair. 



“I thought he was going to overtake the pilot and fly himself,” Ezra added, trying to lighten the mood. 



When I looked over at him, he smiled at me and I could see the relief in his eyes too. “I’m glad to see you’re alright, Alice.” 



“Thank you,” I replied meekly. 



“I should go check on Milo, though. Where is he?” Ezra looked to Mae for help, and she nodded upstairs. 



“He’s been in his room since they got home.” She exchanged a look with Ezra, letting him know that Milo hadn’t taken the night so well either. 



Jack, meanwhile, didn’t take his eyes off me. It was as if he expected me to disappear if he did. I tried to meet his eyes, but I could only blush and lowered my gaze. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ezra walk out of the room, and Mae busied herself with cleaning up the dishes so she wasn’t just staring at us. 



“Why are you wearing sweatpants with a blazer?” I asked when it seemed that Jack would just go on staring at me forever. I touched the pocket of his blazer, and he laughed softly. 



“Um, we were sleeping when you texted me,” Jack answered with a cautious grin. “We had early meetings today, and then I got your text message. We were calling and canceling things and rearranging flights, and I just never changed out the pajamas. And I put on the blazer because it was cold and raining there and it was something to put on. It’s my business suit. Do you like it?” 
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“Yeah.” I rubbed one of his platinum buttons, and there was something very dashing about it. “I was wondering what you wore to work.” 



“This is it. Well, with matching pants.” His eyes were lightening, and he was starting to settle into the fact that I really was okay. “You look tired.” 



“So do you,” I countered. It was after eight in the morning, and that wasn’t the right time for either of us to be up. 



“Wanna go to bed?” He took my hand in his, preparing to lead me out of the kitchen. 



“Jack,” Mae admonished him. She was standing at the kitchen sink, and she turned give him a hard look. 



“If you think that I’m letting her out of my sight, then you’re crazy,” Jack retorted evenly. 



“It’s her funeral, you know?” Mae pointed at me while she glared at him, but she wasn’t going to stop us. 



“Thanks for the heads up,” he muttered dryly. 



Still holding my hand, he led me upstairs. He walked very slowly and kept looking back at me, to make sure I was still there. I was a little surprised he didn’t try to carry me, but he probably thought that I’d protest, and it didn’t really seem worth it. When we reached his room, he turned on the light and shut the door behind us. Letting go of my hand for the first time, he slipped off his blazer and tossed it aside, then turned to look at me. 



“I, um, I don’t have any pajamas,” I explained awkwardly. 



All I was wearing was the soft robe and a pair of cotton panties, because after the bath, that was all that had sounded comfortable against my skin. With Jack standing in front of me, I could think of a few other things that felt good, but I didn’t suggest them. 



“That’s okay,” he smiled, but it wasn’t one of his naughty, mischievous smiles. He was still just so grateful that I was here with him, and not dead somewhere else. 



He stepped towards me, and very slowly, he untied the belt of my robe. He looked up at me to make sure it was okay, and part of me wanted to stop him. Not because I didn’t want him to do it, but because I was about to be exposed completely and the lights were still on. My skin flushed red, and that only made him smile wider. He slipped hands inside the open robe, resting them gently on my sides just above my hips, and I felt how unnaturally warm his hands felt against my trembling skin. 



Gingerly, he lifted me up and placed me on his bed. I laid on my back, and while I was still wearing the robe, it had fallen open, so my entire body lay open and naked before him. I swallowed hard, praying I didn’t look as terrible as I imagined I did, as he looked me over. His fingers softly touched one of my scratches, and his expression was momentarily angry, but he shook it off. 



He lowered his head and kissed the soft spot between my breasts, then turned and rested his ear on my chest, above my heart. His skin was pressed against mine and I could feel his hand gently holding my sides as he listened to my heartbeat. It was the way people listened to a pregnant woman’s belly to hear the baby. There was something strangely sweet and intimate about that, and I ran my fingers through his hair. 
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When he lifted his head again, he looked me directly in my eyes, his blue eyes going translucent. 

He pushed the hair back from my forehead, and his skin was already burning against me. 

“Do you have any idea how beautiful your heartbeat sounds?” Jack asked me quietly, and I shook my head. “You have no idea how beautiful and amazing any part of you is.” There was an oddly conflicted expression on his face, but he dismissed it quickly. 



Finally, he bent down and pressed his lips against mine. He was still fully clothed, but I could feel the heat of his body smoldering through his shirt and the weight of his body pressing tentatively against mine. Instinctively, my body pushed against his, and I tightened my fingers in his hair, pushing his lips harder to mine. 



Fervently, he kissed me, and everything inside me trembled with anticipation. Pleasure surged through me like electricity, and intense warmth was exploding all through me. My stomach swirled with butterflies and my heart was beating frantically. Every part of me was begging for him. His breathing was low and rough, and his hands eagerly searched my skin. He moaned against me, and I felt his body move with me, but there were that stupid cloth separating us. Part of me wanted to rip off his clothes, but I knew that still wouldn’t be close enough. I wanted to feel his heart pounding with mine, and there was only way to achieve that. 



“Do it,” I whispered huskily in his ear, and then leaned my head back, revealing as much of my throat as I possibly could. 



He pressed his lips softly against my vein, leaving them there as I pushed myself against him. He was trying to resist it, but he was overcome with an incessant need for me. Losing me was more than he could bear, and he was desperate for me. 



The sharp pain lasted only a second, and then there was ecstasy spreading away from my neck. 

His heart beat heavily, and I felt it thudding in my own chest, above my heart. There was a double beat that felt more amazing than anything I had ever experienced. Breathlessly, I moaned, and I could taste him in mouth, the tangy, honey taste of his blood, even though I had never actually tasted it. I could feel the way his blood coursed through his veins, the way it coursed through mine. Like hot, liquid silk carrying pure bliss through my body. 



More than anything, though, I could feel how much he loved me. It was pure and raw, and it felt like it was coming from inside me and spreading out all over me. For an instant, I loved myself the way he loved me, and it felt deeper than anything I had ever felt before. I didn’t think I was even capable of emotions that intense. Somewhere, in the back of my mind, I felt embarrassed because I knew that he could feel how much I loved him, and it didn’t seem to compare with the way he felt about me. 



The intensity of everything started fading, getting hazy around the edges. It all still felt more spectacular than I could’ve ever hoped for, but I was starting to feel more like I was dreaming and less like this was actually happening. I was starting to lose consciousness, and I thought about telling Jack, but it felt far too amazing to stop. 



A jolt ripped through me, and I gasped painfully for air. My body suddenly felt cold and alone. 

Jack had stopped biting me, and although he was still lying directly on top of me, the separation of his blood from mine, his heart from mine, was shocking. It felt like being thrust from the desert to the arctic. 



“Oh my god.” Jack struggled to catch his breath. His face was buried in my hair next to me, and I felt his body shuddering and heaving to get control of itself. “Are you okay?” 



“Yeah,” I murmured dazedly. “Are you kidding? That was… amazing.” 



“I can’t believe I just did that…” He shook his head and rolled over onto his back. 
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“No, Jack, that was…” I didn’t even have the words for what it was. Using all my strength, I rolled over and buried my head in his chest. Hesitantly, he wrapped his arms around me, and then pulled me close to him. 



“That was bad. Right now, it feels really, really worth it, but that was definitely bad,” Jack whispered hoarsely. For the first time ever, his heart beat loudly and quickly. Not as fast or as loud as mine, but something much closer to human. 



“No. No. I just hate that it’s over,” I insisted. “I’ve never felt like that before.” 



“Neither have I,” Jack admitted wearily. “What are we gonna do?” 



“I’m going to fall asleep…” Exhaustion from the night coupled with sudden, intense blood loss made me feel weaker than I ever had before in my life. I could probably sleep for the next three days straight. “And you’re gonna stay with me. Being this close to you still feels too far away. I don’t think I could handle it if you were any farther.” 



He kissed the top of my head and fixed my robe so it was covering me more. I felt him moving but didn’t understand what he was doing until I felt the blanket on top of me. He had covered me up, and then he rolled over so he was laying on his side, facing me. I still had my face buried in his chest, and he wrapped his arms securely around me. It was like being in a cocoon, and I slowly started drifting off to sleep. 






Chapter 19 

The afterglow was more of an aftermath. I was blissfully unconscious, more so than I had ever been before, and Jack had gotten out of bed before I even started to stir. The bed was empty underneath my arm, and when I tried to nuzzle closer to him, all I could find was the softness of the pillow. There was still this heavy exhaustion hanging on me, like I was sleeping underneath a weighted blanket, but I could faintly hear movement in the room and I just wanted Jack back in bed with me. 



The light was still in, so I blinked through my groggy vision as my eyes started to adjust. I tried to left up my head, but that required far too much strength. Using all my effort, I managed to roll onto my back and tried to make sense of the room. Jack was pacing the room, but when he saw me starting to wake up, he stood at the end of the bed and just watched me. His arms were folded over his chest and his eyes looked moist. 



“This is why Peter tried to send you away,” Jack whispered to himself and swallowed hard. 



“What?” My voice was barely above a whisper, and it was taking everything I had to manage that. 

“Jack? What are you doing? Come back to bed…” Languidly, I patted the empty spot next to me, hoping to entice him back in bed. 



“I can’t get back in bed with you!” Jack insisted his fiercely, and he smiled sadly at me. “I shouldn’t even be in the same room with you. I obviously can’t be around you anymore.” 



“No, Jack.” Fear was starting to energize me a bit more, and I struggled to sit up. My mind was covered in a thick fog, and I could still felt the way his heart beat with mine. It was hard to think of a rational argument. 



“Jack, just please. Can’t we sleep? And we’ll talk about this later. But you can’t… just… not be around me.” 



“We need to talk to Ezra. I think I may have just killed you.” 
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“I’m clearly not dead, Jack,” I shook my head, not understanding what he meant. 



“Maybe there’s still time. Maybe we can do something.” He wasn’t looking at me anymore. His mind was working overtime, trying to think of some way out of this. “You’ve got to get up. We have to go now.” 



“But I am so tired!” I whined and fell backwards on the bed. I didn’t have the strength to argue anymore. He was saying things that were potentially very serious, but my eyes were already closing. 



“Alice!” Jack shouted, and it startled me enough where my eyes opened up again. “You have to get up!” 



“No!” I rolled over and buried my face in the pillow. “You have to come back to bed! That’s what we’ll do. Compromise.” 



“That’s not a compromise at all,” he sighed. The bed shifted as he sat down next to me, and hesitantly, he touched my back. “Alice. Come on. You have to do this. We have to talk to him. 

Maybe there’s something he can do. Your neck hasn’t completely healed yet.” 



“I don’t care! I am so tired, Jack! I’ve never been this tired in my entire life!” I was shouting, or at least trying to, but if Jack hadn’t had better hearing, he wouldn’t have been able to hear me. 



“That’s because you just lost about two pints of blood, and you only had seven to begin with, so your body’s weak right now. Which is also why we need to get up, so I can make sure that you’re okay.” He shook my back, and I tried to pull away from him, not that I got very far. “Alice. Get up.” 

After that, he was done arguing. Part of his insistence came from how nervous my current state made him, and he wanted Mae and Ezra to check me out to make sure I wasn’t about to keel over. He got up, and gently but firmly, he started pulling me out of bed. I offered some kind of complaint, but he didn’t listen. 



“I’m not wearing any clothes,” I insisted in my tired whine. I was still in the robe, but that didn’t really constitute as clothes. Standing up made me feel dizzy, and I want to sit back down, but he held me in place until I stopped swaying. 



“I’ll get you clothes. But you have to stay standing up. You need to try waking up a little bit.” He was holding me steady, and cautiously he let me go. When I didn’t collapse backwards, he hurried to get me something to wear. 



“I don’t understand why this can’t wait until I’ve had a bit more sleep. What time is it?” I yawned loudly. 



“Um, it’s a little after nine in the morning,” Jack answered as he rummaged through his closet. He came out a second later carrying a tee shirt and drawstring sweats. “Here.” 



“How are you so alert? Milo was like… out after he bit Jane.” I shivered involuntarily at the thought of it and took the clothes from him. 



“He’s still young. It effects him a lot harder than it does me,” he replied absently. “Put on the clothes.” 



“I don’t want to.” 



I tried sitting down, but he grabbed my arm to stop me. I just stood there then, fighting to keep my eyes open. Obviously, since standing and opening my eyes were a chore, I wasn’t really up to 140

getting dressed, so Jack took it upon himself. Later on, I’d be incredibly embarrassed, but at the time, I was just grateful that I didn’t have to do it myself. He gently pushed off the robe, and pulled the shirt over my head. I tried to help get my arms through the sleeves of the tee shirt, but I somehow got tangled up. Getting dressed had never been so complicated. He let me sit down to put on my pants, but I ended up actually laying down, and I instantly fell asleep. In ten seconds it took him to get my pants and pull me into standing up, I had fallen asleep. 



“Alice,” Jack pleaded with me, trying to get me to stand again, but I wasn’t having any of it. 

Finally, he just gave up on it. At least I was dressed. He scooped me into his arms, and my head lolled into his shoulder. The rest of me just hung there, limply. I wanted to put my arms around his neck, but I was already falling sleep. There was the sense of motion, and the next thing I knew, we were downstairs, and he was trying to get me to stand up again. The hardwood floors felt too cold and slippery, and I couldn’t do it. 



“Alice, you’re not even trying,” he sighed. His arm was around me, trying to just be supportive. My legs weren’t doing anything productive, so my weight was entirely on him. “Alice! Come on.” 



“Just let me sit down.” I decided that would fix everything somehow, if I could just sit down that instant. I was trying to push away from him, so I could just drop to wherever I was at and sit down. 



“Alice, we’re in dining room. Why don’t you wait until I take you to the living room?” Jack suggested helpfully, but I just kept pushing on him. 

He was much stronger than me, especially considering my extreme state of weakness, but he must’ve decided that fighting me on this was a moot point. Gently, he helped lower me to the floor. Once on the floor, 



I sat up for about a second, and then fell backwards. He caught me before I cracked the back of my head on the floor, and then carefully set me down so I was laying down. 



“You’re just gonna sleep in the middle of the dining room floor?” He had crouched over me, and I looked up at him blearily for a minute. 



“I guess so. Since you wouldn’t let me sleep upstairs like a  normal  person. Why can’t I ever just be a normal person? Like… for once. I just wanna sleep when I’m tired. Why is that such a crime?” I was tiredly rambling on, but my eyelids were too heavy, and as soon as they fell shut, so did my mouth. 



“Alice! I just want you awake long enough to talk to Mae!” He tried shaking me, and while I was still awake, I was too tired to speak or move. “Alice!” 



“You bit her.” I heard Mae’s voice coming from somewhere behind Jack, and it startled him. It would’ve done me too, if I hadn’t mostly passed out already. “You finally did it. Is she okay?” 



