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      Adjusting to my new normal isn’t something I expected to deal with overnight. I mean really, how’s a girl supposed to deal with her own death? Under the circumstances, I think I’m doing okay.

      In all fairness, I had quite a few big things happen all in a rather short amount of time. My ex-boyfriend murdered me for one. Then I find out vampires are like an actual thing—and oh yeah, I am one. Oh, did I mention my ex-boyfriend, the one who killed me, got back up as a half-vampire thing that tried to kill my little sister. To be rid of him for good, I had to burn him alive. Okay, not alive. He was already dead, but still, watching the guy I spent two years thinking I loved roast like a marshmallow left a mark.

      Okay, I’m exaggerating a little—on the time. It’s more like a year thinking I loved him, a couple of months trying to convince myself that I still loved him, and about six more months trying to find the courage to break up with him. So… yeah. Murdered. Hey vampires exist, I am a vampire, and asshole refused to stay dead.

      I think most people would’ve had some difficulty coping.

      That said, I’m starting to get the hang of this whole undead deal. Oh, and the mood swings have stopped. No clue if they came from some part of my transformation into a vampire that hadn’t quite finished yet or if my watching Scott burn into a charred husk bothered me a lot more on an internal level than I let myself believe.

      Seriously, that was a really nice Jeep. Shame to waste it.

      The small army of stuffed animals is still out on my bed, but I’ve gone a whole week without randomly clinging to any of them. All recent clingage has been completely deliberate. In fact, I’ve decided to embrace the contradiction of being a dangerous, powerful immortal who sleeps in a bed that looks like it belongs to a tween. Maybe I’ll paint my walls pink and develop a bizarre fixation with Hello Kitty. That would really mess with people—especially my sister Sierra. Sophia would adore it, but nah. Beige works fine for me. I mean, I spent the past six years basically stuck somewhere between Bland Girl and a cover model for L.L. Bean.

      Anyway, since I’m conscious, I figure it’s probably at least two in the afternoon. My bones feel heavy and my muscles are threatening to go on strike. It’s like waking up on a cold February morning in a nest of warm blankets while it’s pouring rain outside—one of those days where the idea of getting detention for cutting school is totes worth it for staying in bed all day.

      Wait a second, I’m not in school anymore. Well, at least not in any school that would give me detention. Let me rephrase that. Today’s one of those days that’s totes worth quitting a job to stay in bed. Not that I know what that’s like. Well, I mean I have worked summer jobs the past two years, and I’ve definitely felt the ‘screw it, fire me’ temptation when the alarm clock went off. Though, back then I’d been too much of a chicken to cave in and sleep. My employment experience is hardly anything grand. I served ice cream at this one place between sophomore and junior year, waited tables last summer. So far, this summer, I’ve mostly just waited.

      Kinda hard to hold a day job when the day wants me dead.

      At least bright sunlight anyway. Oh, maybe that’s why I feel like this… The vampire version of ‘five more minutes, Mom’ has got to mean that it’s stupid bright outside and today is one of those days that’ll literally kill me. That I’m awake at all before sundown is a side effect of my being an Innocent. Yay me. I survive with anywhere from five to six hours of whatever passes for sleep now. Vampires from other bloodlines or tribes or whatever they’re supposed to be called are stuck as stiff as corpses from sunrise to sunset unless someone shows up trying to kill them. Yep. That’s my perk of Innocence. Extra time awake while stuck in my room.

      Maximum boredom.

      Though, I do have video games. I wonder what Count Dracula would’ve thought of them, assuming he existed. A guy like that probably wouldn’t have enjoyed a PlayStation. I mean why bother when he basically played Grand Theft Auto for real… running around killing actual people. He probably didn’t do much carjacking though. That idea gets me laughing as I imagine a video game version of GTA set in medieval Europe, the character tearing someone out of a horse-drawn carriage and taking off.

      Right. I need help.

      I force myself to sit up and swing my legs over the side of my bed. My bare feet settle into the carpet like I’m standing on an army of tiny fingers. Every individual pile registers to my brain. Vampires’ senses are like way tuned up. I could seriously tell heads or tails on a coin from pressing it against my hand. How exactly that would come in handy, I’m not sure, but hey! I’m fun at parties.

      Simultaneously, the clatter of Dad typing on his computer mixes with video game sound effects from my brother Sam’s computer on the second floor, Sierra’s PlayStation in the living room emitting gunfire and explosions, scratching that I guess to be birds or squirrels in the rain gutters, and something dripping.

      Okay, that’s going to drive me crazy. The dripping I mean, not hearing everything that’s going on in the house all at the same time. I grab my iPhone from the nightstand and throw on some music. Even soft music gives me enough to focus on that I subconsciously blot out everything else that I don’t try to listen to.

      I stretch and yawn mostly out of reflex because the brain still thinks that stretching equals yawn. My body’s continued resistance to activity tells me it’s a brutal one out there today, sun-wise. So, I’ll be hiding in my nice windowless room for most of the day. Options to avoid going insane include reading, doing some random computer-based educational thing, or video games. I mean, there’s always a steamy romance novel—hey, a girl’s got needs too—but one, there’s three sub-twelve-year-olds running around this place, not to mention two parents, one of whom has an annoying lack of respect for privacy. I’m not risking someone walking in on me in the middle of a bit of self-love.