“That’s what I’m trying to find out.” 



“I’m fine,” I mumbled, but I heard Mae’s footsteps and felt her crouch down next to me, pushing Jack out of the way. Her hands went to my forehead and my neck, and she made a clicking sound with her tongue. 



“This happened awhile ago, Jack. Why are you just bringing her down now?” Mae demanded. 



“I don’t know. I fell asleep. I don’t know what I was thinking,” Jack told her apologetically. 



“How is she?” That was Ezra, his deep accent rolling out from everywhere. I couldn’t place where he was at. His voice almost sounded like it was coming from inside my head. 



141

“She pale and cool and her heart’s beating fast, but I think she’s okay. We could give her a transfusion, but I don’t really think she needs it.” Mae started lifting me up off the floor, and my eyelids fluttered and I tried to push her off. 



“No! Just leave me here. I don’t want to move anymore,” I insisted weakly. 



“You’re on the kitchen floor!” Mae said, pushing my hair back from forehead. 



“She’s really big into the floor apparently,” Jack grumbled. 



“Just leave her if that’s what she wants,” Ezra commanded, and I tried to tell him thank you, but I couldn’t. I felt myself settling back down on the floor, and Mae stood up and moved away from me. Jack asked Ezra what was going to happen now, and I heard the wonderful, deep boom of his voice but I couldn’t understand the answer. It was like listening to the adults talk on  Charlie Brown. I was quickly fading out, unable to concentrate enough to hear the most important conversation of my life. The lull of their voices put me to sleep. 



Milo was yelling, and that’s what woke me up. My whole body felt stiff and ached when I opened my eyes. Ezra had his arms around Milo, holding him back, and Mae stood in between Milo and Jack, trying to reason with him. He just kept screaming at Jack, demanding to know what he did to me and why he thought it was alright. Jack wasn’t saying anything. He just stood behind Mae, looking upset and remorseful. 



“Why would you even think that was okay?” Milo shouted, futilely fighting against Ezra’s arms. 



“Milo, she’s alright!” Mae explained as calmly as she could. Her hand was on his chest, more to calm him down than to hold him back. There was no way he could break from Ezra’s grip. “She’s just weak and this is where she wanted to lay!” 



“When Peter finds out, she’s as good as dead!” Milo spat, and I saw tears streaming down his cheeks. 



“You’re supposed to care about her so much and you just signed her death certificate!” Jack winced and looked at the floor. 



“Stop yelling,” I grimaced. Trying to sit up was difficult, and I saw Jack move to start helping me, but then he stopped and took a step back. Mae ended up leaving her post in front of Milo and helped into the sitting up position. “My head hurts. And so does my neck. And every part of my body.” 



“That’s from sleeping on a hardwood floor.” Mae rubbed my back and brushed the hair from eyes. 



“Other than being sore, how are you feeling?” 



“Tired. And a little a dizzy.” I ran a hand through my hair and looked up at Milo. He had stopped fighting against Ezra, but he kept an arm on him just the same. Sniffling, Milo wiped at his face with the back of his arm and tried to pretend like he hadn’t been crying. 



“Jack, go in the medicine in the main bathroom and get the vitamins,” Mae instructed, pointing down the hallway. “There should be some iron and vitamin B12.” He nodded, without looking at me, and went down the hall to the bathroom. “Milo, why don’t you get her something to take it with? Something with sugar. We have some Mountain Dew or something, don’t we?” 



“I’ll check.” Milo took a step towards the kitchen, but Ezra was still holding onto his arm. 
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Milo hurried over to the fridge to get a me a pop. 



Jack appeared back with the vitamins and handed them to Mae. As soon as she took them, he quickly took several steps back from us. He stood all the way on the other side of the room, crossing his arms over his chest and staring at the floor. Milo came back in with a Mountain Dew, glaring at Jack as he handed it to me. 



Naturally, I couldn’t open the can because I could barely do anything. Crouched next to me, Mae was actually holding me up with her hand on my back. She handed me a couple pills, and I greedily drank the soda. It tasted better than I remembered it tasting, which I thought was odd, and I gulped it down fast. 



“Feeling a little better?” Mae pushed the hair behind my ear and watched me closely. 



“I guess,” I shrugged, but I only felt slightly more alert than when I had passed out on the floor the first time. “Why did you guys even have vitamins? You don’t eat.” 



“I bought them for you,” Mae answered absently, fixing my hair. I hadn’t brushed it since my bath, and I imagined that it was snarly and looked like hell. “We all knew this was a possibility.” 



“Are you sure she’s okay?” Milo stood next to Ezra, looking at me nervously and fidgeting in place. 



“She’s just so pale.” 



“She’ll be just fine,” Mae assured him. “Do you hear her heart?” She paused, and Milo cocked his head, listening for the sound of it. “It’s a little fast, but it’s strong. That sound means she’ll be alright.” 



“We should get her up off the floor,” Ezra suggested. 



Mae took the can of empty soda from me, and Ezra bent down in front of me. I was a little surprised that he as going to be the one helping me, but I tried not to show it. I looped my arm around his neck and he lifted me up easily. Having never been that close to him before, I felt a little awkward, but I couldn’t help but notice how wonderfully male he smelled. Like sandalwood and spice, all woodsy and strong. 



He set me on the couch in the living room, and Mae followed behind us, carrying a blanket. Once he put me down, Ezra crouched at eye level with me, his eyes staring intently at me and he breathed deeply. 



Almost sadly, he looked away and then stood up. Mae wrapped the blanket around my shoulders, and left her arms with them, cradling me to her as she set next to me. Ezra stood in front of us, resting his hand on his chin, just watching me. Milo and Jack were standing off to the side of the room, and I could feel them looking to Ezra expectantly. A decision was in the process of being made right now, one that I didn’t understand. 



“Guys, I’m okay, really,” I told them meekly, hoping to ease the tension in the room, but it didn’t do anything. 



“We know, love,” Mae whispered, squeezing me briefly to reassure me. Her eyes were locked on Ezra, though, and there was this collective feeling everyone looking at him and thinking “Well?” 



“Yes,” Ezra nodded infinitesimally, and his expression was regretful. “You can smell him on her.” 



“Fuck,” Jack said under his breath and turned away, so his back was to us. 
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Mae sorrowfully let out sigh and rested her forehead on my shoulder. I understood what Ezra said as soon as he meant it, but I just shook my head, in disbelief. Milo ran a hand through his hair and looked as if he was about to start crying again. 



“I’m wearing his clothes.” I touched at my shirt, but Ezra shook his head. “It just happened, too. 

You can’t be sure. And I don’t even know why it matters. So what if I smell like Jack?” I looked over at Jack helpfully, but he still had his back to everyone. “Who cares? Right? Does it even matter?” 



“It matters.” Mae lifted her head up, looking sadly at Ezra. “But there’s still things we can do. Isn’t there?” Ezra was just kind of staring at me, to the point where I almost felt uncomfortable, and he was ignoring her. “Ezra?” 



“Mae…” Ezra shook his head helplessly. 



“What does that mean?” Milo demanded, his voice high and shaky. He rushed over to us, looking up at Ezra with huge brown eyes that were pleading with him. “What do you mean?” 



“It means that Peter’s not here.” Ezra put his hands together, like he was praying, in front of his mouth, then gestured widely. When he looked over at Milo, he tried to smile. “He’s not here. He can’t do anything. And that’s what we’ve got.” 



“That’s all you’ve got?” Milo had tears in his eyes and he was biting his lip to hold them back. 



“Milo, it’s okay,” I said, and somehow my tone was calm and even. Maybe I was too tired to really feel scared or sad yet. “I’m okay. We’re okay. There’s nothing to worry about. Not right now. 

Okay?” 



For whatever reason, that was when Jack had enough. He abruptly stormed out of the room, and I heard his feet as he ran up the stairs. Matilda ran after him, but he apparently slammed the door before she could make it into this room because she started barking and clawing at the door. 



“Matilda!” Ezra roared, and she fell silent. 



“Milo, can you go get my phone?” I asked, looking up at him. “I think it’s in Mae and Ezra’s room somewhere.” 



“Try the bathroom,” Mae offered helpfully. 



“Sure thing.” Milo looked better being put on a task. If he was doing something, anything, it felt better than just standing there trying to figure out if I had a death sentence. 



Once he had hurried out of the room, I turned my focus onto Ezra. I was a little surprised to find my eyes swimming with tears, but I imagined that the being incredibly tired and suffocating in Jack’s feelings of guilt probably added to it. In truth, I didn’t feel like Peter was that big of a threat. 

If he were around, he’d probably kill me and/or Jack, but he wasn’t around. 



“Tell him not to come back,” I told Ezra, and a heavy lump started growing in my throat. 

It didn’t seem right, but part of my sadness came from knowing that I would never see Peter again. That sounds stupid since the reason I can never see him is because he’d kill me if I did, but it didn’t change the way I felt. My body still felt intertwined with Jack’s, even more so than before. He wasn’t even in the room, but I could feel his terror and shame coursing through my veins. On top of that, I some part of me still felt pulled towards Peter and didn’t understand how I could possible survive the rest of my life without seeing him again. 



“You really want that?” Ezra furrowed his brow, trying to get a read on exactly how I felt. 
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“Do I even have a choice?” I swallowed hard. “He’s going to kill me and Jack.” I breathed out heavily and looked down at the corner of the blanket, which I had begun fiddling with. “I know you still talk to him. So just try and convince him not to come back. Tell him he’d be… happier starting a new life or something.” Then I shook my head, realizing how selfish I was being. “No, that’s not fair. Maybe I should just leave. Then Peter will never know, and he’ll never have any reason to hurt Jack.” 



“Nobody wants you to leave, love,” Mae insisted, stroking my hair. “Especially not after what happened last night.” 



I was about to ask why Jack biting me would make them want me to stay even more, but then I realized she was talking about the fight at the club. There were vampires hunting me, on top of this whole other mess. It would be imprudent for me to go home, when I didn’t really know the status of their hunt. They might find my apartment, since I didn’t live that far from the clubs, and apparently, I had a really distinct scent to track. 



“Oh hell.” I had to gulp down air to keep from crying, and Ezra shifted uneasily. 



“We’re going to protect you, Alice,” Ezra affirmed. “We just haven’t resolved everything yet.” 



“Have you resolved anything?” I hadn’t meant to sound so glib. After all, these were  my  problems he was talking about, not his own, and it wasn’t their responsibility to fix them. 



“We will,” Ezra replied finitely. 



“I found your phone.” Milo stood at the edge of the room, holding my phone out towards me and looking unsure. When he had left, I was mostly okay, but now I was hunched over, hugging myself tightly, and fighting desperately to keep from sobbing. 



“Thank you.” I held out my hand towards him and he brought it over. I was surprised there weren’t messages or missed calls from Jane, but it was still fairly early in the morning, and I saw how badly Milo had knocked her out last night. “I need to get home. I have school tomorrow, and I still have to talk to Jane, and I don’t even what I’m gonna tell her yet.” 



“It’s still very early. You’ve barely gotten any sleep, and you have plenty of time to worry about all later. Why don’t you stay here and get some rest, and we’ll take you home in the morning to get you ready for school?” Mae suggested. 



“Why in the morning?” I looked over at her, puzzled. “Why not tonight?” 



“We’d just feel a little safer if you were here tonight,” Mae explained, running her fingers through my hair. 



To me, it seemed more dangerous having me around Jack, but then I realized that he was probably the least of my worries. My blood was already tainted. There was nothing worse that he would do to me than what he’d already done. Outside of this house, however, there were Lucian and Violet, and not to mention Peter. On top of all that, I still felt incredibly weak and tired, and it probably wouldn’t hurt for me to be under observation for a little while. 



“Why don’t you two take the master room? And I can take the couch in the den,” Ezra offered. 



“I couldn’t kick you out of your own room,” I tried to refuse demurely. 



“I insist.” He turned to Milo, who was still standing awkwardly to the side of us. “Why don’t you go upstairs and get some sleep? We’ve all had an incredibly long night. Mae will be with your sister, and I’ll just be right next door. Nothing will happen.” 
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“You’re sure you’re okay, Alice?” Milo looked at me with eyes full of concern, and I just nodded. 



“I’m just gonna get some sleep, and he’s right. You really need to the same.” 



Reluctantly, he walked out of the room, and I heard his feet softly padding up the stairs. After last night, he had to be exhausted, too. He’d been in his first fight ever, and it’d been with a pissed off vampire. That had to take a lot out of him. He’d only managed a few hours sleep on top of it, so I was a little surprised he wasn’t as bad as me. 



When I stood up, I almost fell over, and instantly, Ezra’s arms were around me, carrying me. It felt safe in his arms, but it felt weird too. I had become accustomed to the feeling of Jack’s arms and the way the made me feel perfect and safe. It wasn’t that I thought Ezra would drop me, but it felt familiar and unusual all at once. 



He left me on his bed, which felt very rude, on my part. This was his enormous, extravagant bed that I was taking over, and he was going to sleep on a couch in the den. Not that he seemed to mind, but I felt guilty anyway. He kissed Mae softly on the lips before departing, and then she smiled wanly at me and walked over to the bed. 



I crawled under the covers, trying to get comfortable in their sea of blankets and pillows, and she climbed in next to me. She was still in her pajamas, as they all had been, because Jack and I had woken them up. Well, more so Jack, because I had still been asleep when he was making the scene that woke everybody up. 



“Are you comfortable?” Mae asked me before she turned off the bedside lamp. 



“Yeah,” I nodded, and she flicked off the light and settled into bed. “Thanks.” 



“No problem. I’m really glad you’re here, even with all of this,” Mae said warmly. 



“Can I ask you something?” In the darkness of the room, it felt okay to address something that had been bothering me. 



“You can ask me anything, love.” She moved in the bed, and although I couldn’t see her, I could tell she had turned on her side to face me and moved closer. 



“Milo bit Jane last night, and it was… I don’t know.” I wanted to say animalistic or predatory, but that didn’t sound right and I didn’t want to say that about my brother. “But when Jack bit me, it was entirely different. And I know it was happening to me and I wasn’t witnessing it, but I don’t think that it looked the way it did when Milo bit Jane.” 



“And you want to know why it was different?” 



“Yeah.” I shrugged. When Milo bit Jane, it had really freaked me out. When Jack bit me, it had been perfect and magical, and I wanted to do it again and again. I’d been afraid that Milo would tear my head off, but I’d never felt that way around Jack. 



“For one thing, Milo is younger and much more inexperienced with that sort of thing,” Mae explained carefully. “For another, Milo was starving when he bit her, and Jack wasn’t, so Jack was able to have much more control than Milo.” She sighed, as if that wasn’t quite what she wanted to say. 