      Ashley, my best friend, has a giant silicone… thing. I only found out about it because she told me her mom discovered it while cleaning like six months ago but didn’t bat an eyelash. I think Ash was more embarrassed at the non-response than at her mom seeing it. As if her mother’s reaction implied it was a totally normal thing for a girl to have in her room. Worse, Ash worried that also meant her mother had seen them before… and I’m so not thinking of Ashley’s mother and one of those things in the same headspace.

      Gawd.

      I’m never. Nope. That’s all I’d need. Sam would find it. Dad would learn about it, and there’d be dildo jokes at every holiday dinner for the rest of time. I dunno what it is about my father, but he seems to take great delight in embarrassing the hell out of me. Like whipping out pictures of my two-year-old self doing mortifying crap whenever relatives show up. At least I never did anything like Sophia. At two, she covered herself in peanut butter because she saw Mom using some facial cleansing mask. It got all over the walls, the floor, the bathroom… Heh. I wonder if that had anything to do with her love of cosmetics.

      Taylor Swift’s Out of the Woods flows from the little speakers on my desk. I lift my toes and drop them over and over, losing a few minutes, mesmerized by the feel of the rug. A grin spreads across my lips. Yeah, she’s got a point. I think I am out of the woods in a sense. Despite the craziness of the past month, I’m at peace with what I’ve become.

      “I am immortal,” I mumble… then flop backward onto my bed. “But this is comfortable.”

      Of course, maybe I shouldn’t trust the quiet. While I’m personally at ease with my reality, that doesn’t mean other people (or vampires) are. Like Eleanor St. Ives. She really wanted some stupid old telescope, and some of her underlings gave Sophia a hell of a scare trying to threaten me over it. Hopefully, that woman won’t blame me for how things went down. I mean the bitch did try to steal it in the first place. Or have it stolen. Then again, she is an Academic, and I’m told those vampires don’t have much in the way of emotion left—something like Mr. Spock without the logic or pointy ears. So maybe I am safe. Also, Aurélie said she’d handle that woman.

      My thoughts shift gears to my boyfriend, Hunter. I want to spend time with him, but our schedules don’t exactly line up. For one thing, he’s working long hours over the summer to build up money for college. For another, I’m a vampire with a severe sun allergy. Gloomy, rainy days are good for me going outside early, but they don’t make for the best dates.

      Thinking about him starts making me squirm, wanting to have him touch me. I almost slide a hand up under my giant T-shirt, but as if my mother has some kind of Puritanical sixth sense, she decides to pick that moment to make her way to my room. Fortunately, even the sound of her walking barefoot across the basement is obvious to me. It would probably take another vampire, or someone who’s been trained how to be quiet at like ninja level to sneak up on me.

      Mom knocks twice. “Sarah? Are you awake?”

      I gawk. That’s more of a shock than finding out vampires are real. My mother didn’t barge in.

      “Sarah?” asks Mom, when I don’t answer right away.

      “Yeah. I’m up. Is it bright out?”

      “A bit, yes. Mind if I poke my nose in?”

      “Sec,” I yell, and roll completely under my comforter. “Okay.”

      A blast of warmth washes over me, but nothing catches fire. As soon my door shuts with a thunk, I pull the bedding aside and sit up. Mom’s rocking a spaghetti-strap top with shorts. She totally looks like a soccer mom, except that none of my sibs play sports. Must be a weekend. Probably Saturday.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      “Young lady,” says Mom.

      Great. What did I do this time? Since I’m entirely clueless as to the nature of any transgressions, I stare at her with my ‘I didn’t do anything’ face. Cluelessness and innocence are often interchangeable.

      “I’d prefer if you stop flying around with Sam.”

      Oh. That. “But Mom, he was like really depressed and it cheered him up.” I rake my fingers through my hair. Ugh. It smells stale. Time for a shower. “I didn’t go up that high, or fly that fast. And he loved it.”

      “I know.” She folds her arms. “He’s been asking me when you will ‘take him up’ again. I’m not comfortable with you doing that. Nine-year-old boys are not meant to fly.”

      “Tell that to the guy who invented trampolines,” I mutter. “The chances of a broken bone are much lower with me.”

      Mom’s stern demeanor cracks with a half grin. “Sarah… I’m just worried he could fall. Besides, if you’re staying low for his benefit, someone might see you.”

      “So, I’ll make them forget us.” I shrug. “I won’t do it all the time. Just when he needs it. Something put him in a really glum mood that night.”

      “What do you think is bothering him?” asks Mom, sounding concerned. She drags my wheeled computer desk chair over to the bed and sits close to me. “Do you think I should take him to see someone?”

      I shrug. “I dunno. He doesn’t seem that bad anymore, but I’m no shrink.”

      “Did you read his mind?” Mom tilts her head. “And speaking of that, what did you do to Sierra? She’s unusually clingy today.”

      “Nothing, Mom. I stay out of you guys’ heads. No mind control on the family, I promise.”

      “Sierra?” asks Mom.

      “Umm. She’s probably still trying to cope with everything. You know how she is. Keeps everything inside, acts tough. It’s not that hard to imagine she’s feeling a little scared. I mean she was kidnapped—even if Bree Swanson did it.”

      “I thought you said that girl was under compulsion or something like that?”

      “Yeah. She was. I mean, that’s like getting kidnapped by Princess Peach. If a kid’s going to be abducted, Bree kidnapping her was like being in a movie made for little kids. Not all that scary.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” says Mom. “Please tell me I won’t need to put two of my kids in psychotherapy.”

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      “For what?”

      “Almost getting killed. Was dumb of me to break up with Scott alone in the dark like that. As much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, I knew what kind of guy he was.”

      “Stop blaming yourself, Sarah.” Mom hugs me. “Nothing that boy did is in any way your fault.”

      I hug her back in silence for a while, not entirely used to Mom being so physically affectionate. I mean, as far as teenage girls and mothers go, our relationship has been pretty great, but she’s not usually this outwardly emotional. Wonder if law school has like a class on stoicism or if it’s more that people who are good at hiding their emotions tend to go for law degrees more often than others.

      We talk for a little while more about the past two weeks. Things have been almost painfully normal. Except for missing two day-trips with the family due to sun issues, I can almost pretend everything is normal.

      “So, I guess you’re going to be lazy and not get a job this summer?” asks Mom with a smile.

      I shrug. “Thinking about it. I suppose I could if I can find something with late hours.”

      She grins. “I think your father would go crazy if you worked as a security guard.”

      “Mom, that’s not the only late night job out there. If you really think I should work, I could wait tables again at some place that’s open late.”

      “Restaurants aren’t open that late.”

      I raise both eyebrows. “I could always go stripper. Aren’t those places open until like three in the morning?”

      Mom turns bright red. “No, you cannot.” She tosses my comforter over my face. “Besides. You’d never be able to do that. You’re not that kind of girl.”

      “Think about the money I could make now, Mom. We moved like $400 of Girl Scout cookies in two hours. Imagine that at a go go bar?”

      Heat in my face tells me I’m blushing like mad, and Mom has to know I’m totally kidding, because she’s not freaking out.

      She tries to sigh at me, but winds up laughing. “All right. I gotta get back upstairs before there’s blood on the walls.”

      “Okay.” I duck under the comforter so she can leave the room without cooking me. “Let me know when the sun’s no longer on death mode.”

      “I will.”

      Once she closes the door behind herself, I sit up again. Hmm. Job. Nah. It’s not like I really need money. Past two years, the ’rents wanted me to get a job more as a responsibility lesson, teaching me what the ‘real world’ is like. The real world indeed, one where vampires are made up creatures for movies and books. Thinking about not needing to work makes me feel guilty about Hunter since he can’t afford to go to college without it. I mean, it’s not like any job a kid our age can get would pay for college these days. He’s working more for living expenses and supplies while relying on student loans. Hmm. Would it be unethical to find where his mother works and compel her boss to pay her more?

      Not bothering to put on anything more than the oversized T-shirt I slept in, I get out of bed and flop down on the wheeled chair in front of my computer. Video games will eat up time until I can leave my room. Damn, it’s a good thing I never have to go to the bathroom—unless I eat normal food, that is.

      Hours later, my kid sister Sierra screams my name from upstairs, sounding pissed. Wow. That’s ‘controller goes flying across the room’ pissed. The lethargy’s left my body, so I pause what I’ve been playing (the new Doom, single player mode), and creep over to my door. It doesn’t throw off heat like a furnace, which is a good sign.

      “Sarah!” shouts Sierra. “I need you!”

      She sounds furious, not terrified. No need to panic or rush. I ease the door open an inch. Okay, sun’s out, but not ‘melting my face off’ hot. It’s a few minutes after five in the afternoon, so we’re well past the worst of the brightness. Sierra demanding my presence is probably going to result in me sitting on the floor in the living room, so I pull on underpants before heading out the door. The T-shirt’s down to my knees, but I’m not taking any chances.

      The house feels like it’s over a hundred degrees. Fortunately, I’m not on fire. Lack of spontaneous combustion is a definite plus, but I’m going to need to eat someone later. Tolerating sunlight burns a lot of, umm, ‘calories.’ I emerge from the stairway in the kitchen, where my parents are both getting started on dinner. We all know it’s useless for me to eat real food, but I usually have dinner with them anyway. One, my being an Innocent lets me still taste and enjoy it, even if it does nothing for me nutritionally. Two, it makes everyone feel normal. And I like spending time with them.

      Sierra’s on the floor in the living room, an apple stuffed in her mouth, PlayStation headset on. She does the apple thing on purpose when she reaches a certain level of anger. It’s a tactic so she doesn’t scream words that’ll get her grounded. Don’t let her innocent eleven-year-old face fool you. The girl knows all the words. I think she can even imply someone has carnal knowledge of their own mother in Russian. If not for the threat of punishment, she’d be screaming them.

      “What’s up?” I flop down next to her.

      She’s so enraged, she scowls at me for a few seconds before calming down enough to mentally process that I’m not the cause of her issue. Sierra thrusts the controller at me. As soon as I take it, she plucks the apple from her mouth. “Please take over, and own this ass—I mean idiot, DeltaForce92. He’s cheating.”

      “Actually cheating, or just made you so angry you’re playing like crap?”

      She glowers. “Whatever. Just will you please abuse him? He’s picking on me.”

      It’s disconcerting to see a kid crying because they’re that furious. And, I’m also more than happy to share a little bonding time with my kid sister. That thing where people sometimes visualize an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other? Yeah, those are my two kid sisters. Sierra’s closer to the devil, but she’s not evil. More like my tiny demon of not giving a shit. Sierra wants to be nice to everyone and have the whole world love her. Sierra couldn’t care less what anyone thought of her.

      Except, perhaps, for DeltaForce92.

      “Okay, okay.” I throw an arm around her and squeeze. “One idiot, owned, coming up.”