“Forgive me for a better analogy, because I’m not saying anything against your brother when I saw this,” Mae went on. “But think of sex and rape. They’re both the same physical act, the same way that biting anyone is essentially the same thing. But one is for romance, and one is forced. 
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either. When Jack bit you, he did it because he needed to feel close to you, and Milo did it because he needed to eat.” 



“So… when Jack bites other people, is it like the way it was with Milo?” There was something simultaneously terrifying and comforting in that. For the first time, I understood what he meant when he said that it wasn’t the same when he fed on other people as it was with me. 



“I wasn’t there with Milo, but I would say to a lesser extent, yes. Milo was much more aggressive because of his age and hunger, and depending on how hungry Jack is depends on rough he’ll be,” Mae answered. “Does that help?” 



“I think so.” 



“Why don’t you get some sleep now? I know you’re exhausted,” Mae suggested. 



I rolled over, so I was laying on my stomach, and she started gently rubbing circles on my back. It was the same thing my mother had done when I was little and couldn’t fall asleep. Not that I really needed that much help. I felt better than I had when I first woke up, but there was fatigue like nothing I had ever felt before. Even after Peter had bitten me and almost drained me entirely, the blood transfusion Ezra had given me had boosted everything before I felt the extreme effect of it. 

Within seconds, I was out cold. 






Chapter 20 

I didn’t wake up until almost ten o’clock that night, but fortunately, I was still so tired that I knew I wouldn’t have any trouble falling asleep again before school. Jack was around the house, but he didn’t even look at me the entire time that I was there. That hurt like nothing else. We had shared something far more intimate than I had ever imagined anything could be, and then he won’t talk to me or look at me. He could barely even stand to be in the same room as me. 



Milo made me supper, and everyone moved around me like they were walking on broken glass. 

They treated me like I was dying, like a doctor had given me a matter of weeks to live, but I didn’t see an expiration date stamped anywhere on me. Ezra was gone by the time I woke up, and Mae explained that he had some things he wanted to look into. I didn’t know if he really did, or if he was going to talk to Peter and try to keep him away. 



Jane sent me a couple text messages, demanding to know had happened last night, but I didn’t really feel like explaining vampires in text message form and I definitely did have the strength for that kind of phone conversation. So I just ignored her, even though I knew she deserved an explanation after my brother had bitten her. 



Eventually, I fell asleep on the couch, and Mae woke me up a little after six in the morning. She dropped me at home, where I could shower and get ready for school. She’d sent me with vitamins and iron, as that would help produce more blood and combat my weakness. I still felt frail and out of it, and I wasn’t really sure how I would make it through the day. 



After an unseasonably warm August, I walked to the bus stop in a rather chilly mist. Last year marked the first year since I was in the fifth grade that Milo and I attended the same school because of our grade difference, but it still felt incredibly strange going to school by myself. Going back to school was like a return back to real life, but I was going alone. Milo was no longer a part of real life. 



On the bus, I pulled out my iPod with the intent of listening to it, but nothing sounded good. Today felt so off and I felt so disconnected from everything. I just wanted to sleep, but I didn’t want to go 147

back to my apartment. I never wanted to go there again. It didn’t felt like home anymore, and everything about my life felt wrong. 



I stumbled blearily through the first couple hours of school until Jane cornered me in a stairwell. 

Stupidly, I had put on my headphones to listen to Bloc Party very loudly, so I didn’t hear her calling my name or chasing after me. I had made it up a flight of stairs when suddenly her face appeared directly in front of mine. Her make up was caked on heavier than normal, trying to hide the fact that she looked pale and freaked out. Otherwise, she looked like her usual perfect-Jane-self. 



“What the hell is going on?” Jane hissed, ripping the ear buds from ears. 



“What?” I tried to play dumb since there were still people streaming down the stairs around me. I would’ve tried to get away from her, but she had backed up against the wall. 



“You know damn well what I’m talking about.” Her voice was just above her whisper, and her face was so close to mine I could smell the Red Bull on her breath and the strawberry gloss on her lips. 



“I don’t want to talk about it here,” I replied warily. People were slowing down on the stairs, stopping to watch the scene she was making. 



“Maybe you should’ve thought about that last night when you weren’t answering my calls,” Jane growled. 



“I wasn’t thinking about anything.” I dropped my eyes to floor so I didn’t have to look at the frightened glare she was giving me. “I slept a lot yesterday.” 



“Come on,” Jane grabbed my hand and started yanking me down the steps I had just walked up. 



“What are you doing?” I asked, but I didn’t even try fighting her. 



“We’re gonna talk!” 



She dragged me to the nearest girls’ bathroom and then practically threw me inside. I stumbled and fell to the ground, but I blame that mostly on my own infirmity. There was a freshman washing her hands at the sink, but Jane sneered at her, so she finished and hopped over me on her way to the exit. As I got to my feet, Jane checked underneath the stalls to make sure we were alone, and then threw her heavy book bag in front of the door to act as doorjamb. 



“What the hell happened, Alice?” She stopped glaring at me just long enough so she could go over and dig her cigarettes out of her book bag. I walked over to a sink and leaned on it, since I still didn’t have the kind of strength I would’ve liked. “What are they? Who were those people that chased after us? And what the hell did your brother do to me?” 



“One question at a time, Jane.” I ran a hand through my hair and tried to ignore that haunting, pale reflection that stared out from the mirror. I turned my back to it and using every last bit of my strength, I hopped onto the counter. 



“Start with whichever one you want,” Jane gestured vaguely as she lit her cigarette. The bell rang overhead, announcing that the break had ended and class had begun, but neither of us made any move towards the door. 



“They’re vampires,” I said quietly and studied her response. 
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When she took a drag from her cigarette, I noticed her hand was shaking. Her eyes stared intently at the yellow bathroom floor tile, and she exhaled smoke out of the corner of her mouth. 

Her expression didn’t look surprised and her skin didn’t pale, but I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. Maybe she just thought I was insane. She took another drag of her cigarette, and then gestured for me to continue with her other hand. 



“I don’t really know who the other vampires were. We met them at a club a little while back, and they were like obsessed with me because Jack wouldn’t share me or something. I don’t really know what they want with me.” I kept watching her, but she stayed the same, nervously smoking and looking down. “They just happened to be at the club that night. I didn’t know they would be. 

And they chased us. Milo lost blood in the attack, and he was kind of desperate to replace it. So he bit you. I’m sorry. We never meant for you to get involved.” 



“Milo is a vampire?” Jane said, almost interrupting me. “How long?” 



“Just over three weeks.” It sounded so weird to me saying it aloud. My brother’s been a vampire for almost a month. 



“Jack is a vampire?” She was starting to struggle between what she saw and logic, and I knew that feeling very well. 



“Yeah.” I was about to tell her that Mae and Ezra were too, but then I realized that she’d never met them. 



“But you’re not?” She finally looked up at me again, her eyes wide and scared. 



“No, I’m not.” I could’ve elaborated and added that I might be someday, but I didn’t. Not only would it just freak her out unduly, more and more it was seeming like I would end up dead before I turned. 



“Why don’t I have bite marks?” Jane pointed to her neck, which was completely bare, the same as mine was, even though we’d both been bitten just over twenty-four hours ago. “I knew that he bit me, but I didn’t have any sign of it.” 



“Something in their saliva. It makes the wounds heal right away,” I shrugged. “It’s probably the same thing that makes it so they heal so quickly and live forever and all that, but on a much smaller scale.” 



“That’s why you brother looked so foxy. And why I can’t get him out of my head.” Jane chewed the inside of her cheek and stared off into space. “And why I couldn’t get Jack out of my head either. They’re vampires.” 



“I’m sorry,” I said softly, unsure of what else to say. “I never thought you would… When Milo invited you out, I thought we would just dance and you’d go home. I never tried to mix you guys. I just…” 



“What do they want with you?” Jane looked up at me again, and this time, she was suspicious. 

“Are you like Jack’s blood mule or something?” 



“No, no, it’s nothing like that,” I shook my head. “He’s… We’re… There’s extenuating circumstances that I’m not gonna get into right now, but we’re almost dating. I guess.” 



“What does that even mean?” Her hand was shaking less when she flicked her ashes, and that was reassuring. “Are you sleeping together? Does he bite you?” 



“No.” I let it hang in the air, unwilling to tell her the truth about him biting me. “We just care about 149

each other.” 



“So why did Milo turn into a vampire and not you?” She was studying me now, trying to figure it if I was lying or leaving anything out, and I shifted uncomfortably. 



“There was an accident,” I explained. “He was dying, and the only way to save him was to turn him. So they did.” 



“I’m not gonna turn, am I?” Jane’s hand went reflexively to her neck, touching where Milo bit her. 

“No, it doesn’t work that. You’ll be perfectly fine,” I assured her, then added, “Oh. You should take iron and B12 for awhile to help your blood replenish or whatever.” 



“So… they’re really vampires?” Jane eyed me up skeptically. 



“You saw them.” There was no better explanation than what she had already witnessed. 



“I did,” Jane agreed thoughtfully. “But that girl, she had fangs, like hardcore. I didn’t notice any on Milo or Jack.” 



“Yeah, I don’t think those are real.” I’d been thinking the same thing, but I kept forgetting to mention it somebody in hopes they could explain it to me. “I mean, they have really sharp incisors, but they don’t look like that. I think hers must be veneers or something. She has to be a real vampire, but I think it’s all part of her ‘image.’ You saw her black lipstick and Halloween make up.” 



Jane nodded and tossed her cigarette butt on the floor. She stomped it out and pulled another cigarette out from her pack. Staring at the floor again, she was mulling everything over. 

Obviously, she’d been thinking of it before I said anything. In the car, after Violet and Lucian attacked us, she’d even used the word “vampires” herself. But it was still a hard thing to come to terms with, even when all the pieces fit. 



“So what now?” Jane asked at length. 



“What do you mean?” I looked at her curiously. 



“I don’t know!” She sounded exasperated, and she laughed hollowly. “They are vampires! Doesn’t it feel like we should do  something? That we can’t just back to living our life like normal?” 



“That’s something that I struggle with everyday,” I admitted. “But there isn’t much else for us to do.” 



“I was bit by a damn vampire! And now I’m supposed to go to Chemistry, and flirt with boys, and just pretend like none if ever happened?” There were tears welling in her eyes and she bit her lip. 

“I just sorta feel like my whole life was a lie. I mean, what else is there that I don’t know about?” 



“Jane, we hardly know about anything,” I pointed out. “There’s tons out there. But it doesn’t effect us. Or we don’t realize it does. This one thing happened to touch home, just for a minute, but it doesn’t change anything else.” 



“It changes  everything!” Jane insisted dramatically, and I couldn’t help but agree with her. 



This is exactly why they had suggested I not tell people about vampires. It was too hard for a person to take. It completely distorts the perception of reality. When things that are so clearly fiction became fact, it changes everything. How could I expect to her pretend none of this happened? From my own experience, I knew it was an impossibility. 
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“I don’t know what to tell you,” I told her simply. I knew exactly how she felt, but I didn’t have the answers for her. 



“So you’re no help?” Jane smiled wryly, then flicked her cigarette into the sink next to mine. “I should’ve excepted that from you.” She went over to her backpack and pulled out her ample makeup bag and went over to the mirror next to me. 



“What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded. 



“You just take your lot in life, no matter what it is.” Jane rummaged through her bag and pulled out something to blot the makeup that had smeared around her eyes when she started to tear up. 

“You don’t know how to fight for anything you want.” 



“I don’t think that’s true,” I replied, but her words stung more than they should. 



“Really?” Jane’s reflection smiled at me sardonically as she reapplied eyeliner. “If you really believe that, then how come you’re sitting here, still human, going to high school? Cause you’ve got to be dying to be a vampire. I know I would be, even if my brother and my boyfriend weren’t vampires.” When she finished her eyes, she caught my expression in the mirror and laughed darkly. “That’s what I thought.” 



“It’s so much more complicated than that.” But my words sounded unconvincing, even to me. 



“I’m sure it is.” She put on another coat of lip gloss and turned to me. “I’m gonna go to class. And we can just pretend we never even had this little talk, since that’s how you want to play this.” 



“I’m not playing anything!” 



“Good job,” Jane winked at me. 



She sauntered out of the bathroom, swinging her book bag over her back as she left. Her runway walk was already back in full strut, and I just gaped after her. It was as if there was a switch inside her where she could momentarily express real emotions, and then just flick them off when it became inconvenient. She’d been frightened and almost crying, and boom! She fixed her make up, belittled me, and walked off into the sunset. 



I leaned back, resting my head against the mirror, and tried to find fault with what she said. I fought for what I wanted. Repeatedly, I had tried to convince Ezra that it was a good idea that I turned now instead of later. Sure, I never really told Jack how I felt, but I still hadn’t gotten everything with him straightened out. All I was doing was the making the best of a messed up situation. That wasn’t the same as just letting life happen to me. 



Walking the block and a half from school to my apartment left me so exhausted, I had to sit down on the front steps and take a break. Not to mention the entire day of walking around the school, and I ended up sleeping a lot in class. During lunch, I’d gone to the nurses’ offices and laid down on a cot to get some sleep. 



Eventually, I was able to get up and ride the elevator upstairs, but I collapsed on the couch as soon as I got in and passed out. 



Milo text messaged me to make sure I was okay, but I only vaguely remember answering it, and then I was out again. I barely managed to wake up for school the next day, but I took twice the vitamins Mae told me to take. When they bus dropped me off at school, I ran across the street to the gas station and bought like five Red Bulls. I was gonna fight this tired thing if it killed me. 
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Surprisingly, by the end of the day, I was actually feeling pretty good. Jane had avoided me the entire day, but I decided that it was better that way. She needed to extradite herself from this life before she got hurt. 



As expressed by the slow way in which I meandered about the halls, and this was me feeling better. I made it through the second day of my senior year, though, so I thought that counted for something. 



It wasn’t until I got home and sat on the couch, sipping on my sixth Red Bull of the day, as I had made a pit stop at the gas station again before going home. Milo had texted me twice yesterday, once asking how I was feeling and the second expressing his relief that I was doing okay. He had not invited me over. Jack had not called or text messaged me. In fact, since he’d bitten me, Jack hadn’t really spoken to me at all. There was that conversation when I was half-asleep, but he just kept repeating that I needed to wake up and go downstairs, and that was it. It wasn’t the same as really talking about things. We had shared something immensely intimate, and he was just blowing me off. It was kind of startling how typical a guy he was sometimes. 



Admittedly, he was legitimately freaked out by everything. Not because of how close he’d felt to me, but because it meant that we were both in serious danger. But we were already in danger. 

Avoiding me now couldn’t take it back or make me any safer in the future. He wasn’t protecting me or preventing anything from happening. Our best bet was simply to keep away from Peter for the rest of eternity, and Ezra was on top of that. I don’t know why that meant I couldn’t be around Jack. 