      The Call of Duty match is only about halfway done. Since the controller is wireless, I head across the living room and hide in the closet with the door pulled to, just enough to let me see the TV. In here, I’m shielded from the sunlight leaking through the curtains over the front window that my supernatural nature comes back online.

      Video games like this—first-person shooters—are stupid easy when I can speed myself up so much the world feels like slow motion. It’s fairly simple for me to read the nameplates over the enemy team, something few mortal players can pull off in the middle of a hail of virtual bullets. I start going out of my way to hunt down this guy and abuse him. Sneak him with the knife, follow him for a minute or so without him realizing I’m there, and shoot him in the back an instant before he can ambush kill a teammate. Once I run at him dodging around his shots before lobbing a brick of C4 into his face when he tries camping.

      In all fairness, I’m not that good at this game, but with my reflexes supernaturally accelerated, any twitch game would be easy for me.

      Sierra twists back to peer into the closet, and pulls the mic down from her face. “Holy crap, Sare. If Mom heard what this guy is saying, she’d never let me play this again. He’s stringing curses together into entirely new Frankenswears.”

      I giggle. About ten minutes after I take over, the match ends. Our side barely won by points, though I didn’t do much to help in that regard. However, I did basically neutralize DeltaForce92. Between Sierra’s time playing and mine, we got forty-six kills and died fifteen times (which is the highest kills and death count on our side). No wonder Sierra’s mad. She doesn’t usually die more than five times a match.

      Since I’m no longer concentrating on playing, my tweaked out hearing picks up an adult male voice screaming in her earbuds. More or less a continuous stream of profanity with the occasional ‘cheating’ thrown in for good measure.

      “No. This is an out-of-the-box PlayStation,” says Sierra in her snidest tone. “I don’t even know how to cheat. You just got owned by an eleven-year-old.”

      More guys, and a woman or two, laugh in response. Someone asks Sierra if she’s really a kid.

      “Duh. Yeah.” She says with an epic eye-roll. “I don’t like have a huge tank of helium.”

      As soon as they start laughing, an anguished scream comes back over the chat, and DeltaForce92 drops the game.

      “Ooh,” says Sierra, grinning at me. “Rage quit. We win.”

      Giggling, I emerge from the closet into the inferno of the living room and hand her back the controller. Yeah I (or we) technically cheated like hell, but not in any way detectable on the network.

      “Thanks.” Sierra leans against me when I sit down next to her.

      “No problem.” I ruffle her hair and settle in to watch as the next round starts up.

      I’d much rather protect my kid sister from an online idiot than someone trying to kill her for real.
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      Late Sunday afternoon, the door to my room opens without warning.

      Fortunately, I’m not doing anything more embarrassing than wasting time on a video game.

      Sierra struggles to walk in, a worried, urgent look on her face. Sophia’s behind her with a death grip on the waistband of her shorts, heels sliding on the rug. She’s trying to stop Sierra from entering my room, but ‘middle sis’ is determined, and towing her along.

      “Sarah,” says Sierra. “Help me.”

      “No!” yells Sophia.

      Sierra grunts, straining to keep advancing as her bare feet slide over the rug. Sophia’s grip fails, sending the waistband of Sierra’s shorts flying into her with a loud snap. She emits a faint squeak, clamps both hands over the point of impact, and falls flat on her chest, whimpering.

      “Ack!” Sophia gasps and covers her mouth. “I’m sorry!”

      I can’t take the look on Sierra’s face, and burst out laughing. Sophia hits me with the big blue eyed blonde super innocent stare. Uh oh. She’s scared.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      Sierra crawls over to me, still rubbing her back. “Make her forget.”

      “Please no,” says Sophia in a small voice. “You said you wouldn’t do that to us.”

      “But it’s an emergency,” says Sierra.

      I stoop down and check her, tugging the waistband down enough to appraise a nice red mark right where a tramp stamp would go. “No blood, but that’ll be sore for a little while. Now, what happened? What’s an emergency?”

      “I rammed my toes on the bedpost,” says Sierra. “I said a word Sophia shouldn’t hear. She’s gonna tell Mom and I’m gonna get grounded.”

      “You didn’t say a bad word,” whispers Sophia. “You yelled it.”

      “Please,” whines Sierra. “Make her forget I dropped an f bomb.”

      “I should make you forget those words.” I wink.

      “She’ll just get them back from the PlayStation.” Sophia folds her arms. “I’m not gonna tell Mom.”

      Sierra twists back to look at her. “Really?”

      “You mashed your foot on the bed. Dad says that too when he hurts himself.” She shrugs. “Besides, you yelled it. Mom probably already heard you.”

      I squeeze Sierra’s shoulder. “You should apologize to her for thinking she needed a memory wipe. That’s not cool. I don’t do that to you guys.”

      Sierra bows her head, faces Sophia, and mutters, “I’m sorry I asked Sarah to erase your mind.”

      Wordless, Sophia stares at me.

      “No, I didn’t make her apologize.” I stick out my tongue.

      Sierra narrows her eyes. “What? I can say sorry, too.”

      “Guys…” I scoop them both into a hug. “Please don’t fight. Watch the f-bombs or Mom will run the PlayStation over with the lawn mower.”

      Sierra whimpers.

      Ashley breezes into my room. “Hey.”

      “Hi, Ashley,” chimes Sophia, before pouncing on her.

      “Hey.” Sierra waves.

      The girls scamper around Ash and run out, heading back upstairs. Ash pads over. She’s doing the black tank top, red skirt, black yoga pants thing today. Gotta be a sandals or flops day, as she’s barefoot thanks to Mom’s ‘no shoes in the house’ law.