Unless… 



When he was biting me, I could feel how much he cared about me, and it was rather overwhelming. It felt amazing to feel how he felt about me and see the way he saw me, but conversely, he could feel the way I felt. Maybe it wasn’t good enough. Maybe he saw how little I cared for him. Not that I didn’t care for him that much, but there was no way I was even capable of feeling the way he felt. I would suffocate under the emotion. 

I cared about him as much as I could, as much as my measly human emotions would allow. 



Or worse. Maybe he’d felt the way I still felt about Peter. Despite everything that should be to the contrary, I still had very strong feelings about Peter, and something at the very core of me felt destined to be with him. All of those feelings came directly from blood, and maybe Jack really got a taste of that. If he knew how I really felt, it might turn him off of me forever. 



Without even knowing it, I may very well have broken his heart and driven him away. 



I couldn’t live in that kind of panic, so I pulled out my phone. I didn’t think I could talk directly to Jack, not yet, so I text messaged Milo instead. Talking to him would still make sense, and maybe I could get a read on the situation. 



Hey. How’s it going? I messaged Milo. 



It was still fairly early in the afternoon, so they were probably still asleep. As time started to slowly tick by, it seemed more and more likely that either Milo was sleeping or he hated me. I laid on the couch, staring at the television and trying to focus on what was happening, but it was nearly impossible. Finally, after seven o’clock, my phone started to ring, and my heart almost pounded out of my chest. 



Pretty good. How are you feeling today? Milo replied. 



Good. Better. What’s going on tonight? I responded. 
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We’re just working on some things here. You should probably just stay home and get some rest. 

Milo suggested. 



I’m feeling better. I’d like to get out. This was, of course, only half the truth, but I wanted to see Jack. If I was around him and I saw him, I would know exactly what was going on. But I had to get there first. 



Not tonight. Just get some sleep. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Milo messaged back, and that was that. 

They were shutting me out of their lives, and this time, I was pretty sure I wasn’t just being paranoid. If neither Jack nor Peter wanted me around me anymore, it made little sense for me to be around. Sure, Mae and Milo still liked me, but Milo could still talk to me. Just not at their house. 

Peter could just move back home, and they could go on with their lives. Everything could go back to some semblance of normal if they just got rid of me. I took more vitamins, drank another Red Bull, and paced the apartment. 



In retrospect, all that caffeine would seem like a really bad idea. I was still tired and weak, and instead of perking me up, it just made me fidgety and it was hard to get comfortable. Combine that with this new panic taking over me since I’d just discovered that I had probably ruined the only that really mattered to me in my life. I was going to be alone and destitute until the end of time, and it was all because of my stupid ridiculous blood. 



When I finally decided to try and go to bed, sleep escaped me. Even though I was still suffering anemia induced exhaustion, my nerves and the caffeine made it impossible to sleep. There was a cool mist seeping into my room through the open window, so for a change I wouldn’t be forced to sleep in muggy ninety degree temperatures. I actually had cool comfort going for me, but I just tossed and turned until the covers fell off, and then I was cold. 



My phone glowed on my nightstand like a beacon of unrequited love. If only Jack would call me, then somehow we could straighten this all out. I could confess how much I really did care about him, and how little Peter meant to me. Maybe I could even have Milo explain to him the whole nature vs. nurture thing. Things had just gotten too heated between us too fast, and then everything had gotten messed up. If we just let things cool down for a moment and spoke about them openly, he’d realize that I want to be with him more than anything in the world. But first, he’d just have to call. 



Eventually, my body forced itself to shut down and go to sleep, and I was staring at the phone when my eyes finally closed. The lost coherent thought I remember having before drifting off was that I really and truly loved Jack. 



I heard a noise, a banging sound on my window, and my eyes flashed open. A fog had somehow lightly permeated my room, sliding in from the open window. The scare from the bang momentarily drove away my fatigue, and I sat up, looking around for the source of sound. A curtain fluttered in a light breeze, letting in the light from the streetlamp, and it cast onto a figure standing in the corner of my room. 



My breath caught in my throat, which was probably only a little better than screaming. I was about to ask who it was, but even in the dim fog of my room, I could see his piercing green eyes fixed on me. He knew that I had seen him, so he stepped out from the shadows, and my body reacted accordingly. Peter was still the most stunning thing I had ever seen. My heart fluttered irrationally and that familiar painful tug started pulling inside of me, almost demanding that I get out of bed and go to him. If I hadn’t been in shock, I might have actually done that. Instead, I just gaped at him until my lungs screamed at me. 



“Peter,” I whispered breathlessly. 



“I didn’t mean to wake you,” Peter said softly, and his voice sounded like velvet. 
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He moved closer to me, almost cautiously sitting on the edge of my bed. His thick, chestnut hair fell into his eyes, and he absently pushed it back. His skin was smooth and flawless, and his lips were parted just slightly, breathing me in. He wanted to reach out and touch me, but fought it, gripping my blanket and balling his hand up into a fist. There should’ve been something menacing and frightening about him being in my room, but there wasn’t. His eyes were intense and bright, but they were affectionate and filled with a painful longing for me. 



“What are you doing here?” I swallowed hard, trying gauge his reaction, but it was impossible. As always, his expression was impenetrable. 



“I wanted to see you. I thought something was wrong.” His eyes flashed with something I couldn’t read, and I dropped my gaze. My mind was starting to fill with the exotic haze of him, and I wouldn’t be able to think at all if I kept looking at him. 



“Something wrong? You mean like when you nearly killed me?” 



I was startled that I had even been able to say something that biting, but whenever I was around him, my tongue had complete power. He fogged up whatever part of my senses controlled my inhibitions. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him flinch, and that delighted me somehow. He felt remorse about what he done to me, as if that was evidence that he actually cared. 



“I can never apologize enough for that,” Peter murmured, and his fist clenched tighter onto my blanket. 



“Funny. I haven’t even heard you apologize once.” I looked up at him sharply, and he just turned away from me, his eyes softening with guilt and shame. 



“Alice, I never meant to hurt you. I just didn’t know how to protect you. Or myself.” He exhaled deeply, staring out my window for a moment before continuing. “I’ll never forgive myself for what I did. You don’t know how badly I wish that I could take it back. You deserve so much better than me, so much better than my life, and that’s why I left.” 



“I didn’t want you to leave.” My voice sounded small, and I didn’t understand why but I was almost pleading with him. The part of me inside that had never stopped yearning for his touch was tearing me apart. 



“Really?” Peter looked back at me, surprised and relieved. 



“No. I wanted to die when you told me you didn’t want me anymore. What does that tell you?” My hands had started to shake, and my heart was pounding so loud I could barely hear myself speak. What was I saying? What was I doing? 



“I’ll never stop wanting you. I just couldn’t hurt you again.” Gently, he placed his hand on top of mine, and I felt jolt of electricity shoot through me. It took everything in me to keep breathing. All my senses were haywire. The only thing I could really see were his amazing emerald eyes penetrating through me. 



“Why are you back?” I whispered hoarsely. 



“I don’t think I can stay away from you anymore.” 



He leaned in towards me, but his lips completely bypassed mine. Instead they rested softly on my neck, kissing the skin running over my veins. A delirious moan escaped my lips, and a tantalizing heat went through me. His hand that had been gently touching mine had changed, so it was now pinning down my wrist, not that I minded. I wouldn’t have fought back no matter what he did to me. I welcomed every touch he gave. 



154

When the sharp prick of his teeth broke the skin, everything was more intense then I remembered. My blood surged through me, hot and silky, making my body tremble with pleasure. 

I had just started to feel his heart pump with mine, but there was this sudden darkness stinging at me, and just like that, he stopped biting me. 



The familiar cold shaking took over me, my body’s reaction to the separation. I had collapsed back on the bed, but Peter was still gripping my wrist, painfully tight. If he squeezed much harder, the bones would snap. He leaned over the edge of the bed, spitting on to my floor, and I couldn’t make sense of what was happening. 



“What did you do?” Peter turned me, breathing heavily. His eyes burned in agony, but his expression was completely bewildered. “Your blood was so bitter. What have you done? Did you let Jack…” 



“Peter,” I shook my head and tried to reach out for him, but he let go of me and backed away. 



“Alice, what have you done?” Peter repeated plaintively, and I had never seen anyone look as tortured as he did then. He ran a hand through his hair, and he looked as if he might be sick. 



“Peter. I didn’t…” I tried to sit up, but this overwhelming dizziness forced me back down. 



The exhaustion I felt before came back in tenfold. A couple days ago, I had lost several pints of blood, and even though Peter hadn’t taken very much himself, I could barely handle what I had already lost. I was trying to think, to reason with him, but my mind was suffocating. The lack of blood and that haze that Peter put on everything were too much. I closed my eyes, meaning to clear my head for a minute, but when I opened them, Peter was gone. 



I knew I should get up and call Jack or Milo or somebody. I had to warn them that Peter was back, and he knew what was going on. I wanted to move, but it was far too much work. There was a myriad of things going on inside of me, and I couldn’t get a handle on any of them. Nothing seemed to be working, and the best I could manage was reaching out for the phone my night stand. 






Chapter 21  

Something was shaking me so hard, I thought I would get whiplash. My body was flopping back and forth, and hands were painfully gripping my shoulders. I tried pushing them off, but I could barely even raise my arms. There was a voice screaming my name shrilly, and I realized belatedly that it was my mother. 



“Mom! Mom!” I shouted, swatting at her wrist the best I could, and the shaking finally stopped. 



“Alice? What the hell is going on with you?” Mom demanded, looking at me with wild eyes. 

She sat on my bed, holding my shoulders, otherwise I probably would’ve fallen back onto the bed. 

There was bright sunlight streaming in through the curtains, and not only was my mother actually home, she was in my room. I was trying to figure out what could possibly happening, but my body was just trying to fall back to sleep. 



“What are you talking about? What are you doing in here?” I mumbled groggily, and when I tried to push my hair out of my eyes, I poked myself in the eye. I sort of felt like a drunk person when I tried to move. 



“I just got home. It’s ten o’clock in the morning, and your alarm clock was going off, as it had been for the last three hours. You didn’t hear it? At all?” Mom was looking at me, trying to figure out if I 155

was high or drunk or just sick. “When I came in here, I turned off your alarm, and you just laid there. I thought you were dead.” 



“I’m not dead. I’m just tired.” I tried to shake her off, but she wasn’t letting go so easily. “I’m fine. 

Really.” 



“You slept through an alarm clock and you didn’t wake up until I shook the hell out of you! You are not fine!” Her grip on me softened though, and she pushed the hair of my eyes, probably so she could get a better look and see if they were bloodshot or dilated. “Alice, are you on drugs?” 



“No, Mom,” I batted her hand away, and she finally let go of me so I could lay back down. “I’m just tired. I think I’m sick. Like I have mono or something.” 



“Mono? What boys have you been kissing?” Her voice got shriller and higher, and I tried to bury my head in my pillow to block out the sound. “Is this that Jack boy? Did he get you sick? Is he giving you drugs? 



“No, Mom, no drugs!” The mention of Jack picked at something in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t exactly figure out what it was. “Just go away and let me get some sleep! I’ll talk about this later!” 



“You’re just skipping school today?” Mom asked me incredulously. 



“Guess so. I’m sick! Now leave me alone!” I hit at the air above my head, trying to shoo her away. 



“If you’re not up by this afternoon, I’m taking you to the doctors,” Mom relented and stood up. 

“And I’m having them test you for every drug known to man. Is that clear?” 



“Crystal,” I muttered into my pillow. 



Once she left, I rolled over and tried to clear the fog from my head. I really, really wanted to go back to sleep, but I figured that was just because of the counteractive effect the Red Bull had had on my system. I had forced myself to do too much yesterday, and my body had completely shut down as a result of it. 



Something about Jack was making my heart panic, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. He hadn’t talked to me yesterday, and then I had gone to bed, and then… And then Peter. I touched at my neck, feeling for bite marks, but there weren’t any, not that that really meant anything. 



Very little of last night remained clear to me. Just Peter’s green eyes and the strange fog in my room. But there couldn’t be fog in my room. That’s not even possible. And he had spit my blood on my floor. Mom would’ve freaked out if she saw the floor covered in blood. I rolled over, checking the floor just to be sure, but other than a few pieces of dirty clothing, it was clean. 

I laid back down and touched my neck again. What had happened last night? My had still felt fuzzy. 



Maybe… maybe it had just been a dream. As tired as I had been lately, it didn’t seem likely that I would wake up to any noise. Besides that, Peter and Ezra moved in almost total silence. I doubted I’d even be able to hear them come in.. It was probably just a bad dream as a result of my own obsessive paranoia, my exhaustion, and too much caffeine all rolled up together. 



Just be completely safe, I decided to call Milo anyway. If Peter was in town, it wouldn’t hurt to give them heads up, and if he wasn’t, it would give me a piece of mind. Milo didn’t answer when I called, but that was actually reassuring. If Peter had stopped by, they’d probably all be awake. In fact, they’d probably have called me or come to get me to make sure I was safe. But Milo not answering meant that he was still sleeping, and everything was okay. 
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“Hey, Milo, it’s just me,” I tiredly told his voicemail. “I just had the weirdest dream and I wanted to make sure you all were okay and what not. Just give me a call later, okay? Okay. Bye.” 



I flipped the phone shut and made sure to set the ringer on loud, just in case there was trouble and they needed to get a hold of me. In the meantime, I was tired as hell, and I just wanted to get back to sleep. Pulling the blankets over me, I snuggled deeper into the bed and passed out. 



I forced myself out of bed at seven o’clock, before my mother went to work, to prove to her that I was still alive and okay. I was feeling better, but not as good as I pretended to be. Once she left, I took the pills Mae had given me, then downed another Red Bull, and crashed on the couch. While I hadn’t the best experience with too much caffeine last night, I figured that a little could probably help take the edge off the fatigue. At least I was too tired to really feel nervous or anxious, so that was something. 



Milo came over, disrupting my plans to just fall back to sleep on the couch. I sat up and marveled over the back of the couch at him. He looked amazing, as usual, so it was safe to assume that nobody had attacked him in the night. Leaning on the back of the couch, he gave me a curious look. 



“You look like hell,” Milo commented, and that was probably true. 



I’d pretty much been sleeping the last couple days, or I was busy being a nervous wreck. The last time I showered was before school yesterday, and I hadn’t brushed my hair in just as long. My skin was ashen, even for me, and I hadn’t eaten or changed out of my pajamas since the day before. So yeah, I’m pretty sure I looked terrible. I  felt  terrible. 



“Thanks,” I replied off-handedly. “So what brings you to my neck of the woods?” 



“I came to check on you.” He pushed some of my hair out of my face, and I suspected he’d been spending too much time with Mae. That would explain his visitation. “You sounded weird on the phone, and Mae thought I should see how you’re recovering. Did you go to school today?” 