      “Michelle’s gonna meet us there at seven. She got stuck late,” says Ashley.

      I raise both eyebrows. “She’s working on a Sunday? I thought she’s doing some kinda legal internship.”

      “Yeah. Lawyers do work on weekends. The firm she’s working at is on some big case. She’s doing BS stuff though. Photocopying, getting coffee. Basically just getting used to being around lawyers.”

      “Ahh. How’s your vet thing going? Guess it’s not a job if you’re an intern.”

      “No, I’m not an intern. I can’t do that until I’m like halfway through vet school. I’m just kennel help. Cleaning cages, litterboxes, and feeding. Sometimes I help out holding an animal down while they trim the nails.” Ashley’s eyes seem to triple in size. “These kittens! They’re adorable! They let me bottle-feed one of them this morning.” Her squee of ultimate cuteness slam-shifts into a scowl. “What is wrong with people? The mama cat’s owners abandoned her as soon as she got pregnant.”

      “Ugh. People are shitty.”

      “Yeah.” She flops on my bed. “The clinic is pretty cool. Everyone there’s super friendly. I’m starting to think I’m gonna go veterinary. Only thing holding me back from being sure is the whole ‘putting to sleep’ thing.”

      I cringe. “Aww, yeah. That sucks.”

      “I dunno if I’ll be able to basically kill an animal, even if it’s really better for it not to suffer.”

      “Well, you’re giving it the only comfort possible at that point. The animal’s already going to die and you’re helping it not suffer.”

      She fidgets. “I guess, yeah. Maybe I’m just sad about animals dying in general. Better they don’t suffer. Everything dies, right?” Ashley shifts her gaze to me. “Well, everything except you.”

      “Hah.” I lean back, giggling.

      Ashley grins, laughing along with me. Wow. She’s not sad or even jealous. No, the sadness is all me. But I’m going to keep it in a box until she actually gets old and I lose her. Sorry, but at whatever point in the future I have to deal with her death, I will be a total mess—but that’s hopefully like seventy or more years away, so I refuse to think about it now.

      We hang out for a little while longer until it’s time to go meet Michelle at this knock-off TGI Friday’s type place that opened a month ago in Woodinville. ‘Harvey’s’ or something like that. Somewhere between them understanding the need for a ‘girl’s night out’ and the last hurrah of the ‘summer of eighteen,’ I don’t get any static from the ’rents about missing dinner here to eat at a restaurant. Though, I’ll probably only get something small if anything more than a drink. One downside to not having a job is I’ve only got a little bit of money left from last year. It would be one thing if I actually needed food, but… yeah.

      On second thought, ambushing someone in a restaurant bathroom is kinda like my version of going out for dinner.

      I borrow Dad’s Sentra, which more and more, is becoming mine. I think when he finally decides to get himself something newer, he’s going to let me keep this one instead of trading it in for the couple hundred bucks he might get for it. Ashley hops in the passenger seat and attacks the radio, plugging in her phone before even closing her door.

      For another brief few seconds, my life almost feels normal.
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      The place turns out to be named ‘Harry’s,’ but it’s totally ripping off Friday’s. They didn’t go so far as to use the stripes, but the walls are covered in junk. Michelle’s in the waiting area, and from the look of her (still in a nice grey skirt suit) she came straight from the lawyer’s. I guess she’s not technically an intern either since she hasn’t even started law school yet. So, my two best friends are Photocopy Girl and Cage Cleaner Girl. But hey, at least they’re in the environment they want to eventually work in.

      “Hey guys.” Michelle throws an arm around each of us, glances left at Ash, right at me, then lets her head hang with a heavy sigh. “Girl, you totally need to help me order a drink tonight.”

      “That bad?” I ask.

      “Damn… so busy. I don’t think my ass touched chair for more than two minutes all day. And I’m kidding. Dad would kill me if he smelled anything on my breath.”

      Since the place hasn’t been open that long, there’s no wait. The host is a super-happy guy in a black polo and pants with shoulder-length dreads. He’s gotta be close to 400 pounds, but moves like a dancer around booths, chairs, and tables leading us to our seat. The whole time, he chats about how our day’s been going, if we’d been here before, and the specials. He’s throwing off so much positive energy, by the time we reach our seat, I’m half tempted to hug him.

      Michelle and Ashley start chatting about their respective jobs while we all savage the complimentary chips. Had my life not gone off the rails, I’m sure I’d be grumbling about whatever rude individual I ran into at whatever crummy job I had, but… yeah. Mostly, I spectate.

      A waiter arrives, introduces himself as Tim, and asks if we want anything to drink.

      “Pff. After the day I’ve had, I really need a Blue Moon,” says Michelle, as casual as can be.

      I can tell she’s kidding, but Tim nods, jots that down, and gives me a don’t even try it face. “What about you two?”

      Great. He must think I’m the little sister. Zero effort on my hair plus T-shirt plus jeans equals looking too young to drink. Of course, my particular strain of vampire does that enough already. Though, I suspect if I’d been in my thirties when I turned, I wouldn’t look like a fourteen-year-old. Oh well. Lucky for me I never really got into the whole drinking deal. Without my powers of mental influence, I’d never be able to buy alcohol. It’s kinda funny really. In a couple years, if I show someone my legit ID, no one would believe it.

      “Iced tea,” says Ashley.

      Michelle blinks, but keeps quiet. Guess she figures her father won’t smell one beer.