“I overslept,” I shrugged. 



“Alice, you need to stay on track for graduation,” Milo chided. 



“Oh, like you are?” I briefly considered sticking out my tongue but decided against it. 



I flopped back on the couch, but his expression only got more disapproving. Too bad. He only wanted what was best for me, and right now, what was best for me was lying down and resting, not worrying about school. Graduation seemed pointless, even if I didn’t inherit a fortune from Jack’s family like Milo had. I still didn’t really have any plans for the future. 



“Have you eaten today?” Milo smartly changed the subject. He glanced over at the kitchen, which was devoid of dirty dishes or any other relics of eating, aside from several empty Red Bull cans. 

“Hey. You stopped recycling since I moved out.” 



“You’re not here to make the rules anymore.” Most of the time, I was lucky if I remembered to take the garbage out, let alone sort and recycle. 



“So? Doesn’t the state of the world seem a little more prudent to you now that you’ll be living forever?” 



Milo walked into the kitchen to start sorting out the aluminum cans and empty cardboard box from the Fruity Pebbles I had finished off the other day. 
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“As of right now, I’ll be lucky if I make it to next year, let alone forever,” I sighed. 



“You’re so melodramatic,” Milo scoffed. I couldn’t see him, but I heard him puttering around in the kitchen, and my stomach grumbled. I was like Pavlov’s dog. The sound of Milo with cookware made me salivate. 



“Are you making me something?” I poked my head over the top of the couch again to see what he was up to. 



“Yeah. Mae said you need some red meat.” He was rooting through the freezer, looking for some of the groceries he’d recently bought me. “Listen. Why don’t you go take a shower and get yourself cleaned up, and I’ll make you supper. Sound good?” 



“You know, it’s so silly,” I said as I got up off the couch. “I was staying human so  I  could stay around and take care of  you.” 



He laughed, but it was pretty dumb. Milo had always been taking care of me. What exactly had I been sticking around to do for me? Really, I was just going to keep him company. I should’ve just gotten him a puppy, and let Jack turn me. If I had done that, I wouldn’t be so damn tired right now, and I wouldn’t be on the brink of losing everything. 



The bathroom smelled of flowers and cleanliness after my shower, but when I opened the door, all I could smell was delicious. The shower had given me a little burst of energy, so my stomach was even hungrier than it had been before. Milo had made me steak, and it was so rare, I was a little shocked it wasn’t mooing. He already made me a plate, perfectly set up with spinach, and some kind of rice. As an added bonus, he’d place a single pink rose in a vase in the center of the table. 



“This looks fantastic, Milo!” I gushed as I took my place at the table. “Where’d you get the flower?” 



“I have my ways,” he smiled cryptically, and I decided to leave it at that. I was too hungry to worry about frivolous mysteries. “You look like you’re feeling better.” 



“I am,” I admitted through a mouthful of food. He sat down across the table from me, watching me wolf down my food, and I couldn’t help but feel self-conscious. “Its weird eating when you’re not.” 



“I don’t think you’d have much of an appetite if I was eating right now.” He was trying to make a joke, but there was a hint of shame in his eyes. He hadn’t forgotten my reaction to watching him bite Jane, and frankly, neither had I. 



“Thank you. For this,” I quickly changed the subject. “It’s really good.” 



“Anytime.” He leaned on the table, propping up his head on his hand. “So. What was your dream about?” 



“Peter, of all things.” I furrowed my brows in disgust. “Isn’t that strange?” 



“Not really. You’ve been worrying about him since Jack bit you. It’s only logical that it would manifest itself in your dreams.” Milo sounded so matter-of-fact, and it made me feel relieved. 



In the back of my mind, I hadn’t been entirely certain that Peter biting me had been a dream, but I couldn’t see any other explanation for it. The way Milo said it, it sounded like the only conclusion I could come to. Obviously, all my thinking and worrying about him had come out that way. It didn’t mean anything except that I was paranoid. 



“Yeah, you’re right,” I nodded. 
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“Has Jane said anything to you?” Milo asked carefully. “Have you even seen her in school?” 



“Yes, and yes.” I chewed the last part of my steak and swallowed hard, then settled back in my seat. 



“She knows you guys are vampires. Well, at least you and Jack, and Lucian and Violet. I don’t really know how she’s taking it. She hasn’t really talked to me since.” 



“Hmm.” He looked down at the table, thinking something over. 



“What?” 



“Nothing. I just hope she does okay with everything,” Milo looked back up at me and smiled. 



“Knowing her, she’ll probably just solve the problem with sex and drinking, and forget that it even happened.” 



“That is probably her plan,” I agreed. 



Whenever I had seen at her school, she acted like her same old self. She was always flirting with a guy, or strutting somewhere and glaring at me. After a couple weekends getting blacked out drunk, she’d probably kill any brain cells that remembered vampires. They were in the clear. 



“On the subject of how people take things…” I shifted uncomfortably, surprised that I was getting nervous just broaching the subject of Jack. “How is Jack doing?” 



“He’s been kind of… stand-offish lately,” Milo answered carefully. “I think he’s really been beating himself up over what happened.” 



“Regrets are always a fun thing.” I looked down at my mostly empty plate, pushing around a few piece of rice stuck to it. 



There was a lump growing in my throat. I knew that he regretted it the second after it was over, and it killed. No matter his reasoning for it, there’s nothing more painful that knowing the most meaningful thing I had ever felt was just another regret to the person I shared it with. 



“Alice, you know he just doesn’t want you to get hurt,” Milo told me gently. 



“Everyone keeps saying that don’t want to hurt me. It’s just so funny that the only way they can succeed in not hurting me is by hurting me.” I stood up and took my plate to the sink. 



“Nothing is that cut and dried. At least not when you’re dealing with vampires.” 



“Thanks for making me supper and everything, but I need to get some rest if I have any hope of going to school tomorrow.” I leaned against the kitchen sink, purposely not looking at him. I felt like crying, and I wanted to just stop thinking about all this stuff and go back to bed. It would be so much easier that way. 



“I know you’re just trying to politely get rid of me, but you’re right anyway.” Milo stood up, and I felt him hesitating before he left. He was trying to think of something to make me feel better, but even he fell short for a change. “Call me if you need anything. Okay?” 



“Will do.” 



Once he left, I started crying, and I didn’t appreciate it. I didn’t like how it felt being alone in the 159

apartment all the time, and I wished that I hadn’t asked him to leave. It was just because I didn’t want him to see me cry or know how upset I really was, but I don’t know why it mattered if he saw it. Milo saw everything. 



My solution was going to bed. The only cure for being sad and tired was rest and time, and sleeping accomplished both of those. Thankfully, I managed to wake up to my alarm the next day, and I blundered through another day at school. Jane glared at me in the halls, the teachers ignored me, and I slept in class when I had the chance. After school, Milo text messaged to check on me, but I heard nothing from Jack, and my lack of invitation to their house continued. When I went to bed that night at 8:30, I tried to pretend that my life wasn’t so bad. That this was good enough for me. 






Chapter 22 

Unfortunately, I woke up the next morning feeling better. That doesn’t sound like a bad thing, but I was kind of hoping that I would just sleep through the rest of my life, and then maybe, I wouldn’t notice how much it sucked. My body had finally decided to respond to all the rest and pills I had been popping, and while I wasn’t exactly energetic, I felt much more like a normal human being. 

It was a Saturday, but I woke up at ten in the morning, which felt much too early to me. Still, with my recent almost-burst-of-energy, I decided to put it to good use. Blasting out the radio, I went about the house, picking up the mess I had somehow managed to leave everywhere even though I had been mostly immobile. 



Whenever I had done anything over the last few days, I had just thrown it aside, so there clothes and pop cans everywhere. I’m a little surprised that Mom hadn’t busted down my door and threatened to evict me. 



I scrubbed the kitchen floors. I went over the tiles in the bathroom with an old toothbrush to get the mildew. I reorganized my CD collection. I even went into Milo’s room and tried to straighten up what was left of his things. The stuff he had left here didn’t really matter anymore, at least not to him, but I couldn’t exactly throw it away either. Mom thought he was still coming home, and it would be suspicious if I got rid of all of his earthly possessions. 



His things had started collecting dust, and there was something incredibly sad about that. It was like the nail on the coffin of the life we had. My future was still up for grabs, but his fate was sealed. In most ways, I had come to terms with that, but with Jack currently freezing me out, the isolation of my life felt even more intense. 



After the apartment looked cleaner than it ever had before, even with Milo cleaning it, I had nothing else to do. I had occupied myself for the better part of the day, but the sun had just begun to set, and that’s when the terrible loneliness started. I had gotten used to spending my days alone, but the nights didn’t seem to get any easier. As of late, I had been able to fill them with sleep, but with that infernal fatigue finally gone, I had nothing to busy myself with on a Saturday night. I was rather pathetic when I thought about it. 



I took a shower, then tried to find a way to relax. I put on some comfy pajamas and put the New Pornographers album in my stereo. Curling up in bed and reading a good book would be the perfect way to pass the evening, and it would help keep me from noticing how very slowly time passed. I flopped back in bed and reached over onto my nightstand for Peter’s book, but my hand came up empty. The book wasn’t there. 



Confused, I got out of bed and started rooting around for it. It wasn’t on the floor around the nightstand, and since I had cleaned, there weren’t even dirty clothes on my bedroom floor for it to hide under. I laid on my belly and squeezed under my bed, which was still pretty full of dust bunnies and random garbage as well as a dirty sock or two, but no book. 
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My search was interrupted by Milo’s familiar ringtone playing Bright Eyes. Instantly, the book was forgotten. I scrambled on my knees to the nightstand and grabbed my phone. A text from Milo wasn’t as exciting as one from Jack, but maybe they were ending the embargo. Or at least Milo might want to see me, and that had to be far better than spending the next twenty-four hours in bed. 



Jane keeps calling me. She’s drunk. Milo text messaged. 



I’m sorry? I replied, unsure of what exactly he hoped I would do about it. 



I can’t talk to her. I just make it worse. Milo responded, but that still didn’t explain what he expected me to do. 



Then don’t talk to her. It seemed pretty obvious to me. 



Can you talk to her? She’s making weird threats. 



Like what? My heart raced and fell at the same time. He wasn’t texting me to talk to me. I was supposed to clean up his mess, but strangely, that made me feel special. 

Stuff about “exposing” us. I don’t know. Can you try reasoning with her? Milo suggested. 



I’ll see what I can do. 



I sighed and ran my finger through my hair, trying to get the dust bunnies from under my bed from unsticking to my damp hair. I climbed up off the floor and sat on my bed. Text messaging would be out of the question. Jane was probably drunk and at a party or something, so her typing and reading skills would be sorely lacking. They always kind of were, but when mixed with alcohol, they were illegible. My best bet would be to call her and try to distract her long enough for her to pass out or hook up with somebody. So it would probably take about five minutes. 



“What the hell do you want?” Jane slurred loudly into the phone. I could hear music playing in the background and there were laughter and voices mixing with it. 



“Nothing. I just wanted to talk.” I had started shouting too, but I wasn’t sure if I really needed too. 

It was loud on her end, not mine. 



“Are you with those damn blood suckers? They sent you, didn’t they?” Her voice got an edge to it, an admittedly fuzzy one thanks to the alcohol, but it was clear that she was suspicious of my intentions. Also, she was talking very loudly in what sounded like a room full of people. 



“They didn’t ‘send’ me anywhere. I’m at home, just sitting in my room. I called to see what you were up to,” I explained calmly. It was a Saturday night and I wasn’t doing anything. It would be perfectly reasonable for me to try and find a party. That’s what other high school kids did, right? 



“Yeah, right.” Jane made some kind of hallow laugh that sounded more like a cackle, and there was a banging sound where I’m pretty sure she dropped the phone for a second. “Are you with Milo? You tell your brother that he can’t just leave me hanging like this. I’m an attractive girl, you know! I can’t wait around forever him!” 



“I don’t really know what you’re talking about, but I’ll be sure to pass along the message,” I sighed. 



“Why doesn’t he want me, Alice?” Jane pleaded, and it sounded like she had started to cry. In the background, I heard a guy yell something about wanting her, but she turned her head away from the phone and shouted, “Shut up, you stupid ass!” When she spoke into the phone again, she sobbed, “I just don’t understand what I have to do make him want me!” 
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“Jane, he’s gay. That’s a pretty big obstacle,” I told her as gently as I could. 



“So what are you saying? Like sex change?” She sniffled and thought about it for a second. 

“That’s expensive, but I think I could do that. Then he’d want me?” 



“I think you should just forget about Milo,” I advised her carefully. “It sounds like you’re at a party with a lot of other guys, and you can pretty much get any guy you want. There’s no reason for to worry about Milo.” 



“You think I don’t know that?” Jane snapped. “You don’t think I don’t know how hot I am? I do. But I can’t stop thinking about Milo! I  can’t! You don’t know what this is like!” 



“I think I do,” I muttered to myself. My apartment was cleaner than it had ever been before because I was trying to keep myself busy so I wouldn’t think about Jack. It hadn’t worked as well as I would’ve liked, but it was better than nothing. 



“I don’t know what to do!” Jane wailed, pulling me from my thoughts on Jack. “I don’t think I can live without him! Really, Alice. I’m trying… and I just can’t do it!” She was crying hard, and I had never heard her this upset about anything before, not even when she was drunk. 



“Jane, where are you at?” Obviously, just giving her a quick pep talk on the phone wasn’t working. This was much deeper than that. 



“Why do you care?” Jane retorted. 



“Jane, just tell me where you are.” I got up off the bed and rummaged through my closet, looking for something that I could just throw on so I looked presentable to the rest of the world. 



“I’m at Dan Kelly’s house,” Jane answered almost reluctantly. She sighed rather dramatically. “I’ll be around if you can make it here.” Then she clicked off the phone. 



Dan Kelly had dated Jane when we were fourteen, and he only lived a few blocks away from me, so I knew exactly where he lived. Hurriedly, I changed into a pair of jeans and purple top. I ran a brush through my hair, trying to detangle the dust from it, but I decided to forgo the make up. 

There wasn’t really anybody I wanted to impress. I was just going to get Jane, talk some sense into her, and then… and then I don’t know. 



That was as far I had thought through. 



I tucked my phone into my pocked and darted out of the apartment. There had been an early morning rain that had turned into a dense fog as the night rolled in. On top of it was a distinct chill that made me wish I had a grabbed a sweater or a jacket before leaving, but I figured that if I walked quickly, I could stay warm anyway. The street lights cast eerily across the fog, making it shadows visible in the air. 



I heard the party before I saw it, but that wasn’t really unusual even when there wasn’t fog. Much to my surprise, Jane was standing out in front of the house, smoking a cigarette with her cell phone pressed up to her ear. She was babbling something about being the hottest thing sliced bread, so I assumed she was talking to Milo. 



“Jane,” I said, walking across the lawn towards her. She shook her head and waved me away, but I kept going. “Jane, what are you doing?” 



“Answer the damn phone!” Jane shrieked into her phone. “I know that you’re there!” 



“Jane, it’s voicemail. He can’t hear you,” I explained calmly. 
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“They sent you.” Jane flicked her phone shut, then looked at me evenly through her blood-shot eyes. 



Mascara and eye-liner made streaks down her cheeks, and her bright red lip gloss had smeared across her face. I had never seen her look quite so terrible before. “Just like I said.” 



“Nobody sent me. You sounded horrible on the phone. I’m just worried about you.” I reached out to touch her, but she shied away from me and shook her head. 



“I don’t need your damn pity.” Her cigarette had burned down to the filter, so she tossed it on the grass and pulled another one of her bra. When she wore get-ups like the one she wore now, she tended to store her cigarettes and cell phone in her bra. The rest of her skimpy skirt and tight top didn’t allow for any storage room. 



“I’m not giving you any.” I crossed my arms on my chest, trying to look defiant in some way. 

“So did you come here to gloat then?” She exhaled smoke in my face and tried to glare at me. 

“I have nothing to gloat about.” I coughed and waved the smoke out of my face. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” 



“You have no idea what this is like.” She chewed the inside of her cheek and shook her head. “It’s like I can still feel him inside of me, and not in a way I’ve ever felt before. He’s under my skin, and I can’t shake him, and he doesn’t want anything to do with me.” 



“I know exactly what that feels like, Jane,” I corrected her. “Exactly.” 



“What are you talking about?” Her expression was skeptical, but she started to soften. 



“I don’t really wanna get into everything right now, but… it’s Saturday night, and I have nowhere else to be right now. Nobody has called me in days.” I tried to shrug it off, but it stung worse saying it aloud. It had actually been almost a week since I’d last talked to Jack, and just thinking it made me sick to my stomach. 



“So why do you look better than I do?” Jane eyed me over, and gave me her highest form of compliment. 



“Honestly, I don’t know. Except that I haven’t been drinking.” The only thing I had over her was that I had more practice with trying to pretend like everything about vampires didn’t freak me out. 



“We could go fix that.” Jane gave me a wicked smile and nodded towards the house. “I’m sure there’s a drunk guy in there that would just love to feel you up.” 



“That is probably true, but I don’t think that’s the answer.” 



Last time I had gotten drunk, I had gotten myself in a situation and then Jack had to come save me. While having him saving again did sound very inviting, I had a feeling that this time he wouldn’t. From here on out, it seemed like I was going to be on my own. 



“Come on.” I took step backwards and nodded in the direction of my house. “Let’s go back to my place. We can watch bad  Lifetime  movies all night long. It’s far more therapeutic than drunk dialing.” 



“I think I’d much rather finish off that bottle of vodka, and see what Dan is up to.” She looked longingly back at the house, then glanced back at me. “You’re more than welcome to join me.” 



“No, come on, Jane.” I wanted to grab her arm and drag her back with me, but I stayed where I was and tried to think of a convincing argument. “Don’t you ever have enough of that?” 
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“You don’t have to approve, but this is my life, okay?” Jane replied harshly. “I don’t know what the hell you do to get you through the night, but this is how I cope. And I’m not gonna change it just cause you don’t approve.” 



“Whatever,” I grumbled, but she actually had a point. “You just gotta stop calling Milo, okay? He’s not gonna talk to you, and nothing you can say or do will ever change his mind.” 



“I know,” Jane breathed shakily. “And that’s why I need another drink.” 



“But you won’t call him anymore?” I asked her as she turned to walk into the house. 



“Scouts’ honor!” Jane crossed her finger over her heart as she walked precariously in her heels. 

“I’ll even delete his number from my phone!” 



Even after she’d gone in the house, I stood out in the fog, debating on what I should do next. I had really wanted her to come with me, but mostly for my own selfish reasons. Spending another night alone sounded like torture, and I couldn’t even find Peter’s book to keep my company. I thought about calling to Milo to let him know mission accomplished and to see if he had taken the book for some reason, but then I decided I against it. 



I briefly considered taking Jane up on her offer and joining the party. I wouldn’t drink, but at least it would be good to be around people. But then I remembered how much I avoided the very seem people in school, so it would be rather awkward to strike up a conversation with them. 



The fog made me feel even more alone as I walked home. It blanketed everything around me, making me feel like the only person on a deserted planet. I shuddered at the thought, and I tried not to pretend like everything wasn’t getting to me. It was pretty amazing that Jane was a crying wreck, but I was holding up still. 



Maybe it was all the denial. I just kept trying to tell myself that eventually things would have to change. 



Somebody would have to talk to me. Right? 



I had been so lost in thought that I didn’t notice the footsteps falling behind me until I heard that familiar helium laugh echoing off the fog, making it sound far away and right next to me at the same time. I froze because I have absolutely no flight or fight reflex, and I was completely unprepared. It was just me, alone on an especially deserted street, and nobody had any clue where I was, except maybe for one drunk girl. There would be nobody at home to miss me, and it would probably be a few days before Milo would notice if I didn’t call him. 



I was going to die, and not only would nobody care, nobody would even notice. Deciding that it was better to die with dignity, I turned to face my attackers. I wouldn’t be able to  out run them, and besides that, since they were probably stalking me, they knew where I was going. It was pointless to run or plead for mercy. For whatever reason, I had gotten under Lucian’s skin and he wasn’t keen on letting me go. 



“So, I know you’re there!” I announced into the fog. 



I still couldn’t see them, but that wasn’t saying much. They’d have to be almost directly in front of me, but I heard they’re odd echoing footfalls and their dark silhouettes started to materialize. My heart was racing, and I knew they could hear it, but I planned on hiding all the other evidence that I was terrified. My stomach was doing flips but I swallowed hard, and I clenched my fists to keep from shaking. I stuck my chin out defiantly, even though that meant that I would expose my neck more. It didn’t really matter. They would find a way to get to my veins no matter what I did. 
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Then they were in front of me. Lucian’s pitch black eyes looking at me like I was a piece of meat or the holy grail. His greasy black was slicked back, and he smiled widely, revealing his ridiculous fangs. There was still something enchanting about him, his flawless skin and cheek bones, but I tried not to let myself be entranced. I glanced over at Violet, and the fog made her purple hair fall flat and dull. Her thick black make up had smeared, and instead of looking pleased to finally catch me, her smile seemed to falter. 



“You spoiled the chase,” Lucian said, his voice sounding like venom. 



“Well, she’s not very much of a catch,” Violet pointed out in her freaky gothic Tinkerbell voice. 

She looked at me contemptuously, then shifted her gaze to one of pure lust when she looked at Lucian. 



That’s why her smile faltered. After her original appetite for me, she would’ve been content to forget about me and go on with her life. But Lucian was the one that wouldn’t let go, and she was becoming increasingly threatened in his interest in me, which only frightened me more. Generally speaking, people wouldn’t be jealous of a hamburger, so it didn’t seem right that Violet would jealous of me either, unless Lucian’s intentions for more were more than strictly food. 



“Okay. Let’s get this over with,” I declared as evenly as I could. I wasn’t exactly eager to die, not that I really had much to live for anymore, but I didn’t want a long drawn out death. If it’s got to happen, the swifter it is the better. That’s always been my motto. 



“What’s the hurry?” Lucian reached out to touch my cheek with the back of his hand, but I flinched and his grotesque long, black nails barely brushed my skin. He smiled sweetly at me, and I had swallow back the vomit. “You’re still feisty.” 



“Who cares?” Violet scoffed, and they were my sentiments exactly. I never commented on my celery’s spunk. 



“I’ve just decided that today is a good day to die, and midnight is rapidly approaching, so we better get this done,” I explained quickly. 



Despite my proclamations that I was in fact ready for this, I had unconsciously taken a step back from them. My legs felt like jelly, but they were burning to run. My racing pulse was suggesting that I bolt, but I knew I wouldn’t get very far before I felt Lucian’s arms around me and his hands on me, and that thought just made my skin crawl. That’s when I decided that my best bet out of this was pissing off Violet and hoping that she’d just kill me. 



“You’re make up looks stupid,” I spouted at her. It wasn’t really as witty or as painful as I had hoped, but panic was starting to clog the really helpful parts of my brain. 



“You look stupid!” Violet countered, giving me a disgusted glare. 



“Ladies!” Lucian held up his hand to silence, and I noticed for the time this fingers were bedazzled in rings and jewels. From his exaggerated fangs to his long black coat, his was every vampire cliché that Jack refused to be. 



At the club, Violet had even accidentally confessed that his name was really Hector. He had probably been some horrible computer geek that had somehow stumbled onto the vampire underworld, and I’m sure that he completely sought out this life. He wanted the gothic romantic vampire lifestyle, even when it ended up just being kind of tacky and making him into a Halloween caricature. 



“This is stupid!” I shouted, surprised by how strong I sounded. “If you’re not gonna kill me, then I’m just gonna go home.” 
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I don’t even know how that was really a threat or why it made sense to me, but Lucian looked a little surprised and Violet did her shrill little laugh. I was beginning to wonder if she had surgery on her larynx or something, because she did not sound human at all. Technically, she wasn’t, but every vampire I had met sounded human. That was part of their disguise. But her disguise really sucked. 



“I’m not going to kill you,” Lucian assured me, and it was just as I suspected. He had something worse planned for me. Just the same, he wasn’t about to let me go. His placed his hand on my arm, and something about his touch set something off inside me. It made it real somehow, and my panic really kicked in. 



“Get off me!” I screamed and struggled to pull my arm out of his grip. I knew it was futile before I even started, but I couldn’t stop fighting it. My skin was crawling and I wanted to throw up. “Don’t touch me! Let go!  Let go!” 



“Alice!” Lucian hissed and then his other hand was pressing firmly on my mouth to quiet my screams. 



I had never been so scared in my entire life. Complete panic blacked out everything else. I was flailing and kicking and hitting and pulling on anything I could. I kept screaming, and I wanted to bite his hand, but the thought of tasting his skin or his blood was far too revolting. It was already everything I could to keep from vomiting on him. 



He was going to do horrible things to be me, and that certainty was the most terrifying thing I had ever felt. Surprisingly, it was even worse than the awful dismal feeling I got when I thought about living the rest of my life without Jack. That was more of slow burning desolation. This was instant and desperate and rabid. 



“Let her go!” a velvet voice boomed out in front of me, and I opened my eyes. 



He was far enough away where the fog partially masked him, but his fierce emerald eyes were unmistakable. Magically, Peter was here, which was simultaneously reassuring and frightening. 

He would save me from whatever Lucian had planned for me, but then he most likely kill me and Jack. So it was a win/lose situation. 



“What?” Lucian sounded bewildered, and my fight against him lessened. I would’ve gone completely slack, but he was still touching me with his wretched hands. 



Once, I had fallen in the woods, and my hand had somehow ended up in the carcass of an animal full of maggots. I wasn’t in any real danger, but that was most disgusting thing I had ever done and it totally freaked me out. That’s exactly how I felt when Lucian touched me. Like I was covered in maggots. 



“Let her go!” Peter repeated and took a step closer towards us, his eyes burning with rage. 



Even though Peter wasn’t very large, there was something incredibly intimidating about him. The way his jaw tightened and his fists clenched, it only hinted at the uncontrolled anger and power he had inside him. Lucian’s hands were strong on me, but I could sense a hesitation growing in him. 



“What the hell is with this girl?” Violet asked incredulously. 



“She belongs to me,” Peter growled, and he actually extended his hand out to me, as if he expected them to just me hand over after that statement. Like it was all some misunderstanding, and not an obvious kidnap/murder/rape situation. 
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“What about the other vampire she was with?” Lucian retightened his grip. He must’ve thought he’d found a chink in the armor, but he hadn’t really. 



Peter already knew everything about Jack. He had to have. The dream I had the other night, that wasn’t a dream. Peter had found everything out, and he’d been laying in wait over the last few days. But for what? Suddenly, whatever Lucian had planned didn’t seem quite that bad. 



“He is of no concern to you. Let her go.” Peter glared intensely at Lucian. “Now.” 



“You have to be more careful with your things,” Lucian tried to sound light and playful, but Peter had unnerved him. 



Finally, he let me go, and I jumped away. I think everyone kind of expected me to run into Peter’s arms, and trust me, that was rather tempting, but I didn’t. My skin was still crawling too much, so I just stood off to the side of them, closer to Peter than Lucian, and shuddered. I fought the urge to wipe at my skin and try to brush off Lucian’s touch. 



“You’re the one that has to be careful,” Peter corrected him. 



Before Lucian could say anything more, Peter pounced at him, reminding me very much of the way I lion pounces on his prey. Lucian made a surprised scream, and Violet yelped and jumped back from them. I stayed frozen in place, watching as the shadows blurred and disappeared in the fog. I heard Lucian yelling and Peter growling, and then there was an awful gargling sound and things that sounded suspiciously like tearing and breaking. Violet had chased after them into the darkness, and she was screaming at them to stop. Then there was a rather horrific ripping sound, followed by Violet sobbing, and I heard her lighter, high-heeled footfalls vanish into the night. 



Trembling and trying even harder not to throw up, I couldn’t figure out what I was supposed to do. 

Did I wait here for Peter? Did I thank him and try and convince him not to kill me? Or did I run off to my place? 



Did I try to call Jack, knowing that he wouldn’t answer? There didn’t seem to be any clear answer, and on top of my rampant panic, there was that incessant longing inside me that was trying to pull me towards Peter. 



When he finally emerged from the mist, I was still firmly planted where he had left me. His shirt was stained dark across the front, but his skin was completely clean, even though it looked there would’ve been some splatter. He must’ve cleaned himself up a bit, and I wondered if it was for my benefit. 



My body tried to pull me over to Peter, but I refused. He ran a hand through his dark hair and didn’t look at me, but it was better that way. I tended to get lost in his eyes whenever I had the chance. A fading pink scratch ran across his face, amazing me at how quickly they healed. There were several tears in his shirt, but the skin it revealed underneath was perfect. Overly perfect, really, just like everything about him. 



“What the hell you are doing, Alice?” Peter asked quietly, looking down at the sidewalk. 



“What are you doing?” I stammered out in reply. It sounded like I was being glib, but I really wanted to know. What was Peter doing? Was this just a warm up for his murder attempt on me? 



“Alice, I’m being serious,” Peter sighed, sounding frustrated. 
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“So am I!” I managed to be more forceful this time, and he looked over at me, his green eyes mixed with irritation and affection. As of yet, he wasn’t showing any signs of murderous rage towards me. So that was good. 



“You do realize that giving up and dying isn’t the same as being brave?” He looked at me severely. 



“What other choice did I have?” I argued, and I tried not to let him haze up my mind. “If I ran, he would catch me! He’s too strong for me to fight off!” 