      “Same as her,” I say, nodding to Ash.

      “Need a few minutes to order?” asks Tim.

      “Yeah.” Ashley finally picks up her menu for the first time. “Please.”

      Tim nods, smiles, and hurries off.

      “Dude,” says Ashley. “You like totally ordered a beer and didn’t even get checked.”

      Michelle shrugs. “Oops. I was kidding, but what the hell. One won’t kill me.”

      “Must be that sharp ass outfit.” I grin. “You look all grown up and stuff. How sad is it that I’m going to have to get a fake ID eventually so people believe me.”

      “Huh?” asks Ashley.

      “Twenty years from now, if I show my real one, they’ll think it’s fake. I’ll need to lie about my birthday to make myself younger.”

      Michelle laughs. “Yeah, you’re gonna look like you’re sixteen for forever. Actually, I’m kinda jealous.”

      “Ooh.” Ashley nods. “Yeah, wow. That’s weird. But you don’t even need it. You can just zap people in the brain.”

      “Did you?” Michelle points back at where Tim went.

      “Nope.” I hold my hands up. “Swear. You totally look like an adult Gotta be the skirt suit.”

      Ash and Michelle snicker.

      The drinks arrive in a few minutes. We order food, though I get a garden salad since I feel no guilt about wasting a giant pile of lettuce. I’d debate if it’s really ‘wasting’ if I’m enjoying eating it, but I have more important things to do like count Ashley’s freckles.

      Once Tim walks away, Michelle starts prodding me with questions about Hunter.

      “Spill,” says Ashley.

      There’s not too much to tell, though I do let them in on what happened when I went to his bedroom. Michelle fidgets throughout the story, unusually nervous.

      “What’s up?” I glance at her.

      “Okay, so there’s this guy at the office I met.”

      Ashley gasps.

      Michelle smirks at her. “Cool your jets. He’s my age, not one of the lawyers. Corey’s doing the same thing I am, running copies and messages, carrying files back and forth, looking crap up online, donut/coffee runs and such. Anyway, I’m tempted to call him back, but he’s like too perfect.” She shifts her gaze to me. “Would you check him out for me?”

      “Huh?” I lift an eyebrow. “Like a private investigator or something?”

      “Too perfect?” asks Ashley.

      “Yeah.” Michelle sighs. “He’s educated, smart, polite, seems interested in me, too.”

      “Who wouldn’t be?” Ashley pokes her in the side. “You’re like hot.”

      We all crack up giggling. Michelle practically chokes on a chip while Ashley snort-laughs. Since Ashley got a veggie burger, her order included a cup of chili (also vegetarian). Tim drops it off, grins at us despite having no idea of what we’re laughing at, and keeps going.

      “So, he’s like too perfect. Figure something’s gotta be wrong with him.” Michelle bites her lip at me. “I’m thinking you could take a peek and make sure he’s on the level. Like, let’s double date or something and you give him the sniff.”

      “We could triple date,” says Ashley.

      “Whoa.” Michelle glances at her. “You hook back up with what’s her name, Tammie?”

      “No. His name’s River.” Ashley offers a brittle smile that I don’t like.

      I fight the urge to leap into her thoughts, tempting as it is. She hasn’t talked about this guy too much, which is a bad sign all by itself. Normally, a new romantic interest for her monopolizes any conversation for at least two weeks. Though, whenever she had a girlfriend, she tried to keep that kinda quiet. ’Cause people are assholes. Like that one guy, Chris Drake. A few months after Ash broke up with him, he caught her kissing this other girl Julie. His friends teased him for being such a horrible date that he made Ash ‘change teams’ or some patriarchal bullshit like that.

      So yeah. Drama.

      “How’s that going?” I ask. “You haven’t really said much about him.”

      “Oh.” She breaks eye contact. “We just met. Nothing’s really happened but being on the phone with him yet.”

      I narrow my eyes at her in concern. She’s not acting normally, more like she’s about to date someone famous and doesn’t want to do something to mess it up. Yeah, her personality is what I call ‘squishie.’ She’s super-nice, squeals at kitten pictures, and tends to smile at people even if she hates or fears them, and will almost always run from conflict. At least BS social conflict. Something like those idiot wannabe vampire hunters, she can be fierce. Confrontation isn’t her first choice, but she’s not timid. So, seeing her walking on eggshells over a guy she’s met once has my red flags up.

      Why? Because it’s exactly how I felt around Scott when the fairy-tale relationship started bursting at the seams.

      “What’s he like?” asks Michelle.

      Ashley shrugs. “He’s a musician. Has a band. Even has his own place already.”

      “Whoa,” I say. “How old is this guy?”

      “Like nineteen. I mean, it’s not his place really. He’s got a bunch of roommates.” Ash nibbles on a chip, still not looking at us.

      “He work?” asks Michelle, one eyebrow up.

      “Yeah.” Ashley keeps munching on a chip. “Some kinda warehouse thing. He’s cool.”

      I can’t help but worry that something’s wrong here. “Are you sure? You’re acting weird.”

      She finally makes eye contact with me. “I’m still thinking about you-know-who. She did something to me, and it’s not wearing off as fast as it should.”

      Oh. Well, maybe that does sorta make sense in a way. Ashley probably thinks being with a boy will somehow ‘cleanse’ her of whatever lingering effect Aurélie had on her. Could be, she’s rushing into a relationship with a random dude like she’s grabbing the first bottle of headache pills on the shelf without looking at the label.

      “Be careful, okay?” I ask.

      “Exactly why I want you to give Corey the sniff,” says Michelle.

      “Huh? Why?” Ashley glances over at her.

      Michelle pauses with a chip an inch from her teeth. “I don’t wanna get stabbed.” She tosses the chip into her mouth.

      “At least not with a knife,” I mutter.

      “Mmm!” Michelle play-punches me on the arm, setting Ashley into a fit of laughter.

      Once that subsides, Ash makes a face at me like a kid who broke her favorite toy. “Why are you so worried?”

      “I’m getting a bad read on that River guy,” I say. “I don’t want you getting into a dangerous situation.”

      “You had a ‘bad read’ on Scott, too, and still went out with him,” says Ashley, a little snap in her tone.

      “Your point?” asks Michelle.

      Guilt washes over Ashley; she stares down, fidgeting. “Sorry. I mean, look how that ended.”

      “Exactly,” I whisper. “But hey, it may not be that bad. I just don’t think he’s going to last as like a long term thing.”

      “You’ve never seen him,” says Ashley in a small voice. “How can you have a bad read on someone you’ve never met?”

      “The way you talk about him. Maybe that triple date is a good idea then.” Sensing someone approaching, I lean back.

      Tim arrives, followed by a short brown-haired girl about our age, helping carry food. My salad is… ridiculously huge. Of course, it is mostly lettuce. They’re a bit heavy with the shredded cheese and probably used half a bottle of ranch on it, but it’s not like I have to watch calories or anything.

      My friends dig in. No sooner do I stuff my first forkful of greens into my mouth than I feel eyes on me. This could go wrong in any number of ways: more hunters, Eleanor’s people, some new hell I haven’t even thought of yet…. Old Me getting a feeling like this would’ve made me start looking around for the creepy old perv. New Me braces for a literal attack.

      Okay, maybe not everything about being a vampire is cool. But hey, at least we’re hard to kill. Especially when the sun goes down. Of course, I could do without random attempted murder—especially when I’m only trying to have a fun night out with my friends.

      I close my jaw, chewing in slow deliberate motions while scanning the room. That sense of being stared at pulls my attention to the opposite side of the room, where a white-haired man standing by the hallway leading off to the bathrooms is fixated on me with an expression like I’m his long-lost daughter. Okay, creepy and old, check. Perv, I’m not so sure. His expression is all pleading, and it’s not like I’m dressed to turn heads. I look like I just came from a Nirvana concert.

      Having an old guy ogling me like that is unnerving enough, until I notice that I can see the wall through him… and he doesn’t seem to exist much below the waist. That’s not a jab at his manhood—he doesn’t have legs. My mouth opens in stunned realization as I find myself locking stares with a ghost. It’s pretty obvious when a woman exiting the bathroom walks straight into him and doesn’t notice. He washes around her like a hologram, continuing to give me this unblinking, pleading look.

      “Hey guys,” I whisper. “Do you see anything strange over by the bathrooms?”

      They both twist around to check. Michelle shrugs and shakes her head. Ashley stares more intently at the spot, but I don’t think she sees him or she wouldn’t be so calm.

      “Feels kinda eerie,” says Ashley. “What am I looking for?”

      I glance back over there, but the old guy’s gone. “Hmm. Thought I saw a ghost.”

      Michelle rolls her eyes. “Oh, please tell me you don’t believe in that stuff.”

      “Ghosts are made up,” I deadpan. “Just like vampires.”

      A piece of broccoli flies across the table from Ashley’s sudden laugh.

      “Oh, speaking of not believing.” Michelle grins. “My dad totally bought the car window story. As far as he’s concerned, someone we never saw busted it while the car sat in the lot outside the theater.”

      “Cool,” chirps Ashley. Her smile fades as she stares at me. “Umm. Are those guys gonna like come back and try again? What about others?”

      Michelle takes the last sip of her Blue Moon and sets the empty glass down. “It doesn’t make sense to me where those guys even came from. It’s not like Sarah’s running around being obvious.”

      I chase a cherry tomato around my plate, trying to stab it with a fork, but the damn thing keeps sliding away. “No idea. The one guy just showed up and started following me. Kinda creepy.”

      “Do they have like a machine that lets them scan people to see who’s a vampire?” asks Ashley.

      Michelle and I both shrug.

      I eye the spot where the ghost had been, wondering why he took such a keen interest in me. Did the guy die here? How much would that suck? Being a ghost who’s stuck in a lame bistro type place for eternity. Is he here to warn people not to order the steak with a side of salmonella? Can’t be. Harry’s hasn’t been open that long. That poor man probably died here before they built this place. Guess he sensed a kindred soul. I mean, I do technically have one foot into the next world. Darn. I can’t remember what used to be on this location before the restaurant happened.

      “What are you gonna do if more show up?” asks Ashley.

      “The same thing I did last time.”

      “Try to take over the world?” Michelle holds up a finger.

      “No, Brain,” I mutter. “Make them forget vampires exist.”
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      Thursday afternoon, I awake to soft, whispery crying in my ear.

      I roll my head to the left and come nose to nose with Sophia, in a pink T-shirt and jean shorts, curled up between me and the wall. Red rings her eyes, and she looks a few inches short of throwing up.

      “Hey, sprite,” I mumble in a half-awake attempt at a voice. “What’s wrong?”

      “Sorry for waking you up,” whispers Sophia. “I was trying to be quiet.”

      I lean close and boop noses with her. “You didn’t wake me up.”

      She manages a smile.