“So?” Peter was incredulous. “You fight anyway! You run until he catches you! This is your  life, Alice! Why are you always so eager to give it up?” 



“I’m not!” I insisted, but I shook my head, realizing how pointless this argument was. “What’s it to you, anyway? Aren’t you gonna kill me in like ten minutes?” 



“What?” He narrowed his eyes in surprise and confusion. “Why would I kill you?” 



His genuine surprise startled me. Even after he had tasted my bitter blood, it hadn’t occurred to him to kill me. He’d known about it for days, and as far as I knew, he hadn’t killed Jack yet either. 

In fact, the only thing he’d done was save my life. This wasn’t exactly the picture everyone had painted for me. 



“You did already try once.” I crossed my arms on my chest, trying not to let on that I was just as bewildered as he was. 



“That was a mistake, and I already told you that would never happen again,” he brushed me off. 



There was something almost endearingly matter-of-fact about him. Sure, he had tried to kill me, but he said he wasn’t go to again, so what was I worried about? Once facts were in evidence, it should be accepted and moved on. When he encountered something he didn’t understand, I’d half-expect him to say, “That does not compute.” 



“What about Jack?” I ventured, and my voice gave away how much that made me nervous. 

Peter tensed up at the mention of his name and stared off into the night. He bit his lip, thinking of something, but I had no idea what it could possibly be. There was an agonizingly long span where he didn’t even move. I was fidgeting and scared, but I was afraid that if I pressed him for an answer, it wouldn’t be one that I liked, so I waited as best as I could. 



“We need to go home and get things in order,” Peter sighed at length. 



“What?” My voice went up an octave. 



“There’s no other way about it.” He reached out so I would take his hand, and I did, but hesitantly. 



I got the same electric surge I always did, and I hated the warmth of pleasure that flooded over me. His hand, the one gripping mine, could very well cause the death of Jack, who I was certain was my one true love. 



That sounds far cheesier than I meant it to, but I don’t know how else to describe him, especially considering all these other mucked up feelings I have thanks to my blood and Peter. 



I let Peter lead me through the fog towards his Audi, parked across the street. I tried really, really hard not to think about how wonderful it had felt when he bit me and how I kind of really wanted him to do it again. 
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Instead, I tried to think of a course action so that I could somehow save Jack. Maybe I could have Peter bite me again. That would at least give Jack some time to… I don’t know what. That wasn’t really a plan. 



Once inside the car, I came up with the only plan I could think of. After Peter started the car, I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket. I thought about trying to hide it from him, but he’d figure it out anyway. He didn’t say anything until after I’d hit send and we already soaring down the road. 



“Who did you text?” Peter asked, his voice devoid of emotion. 



“Jack and Mae.” 



“What did it say?” Peter looked at me out of the corner of his eye, and I swallowed hard. 



“That I was with you and we were on the way to your house,” I admitted honestly. 



He nodded once, and then noncommittally, he commented, “That’s probably for the best.” 



I almost asked him if he planned on killing Jack, but then I decided that I didn’t want to know. If he said yes, there wouldn’t be any hope for this turning out okay. At least this way, I could sink down in the seat and think that maybe this is all a misunderstanding. Peter obviously didn’t have any intention of hurting me. In fact, he’d been kinder to me than he ever had been before. 



Then again, maybe that was a rouse. As the old saying goes, you catch more flies with honey than vinegar. 






Chapter 23 

When the Audi pulled into the garage, I noticed with some relief that the Lamborghini was gone. 

Meaning Jack probably wasn’t here. Since I hadn’t talked to him in days, I had no idea where he might be, but as long as he wasn’t here, that was fine by me. Admittedly, I missed him terribly, but this wasn’t exactly the reunion I had in mind. 



Peter rested his hand on the small of my back as he ushered me into the house, and I tried to pretend like I didn’t notice the tingles it sent through me. My heart was beating that funny way again, the one that drove everyone mad, and I hoped that Milo wasn’t home. While he had seemed to show immense self control, he’d only been a vampire for a month. 



No one greeted us at the door, which surprised me a little since I had given Mae a heads up on our arrival. I thought she would be the best person to inform since everyone’s safety was her priority. Matilda was barking and scratching at the basement door, which led me to believe that Mae had stepped in to provide provisions. If Jack and Peter were going to start battling it out, Matilda would probably get hurt, so Mae put her in the basement to protect her. That did not bode well for my theory about Jack not being home, however. 



“Hello?” Peter announced cautiously, his silken voice resonating through the entryway. He sighed loudly when Mae didn’t rush into greet us, the way she would’ve any other time. “She did always like Jack better than me. She needs someone to coddle.” 



“That’s why she prefers me,” I added dryly, and he smiled slightly at me. 



“Mae?” Peter ventured out into the kitchen, keeping his hand on my back to keep me going along with him. 
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Not that I would’ve turned away. Wherever Peter was going, I wanted to be, and not just because my body insisted that it be so. If he was going to stumble across Jack, I had to be there. Maybe I could someone how reason with them and stop them from killing each other, no matter how unlikely that would be. 



“Mae?” Peter repeated, his tone growing irritated. 



There was a scuffling sound coming from the living room, and Peter moved his arm from my back so it was in front of me, shielding me from whatever was going on in the other room. His body had tensed, and I knew there were several things he could perceive as threat to himself, but none to me. His stance had changed, though, like he was ready for an attack, and I tried to think of away that to relax him. 



“Mae!” I shouted. I doubted Peter would hurt her, and I needed someone else to that could break up the tension. 



“Alice?” Milo tried to hide the nervousness in his voice, but it was unmistakable to me. 



He suddenly burst into the kitchen, with Mae right behind him, tugging on his arm, and then I understood the scuffling sound. Mae had been trying to keep him in the other room, away from Peter where things were safer, but he had been trying to get me. Peter, meanwhile, only deepened his defensive posture, and moved so his body was completely blocking mine. 



“Is that her blood?” Milo sounded horrified and his eyes widened, a split second before he bared his teeth and tried to charge at Peter. 



Fortunately, Mae’s arms locked onto him and slowed him down just enough where I could dodge underneath Peter’s arm so Milo could see that I was safe and sound. Peter looped an arm around my waist and pulled me back to him, but not because he was trying to hold me hostage. He was trying to protect me from Milo, who was trying to protect me from Peter, but they both perceived the others’ attempts at protection as threats. 



“Milo, I’m fine!” I insisted, and I let Peter hold me to him. Part of me wanted to wriggle from him, but I thought that trying to escape from him would only freak Milo out more. Besides, his touch electrified me a lot more than I’d like to admit. 



“What’s going on?” Milo growled. He had stopped trying to claw his way towards us, but Mae kept her arm around his chest just to be safe. 



“Peter fought another vampire! That’s his blood, not mine! I’m fine!” I held up my arms and turned my neck, trying to show him that nothing had happened. 



“Is that… is that your brother?” Peter’s grip started to lax as he narrowed his eyes at Milo, trying to understand that situation. “Your brother’s a vampire?” 



“Yeah.” Almost reluctantly, I moved away from his arm, standing a little bit away from him. 



Being so close to Peter had done that thing to me again. My mind got hazy and filled with him, the way a room is filled with a scent. I could smell him, too, hot and tangy, and my mouth began to water. Unnecessary goose bumps broke out on my skin, and I’m sure was trembling. Wrapping my arms tightly around myself, I tried to concentrate on the scene around me, like Milo’s wild eyes and the heavy sounds of his breath. Mae hadn’t spoken since we’d come on, but that was probably because she seemed to have her hands full just trying to keep Milo contained. 



“When did he turn?” Peter turned to me, but I wished that he would ask somebody else so I would have a chance to clear my head of him. 
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“About a month ago.” I tried to rub away the bumps on my arms and shifted uneasily. 



“Why did he turn?” Peter’s furrowed deepened and his tone got even more confused. “Why haven’t you?” 



“There was an accident, and Milo was going to die, so Jack turned him,” I explained hurriedly. 

“And I had been waiting to turn until Milo was a bit older.” 



“Jack’s always so eager to turn everything,” Peter said more to himself than anyone else. Then he shook his head and looked past Milo at Mae. “You haven’t said hello.” 



“I haven’t really had the chance.” Mae forced a smile and finally released Milo, but she made no movement towards Peter, no attempt to hug him the way she hugged everyone else. 



As if on cue, the phone in my pocket started to playing “Time Warp,” and Peter shot me a knowing glare. Only one person had that ringtone, and it was apparent to everyone in the room who it was. They all waited with bated breath to see if I would answer it or not, but I didn’t see that I really had a choice. If I didn’t answer it, Jack would come here with guns blazing, and I’d much rather try to keep this a civil affair. 



“Hello?” I answered quietly, and Peter scoffed and shook his head. 



“Are you alright? Is everything okay?” Jack spat hurriedly, and there was this instant swelling of relief. It had been so long since I’d heard his voice, and I had to fight not to weep at the sound of it. Peter saw my reaction and made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. 



“Yeah, I’m fine.” I pressed the phone close to my ear and turned my back on everyone, as if that would somehow make the conversation more private. 



I was standing in the middle of the kitchen with three vampires with superior hearing, and they were all waiting in silence to hear what Jack had to say. His reaction would be pivotal in how this whole thing turned out, and even Peter seemed aware of that. 



“Is he there?” Jack’s tone had a bite to it now, and I heard Ezra say something to calm him in the background. 



“Yeah, he is, but I’m okay.” Then I rather stupidly lowered my voice and added, “He knows.” 



“Well, of course, I know!” Peter rolled his eyes dramatically. 



“Is that Peter?” Jack got louder and angrier, and I couldn’t imagine a meeting between them going well. 



“Is Jack on his way?” Peter asked, loud enough so Jack could hear me. 



“I am on my way, and tell him he better watch his ass!” Jack shouted, and I held the phone away from ear so it wouldn’t damage my eardrums. 



“Real mature, Jack,” Peter scoffed. 



“Why is he even there? Tell him to just go away!” Jack suggested, and I could hear Ezra telling Jack to shut up and calm down or he was turning the car around. 



“You know it’s not really fun for me to have the two you talking through me,” I pointed out dryly. 
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“I have every right to be here!” Peter insisted fiercely. “This is my house too! This is more my family than it is his! I don’t know why Jack thinks he can just claim everything!” 



“Jack, I don’t know that you need to come here,” I said softly. It would be much, much safer if they didn’t interact, and we all knew that. “I think we can handle it ourselves.” 



“No way. This is getting dealt with, once and for all,” Jack told me firmly. “I’ll be there soon. Just stay safe.” 



“I’ll try.” 



I hung up the phone and started at the kitchen floor for a minute, trying to collect my thoughts. 

Jack was on his way, which definitely couldn’t be a good thing. They were acting like children in a pissing contest, and I had no idea how to resolve the situation without violence. If Jack and Peter saw each other… 



“Peter, maybe you should just go,” Mae offered gently, and it was clear she was thinking the same thing I was. 



“I know that you’re not happy to see me, but that’s not fair.” Peter was genuinely hurt by her reaction, and Mae’s eyes filled with soft tears. “I haven’t done anything wrong!” 



“Peter, you know that’s not exactly true,” Mae chastised him quietly. She kept her gaze on him, but nodded her head slightly to me, referencing the instance in which Peter nearly killed me. 



“Look, I am not proud of that and I’m not trying to justify it, but if…” He bit his lip and shook his head. “Jack overstepped his bounds on every measure of this, yet you’re all continually on his side! She was meant for me, not him! And it shouldn’t have mattered to any of you if she had died!” 



“Thanks,” I mumbled, and I felt his eyes land apologetically on me. 



“Alice, that’s not what I meant.” He made a move towards me, then dropped his hand. 



“We’re not on anyone’s side,” Mae insisted, and she rested a hand on Milo’s arm, trying to keep him steady. Hearing Peter so casually talk about my death had left him fuming. “Things are far more complicated than sides, and you know that.” 



“But Jack is  wrong!” Peter slammed his hand on the counter, and we all jumped. “What gives him the right?” 



“He loves me, Peter,” I told him timidly. 



He turned towards me, his eyes burning on me, and I felt myself try to shrink away. Milo hissed and Mae stepped forward, trying to block Milo from Peter. She knew, just as I did, that Peter had no intention of hurting me ever again. He was hurt, definitely, and vehement about something, but I didn’t know what. 



“And you think I don’t?” Peter moved so quickly, I almost didn’t see it happen. His face was directly in front of me, and I was backed up against the wall, but he wasn’t touching me at all. Milo was freaking out because of his sudden movement, and Mae was trying to push him into the other room so he could get a reign on his emotions. 



“They’re fine! He’s just talking to her!” Mae kept insisting. 
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Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her finally wrangle Milo into another room, but all I could really see were Peter’s green eyes. He always looked at me is if he was trying to completely look through me and solve the great mystery of me. There wasn’t one, though, and that left his eyes constantly searching 



Irrational tears were welling in my eyes, and I had to fight to remember to breathe. He had placed a hand on either side of me, and lowered his face so it was directly in front of mine. All I could smell and see and feel was him. It was suffocating, and I didn’t know how to fight it. The horrible truth was that I didn’t even really want to fight it. My body kept screaming that this was exactly what it needed, that this was how I was meant to feel. Always. 



“How am I supposed to know you feel about me?” I whispered hoarsely. “You were always pushing me away or running away. You’ve spent hardly a minute with me. All I know about you is that you’re simultaneously repulsed and enraptured by me. That’s not exactly the basis for love, is it?” 



“I’m sorry.” For the first time, Peter’s voice registered a strong emotion, and not just restraint trying to mask something. He was pained more deeply than I imagined he would be, but he went on, unabashed. “I have not been honest with you. There are a million excuses for the way that I’ve treated you, but none of them absolve me.” 



He exhaled deeply, his breath warming my neck. He was hungry in a familiar way, one that I stupidly welcomed. Peter wanted me in the way only he could want me, the way flowers craved sunlight. Our bodies claimed that I was the means to his survival, in more ways than one, and Peter was just finally starting to give into it. 



“Does it really matter anymore?” Peter continued huskily, and when he lowered his gaze to my throat, his eyelashes fell darkly on his cheeks. “It doesn’t really matter how much I love you, does it?” He moved in closer to me, breathing me in, and he sighed reproachfully. “You smell like him.” 



“I’m sorry,” I murmured, but I wasn’t. 



Maybe a little bit of me was, but the rest of me felt oddly proud that I smelled like Jack. As if he had marked me as his, and that finally, maybe even my blood belonged to him. Deep down, I had always known it was meant to, and I think that even Peter had to, which is why he had always rejected me so harshly. 



“He’s inside you now.” Gingerly, Peter brushed my hair back and ran his fingers threw it, letting his fingertips graze my cheek and send surges of pleasure over me. His eyes had returned to mine, but they were duller and sadder than I had ever seen them before. “I’ve already lost, haven’t I?” 



Before I could answer, his lips pressed softly against me. Emotions swirled through me too rapidly for me to name, but I found myself kissing him back. When he had kissed me before, they had been harsh and rough, but this time, it was gentle and a little sad. I think he realized this was going to be the last time that he kissed me, and he didn’t want to waste a moment of it. 

When I heard the low growl coming from across the room, I awoke in the moment, with my arms wrapped around Peter’s neck and my fingers buried in his hair. His strong arms had me pressed me hard against the contours of his body, and there was little room for breathing. But as soon as I heard the growl, my heart froze, and I pulled my mouth away from Peter’s because I knew exactly who that growl belonged to. 



Peter almost tossed me to the side, but that was merely for my own protection. Jack came flying across the room in such a blur I wouldn’t have known it was him if I hadn’t already known it was him. He slammed into Peter, and together, they landed on top of the dining room table and crushed it beneath them. They were gnashing teeth and hitting at each other, and suddenly, Jack 173

was soaring through the glass windows of the French doors. Peter was on his feet, preparing to follow after him, but Jack was already up, brushing away broken glass. 



They stood a few feet from each other, glaring at one another and seething with unbridled rage. I scrambled to my feet, thinking that I had to do something, no matter how idiotic it might be, but before I could do anything, Ezra had swooped in between them. He stood on the rubble of the table, closer to Peter, but held out his palms to both of them. 



“Stop!” Ezra boomed. “This isn’t going to settle anything!” 



From somewhere down the hall, I heard Milo struggling to get free. Apparently, Mae had locked them both in a room, which was probably the safest bet. Especially since Jack was here, and there were threats against him, Milo was liable to get himself seriously injured, not to mention Jack or Peter. 



“There’s only one way to settle this,” Peter replied calmly, his eyes fixated on Jack. 



Jack’s face had contorted with so much hate, it was almost unrecognizable. His whole body was tensed so tightly, I could see all his veins sticking out against his muscles. His chest heaved with his breathing, and he lips were pulled back in a murderous snarl. He was poised to pounce, and it was a miracle that he hadn’t torn through Ezra to get to Peter. 



“Peter.” Ezra turned his attention on him, which didn’t seem like the wisest decision to me, considering the expression on Jack’s face. Ezra took a step closer to Peter and rested his open palm on his chest. “You know what this kind of thing leads to. You don’t want this.” 



“Tell that to him,” Peter nodded at Jack, who just growled in response. 



“Jack!” I said, almost plaintively. 



Peter winced, but Ezra tried to keep Peter’s focus on him, and it seemed to work. Jack, on the other hand, immediately softened at the sound of my voice, and when his eyes flitted over to me, he looked guilty. To me, that seemed pretty odd since I’d been the one who had just been kissing another guy, but Jack had never really been one for violence. 



“Come on.” Ezra moved his hand onto Peter’s back and gestured outside. Carefully, Jack moved away from the broken window so that Ezra and Peter would be able to get by if they wanted to. 

“Let’s take a minute to clear our heads before we tackle this.” 



Jack stepped down, even allowing his fist to unclench, and that seemed to convince Peter that he was safe enough to take break. Carefully, Ezra led Peter through rubble, out into the night where the thick fog and mist had settled heavily onto the night. Jack watched them until they disappeared outside, but we could still hear the soft, careful tones of Ezra’s deep voice as he tried to reason with Peter. 



Once they were gone, Jack hurried silently over to me. I opened my mouth to speak, but he shushed me. Grabbing my hand, he dragged me into Ezra’s den at the far end of the hall, and I could hear the bewildered calls from Milo coming from Mae and Ezra’s bedroom. Inside the den, Jack closed the door quietly behind him. 



Again, I tried to ask him what was going on, but he pulled me into his arms and kissed me so ferociously, it erased everything. I remembered the way it felt when he bit me, his heart pounding with mine, and I could feel all the warmth and love radiating from him and surging through me. I wrapped my arms around, returning his kiss more fervently than I ever had before. 





174

Underneath his kiss, there was a desperation that terrified me, but I tried to just concentrate on how amazing it felt to be in his arms again. Everything in my very recent history had been telling me that this would never happen again, but here it was, and I wanted to make this moment last forever. 



“Alice…” Jack breathed, and then he forcefully pushed me away from. 



It wasn’t that he really wanted to be away from me from so much that I was clinging to him so tightly he had to actually use strength to get me off of him. His placed his hands on my cheeks, his skin smoldering hot against mine, and his blue eyes were pleading with me. 



“What?” My voice cracked because I knew that whatever Jack was about to tell me was breaking his heart. 



“I’m so sorry about all of this.” He brushed the hair back from my face and smiled sweetly at me. 

“Oh, Alice, don’t cry. Please don’t cry. Okay? We don’t have much time. Once Peter realizes we’re gone together…” 



“We can just run!” I suggested helplessly and tried to keep the tears from spilling down my cheeks. 



“No, Alice, he’ll never let you go. And neither can I.” His face filled with agonized apologies. “But I know that I might not come back from this…” 



“No, Jack, this is stupid,” I insisted through the lump in my throat. 



There was a pain so deep building inside me, I thought it might kill me. My body felt weak and achey, and I was afraid that I wouldn’t be able to stand for much longer. It actually felt as if the ground had been ripped out from underneath me, and I was free falling into nothingness. 



“Alice, you’re worth fighting for,” Jack smiled sadly. “You’re even worth dying for.” 



“No!” I wailed, and I started trying to fight him, so I could break away from him and stop this suicide mission he had himself set on. “This is stupid! This is the stupidest thing you’ve ever said to me! You’re such a fucking idiot, Jack!” 



I was hitting him as hard as I could, desperately trying to escape from the strength of his arms, but they were unrelenting. I even slapped him, but he barely even flinched. He just let me struggle wildly in his arms until 



I started to tire myself out, and then he wrapped his arms even more tightly around me and pressed me against him. I could feel the slow, heavy thud of his heart beat, and it made me sob. 

His heart seemed have a set number of beats left, and that was more than I could bear. 



“Alice, listen to me.” Jack had buried his face in my hair, and his words came out muffled but I understood them perfectly. “He’s not going to stop until he has you, not anymore. He’s finally realized he loves you and…. And I saw you kissing him-” 



“No, Jack, I’m sorry!” I sobbed. “It’ll never happen again! I promise! I’ll never-” 



“Alice, no! It’s not you. This isn’t to punish you, okay?” His fingers were knotted in my hair, and I could still feel the heavy beat of his heart against mine. “I just know I couldn’t live with that. And you can’t fight it. It’s in your blood.” 
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“Jack…” I tried to think of an argument to counter that, but there wasn’t one. He was right. I had been fighting the way I felt about Peter for almost as long as I’d known him, yet somehow we had ended up in an embrace when Jack walked in. 



Jack moved so he was looking me in the face, but he kept his hands strong on my arms, in case I would decide to bolt and spoil his ridiculous plan. I knew what he was saying almost made sense. 

He wanted to fight Peter for me, and there wasn’t any other way to reason with him. I could follow that logic right up until the point that one of them would die. That’s the only conclusion that Jack could come to. One of them had to die, and I knew there had to be something else. 



“Alice, I just need to make sure you’re okay,” Jack said thickly. 



“I’ll never be okay without you!” I cried, and he winced at that, but recovered quickly. 



“That’s not what I meant. I have to go back out there, and if something happens-” 



“We can run away! Don’t go back out there! Then you’ll always know I’m safe!” I interrupted him, looking up at him hopefully, but his mind was already made up. 



“If something happens, I don’t think he’ll hurt you, but I need to know that you’ll be safe,” Jack continued, and I saw tears forming in his eyes, which only made me cry harder. “I need to know that no matter, you have a long happy life!” 



“You’re not listening, Jack!” I pleaded. “I will never be happy without you!” 



“Please, Alice ,  for me.” Jack was begging me now, and he had never sounded quite as plaintive. 



“What?” There was no way I could deny him anything he asked, not now. If I couldn’t convince him to run away with him, if he insisted on the most ridiculous course of action possible, then I would do whatever he asked because it might be the last thing he ever asked me. 



“I want you to turn,” Jack said. He must’ve heard something because he glanced back at the door nervously, and when he looked back at me, he was even more insistent. 



“What? No! You expect me to live forever without you?  No!” I shook my head fiercely, revolted by the idea. 



“Alice…” He leaned his forehead against mine and breathed in deeply. “I love you so much. 

Please. Just do this one thing for me.” 



“If you love me, I don’t know how you can even ask me that,” I whispered hoarsely. 



Without warning, he bit into his wrist and tore open the skin. The room was filled with the intoxicating scent of his blood, and suddenly, his heart beat became palpable. I had never felt thirst before, not like that, but something about his blood triggered this very animal hunger inside of me. It was a dirty trick, because he knew as soon as he opened his veins, there would be no way I could deny his request. 



Pressing his wrist to my mouth, his blood tasted nothing like I had remembered blood tasting. It was sweeter than honey, and flowed like wine down my throat, burning with a thrilling warmth. 

Before it even hit my stomach, an intense pleasure exploded inside me, making my vision blur into white and everything about me felt alive for the first time. 



On top of all that, I felt his love flow through me, pure and unadulterated, and unlike anything I had ever felt before. Even when he had been biting me, I hadn’t felt it like this. Drinking his blood was drinking  him, and while so much about him was loving me, everything about him was love. 
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He only tasted of kindness and innocence and boundless happiness. I could feel all of his sins, and they were so minor and insignificant, it was shocking. The worst things he had ever done he had done because I had driven him to it. I was the worst thing that had ever happened to him, and yet he loved more perfectly and more eternally than anything he had ever loved before. 



When he pulled his arm from me, I stumbled backwards. I would’ve fallen if he hadn’t caught me, and I felt fresh tears burning hot down my face. The room was spinning and I felt disoriented and dizzy. The after affects of drinking his blood made me feel like I was incredibly intoxicated, complete with nausea and confusion, and I knew it was only a matter of time before I passed out. 



“Jack.” My voice came out so much weaker than I had thought it would, and his arms felt strong and safe around me as he laid me down on the couch. There was something different in his expression, in his face, and I realized belatedly I had weakened him. Going to the biggest fight of his life, Jack had the horrible disadvantage of being weaker than ever before. “Oh, no, Jack! 

You’re so weak! I’ve killed you!” 



“No, no, Alice, I’m fine.” He brushed the hair back from face, and I rested my hand on his. He was lying to me, and I felt it as certainly as anything. If he walked out of the door and fought with Peter, he would die, and we both knew it. 



“Jack… I love you!” I told him fiercely. He was going to leave no matter what I said, so I decided to use my time the best I could. “You were always the one I loved. It was always you.” 



“I know,” Jack forced a smile, and even though I was fighting it, my eyes shut. His lips press warmly against eyelids, and I felt a tear splash on my cheek from his eyes. 



I wanted to say more, and I really tried, but nothing came out. There was this epic blackness settling in over me, but just before everything went completely blank, I heard the sound of hell breaking loose just outside the door. 






Chapter 24 

The days I spent turning were unquantifiable. In his book, Peter had once described the change as feeling “as if my gut had been cut open and filled with eels,” and that description is the most accurate I have ever heard. Of course, that says nothing for the incredible agony my body went through as organs moved about and died. Everything inside me was shifting around and reconstituting itself to fit an entirely different way of being. Not to mention the sudden intense thirst growing inside me. 



The turning was nothing short of a delirious blur. I was never asleep, but I was never truly awake. 

Everything felt vaguely like some kind of nightmare, and it was nearly impossible to tell reality apart from everything else. The pain and the hunger had turned my mind to mush, and I had dreams of beetles and snakes eating my flesh. I had dreams of drowning and being thrown into a bottomless pit. Nothing I saw when I closed my eyes was very pleasant. 



The first truly coherent thing I can remember is waking from a dream where I had been on fire. 

Somehow, in my sleep, that had translated to me singing “Ring of Fire” by Johnny Cash. When I started to wake, I realized that my voice wasn’t the only sound in my ears. There was another one sounding amazingly perfect compared with the dry, crackled sound of my voice. Even though it hurt my skin to touch anything (the silk sheets I slept on felt like razor blades), the soft touch of another hand on mine felt more comforting than I had even hoped anything would feel again. 

When I finally opened my eyes, which screamed painfully at the almost non-existent light in the room, I could barely make anything out. Eventually, my vision would be better than that of an eagle, but just then, I was practically blind. Then, in the dim glow from the nightlight in the 177

bathroom, I made out a silhouette. The details were still invisible, but the cockeyed hair was unmistakable. Even through my confused pain, delight went through me. 



“Jack,” I whispered in a voice that sounded like dry firewood. “You’re really here?” 



“Shhh.” Jack brushed the hair back from forehead, and it hurt like hell, but I relished the touch because it was his. “Get some rest..” 



“But…” I tried to sputter some kind of an argument, but my throat was burning from singing and speaking. 



“I’m right here, and I’ll be right here until you really wake up. So you just rest until then, and we can talk about everything.” 



Nothing had ever sounded as wonderful as the sound of his voice, and I wanted to keep talking, just so that he would keep talking and I could hear him. Unfortunately, I was drowning in pain and exhaustion, and I quickly succumbed to both of them. But every time I awoke with any momentary clarity, he was by my side. 



Finally, the thirst was taking over me, and I could hear the sound of his heart beat. Instead of finding that reassuring, it just made me even thirstier. There’s a point in the beginning where I was hungry and thirsty, for both blood and actual food, but my body was at a transition where it couldn’t digest either. They had to wait until I was completely through the change, and thoroughly weakened by the process, until I could eat. 



A vampire’s thirst is unlike anything known to man. It’s more than an unquenchable thirst. It’s more than starving hunger. It’s more than a passionate lust. It’s all of those things combined and multiplied, and it’s none of them. Everything inside me became focused on getting one thing, and it blotted everything out. I have never done heroin, but I would imagine that the closest human feeling would be akin to that of jonesing for a hit. My body felt wrong and diseased until I finally drank blood. 



Jack gave me a bag of blood to drink from, and Mae and Ezra chaperoned on the sides of the room. I gulped it down greedily, but it felt nothing like when I drank Jack’s blood. Well, not nothing. It tasted wonderful, and it made me feel amazing and warm, but it was nothing as intense or amazing as Jack. Still, I instantly felt better, and there was new pleasurable change happening inside of me that I didn’t understand. 



Like before, and like when Milo drank, the blood intoxicated me, and I was still a lightweight. I passed out almost immediately after downing the bag of blood, but I slept better than I had in days. It felt like the first time I had really gotten any rest, and for once, it was dreamless. No nightmares about eaten alive or set on fire. 



Sometime later, I’d wake up from all this. 



I opened my eyes to see the world as a vampire for the very first time. 
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