      “Why are you crying?”

      “I don’t wanna go to the dance recital tonight. Can you make Mom forget about it?”

      Ahh. Nerves. “Soph, you’ve been practicing for two weeks. Tonight’s the big night.”

      She wipes her eyes. “I know.”

      I sit up and eye her vulnerable bare feet. “Why don’t you want to go?”

      “Eep.” Sophia scrambles upright and sits back on her heels. “Don’t tickle me!”

      Since she defended her feet, I go for her ribs.

      “Stop!” she squeals, before I even touch her, then breaks into giggles. “Because.”

      “Because why?” I brush her hair off her face. “You’re going to be awesome tonight.”

      She bites her lip. “If I mess up, then everyone will see and laugh at me.”

      “You won’t mess up.” I wink. “Besides. If someone else makes a mistake and trips into you, I’ll make the whole audience forget.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Really?”

      “Promise. But, you won’t mess up. Have fun. That’s the entire point of it. I thought you loved dance class.”

      “I do!” she half-whines. “I like dancing. I just don’t like people watching me.”

      “That would kind of get in the way of going professional. Performers no one sees don’t really have much of a career.”

      She shrugs, her arms draped crossed in her lap. “I don’t wanna be a pro. It’s like Sam going to taekwondo. He’s not going to kick people for a living. It’s fun and exercise. I’m gonna do makeup and stuff, like for movies and TV shows. Not dance.”

      “Cool.” Wow. This kid knows where she wants to go and she’s only ten. I’m eighteen and still have no idea. Though, for all I know, she’ll change her mind next year.

      Sophia looks around as if to make sure no one eavesdropped, then leans close. “Something weird happened last night.”

      My muscles lock up. Crap. What now? “Umm. Weird?”

      She nods. “I woke up and saw an old person in my room.”

      I can’t help but cough and raise my eyebrows. Did she seriously see that ghost? “Umm, are you sure?”

      “I swear it wasn’t a dream,” says Sophia. “This man was standing in the corner of the room by the window. As soon as I looked at him, he disappeared.”

      Weird stuff gives me a little exception to my rule. Then again, ‘reading’ is harmless. I’m not making any changes. I peek at her memory enough to see what’s at the tip of her brain. An image forms of her bedroom, pitch dark. Moonlight leaking in the window reveals the face of the same old man from Henry’s Bistro, though his body is little more than a vague shadow except for his face, and even that’s kinda hard to make out. I have no explanation for how Sophia saw him other than maybe there being some truth to that whole animals and children can see things adults can’t idea. I’m sure my being a supernatural creature made it easier for me to see him.

      “He didn’t scare me,” says Sophia.

      “Wow.” I ruffle her hair. “This coming from the kid who’s afraid of everything.”

      She sticks her tongue out. “I am not scared of everything. I’m only scared of scary stuff.”

      “Well then. That makes total sense.”

      Sophia gives me a raspberry.
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      The day is gloomy enough that I’m not trapped in my bedroom. Sophia wanders around the house as nervous as if she’d been ordered to surrender herself to the cops at 8:00 p.m. to begin serving a ten-year prison sentence. Every so often, she does stretches, splits, or strange maneuvers like pulling one leg up behind her back until her foot almost touches her head. If her hands slip, she’s totally going to kick the lamp off the table next to the sofa. She’d probably break a toe. Maybe that’s her plan? She wouldn’t be able to perform in the recital with a hurt foot.

      Sierra and her friend Nicole show up a little past one in the afternoon, and the girls head out to ride their bikes. I resist the urge to check her temperature. The ‘something must be wrong with her if she’s not attached to a video game’ shtick has kinda run out. She doesn’t even roll her eyes at me anymore if I do that.

      Mom’s at work and, technically, Dad is as well, only he’s in the house. His company has some new release or major update scheduled soon, so he’s been spending way more than eight hours a day programming. Sam and his friends are in the backyard hosing each other with giant water guns.

      I grab my iPhone, flop on the couch, and send off a few text messages. It’s soon clear I’m going to have a boring day. Ashley and Michelle are both at work, and Hunter is about to go to work. Still, I call him and we spend about an hour talking about random crap. He’s okay with the idea of a triple date, at least in theory, since we haven’t picked anything particular to do when we go out.

      He eventually forces himself to get off the phone so he won’t be late to his job waiting tables at Mi Tierra. I sit there a while, turning the phone over and over in my hands, debating if I want to work at that place so we can spend more time together. Not like there would be much of an if involved. A little mental prod to the manager and I have a job. I do have experience waiting tables after all. But, still, that place closes at 10:00 p.m., which guarantees I’d need to start shifts before the sun went down. Even powers of vampiric mind control would struggle to keep me employed if I call out sick every time the sun’s strong.

      So, bleh.

      Seriously… what the hell do vampires do to fight off boredom?

      In all fairness, though, I’d still be this bored right now if nothing happened to me. Good morning, Sarah, welcome to growing up. All your friends are busy with jobs and stuff. Well, no sense burning energy I don’t have to, especially since the daytime feels like Nevada desert. I head back to my room, my much cooler room, and flop in front of the computer.

      It’s tempting to start Googling ghosts, but that makes about as much sense as trying to find serious information on vampires. Recent developments have opened my mind to accepting the likely truth of ghosts being real, but I’m not so naïve as to think the Internet has valid information about them. Though, I’m sure far more people consider ghosts plausible than they do vampires. Probably because ghosts haven’t actively trying to keep people in the dark. If my life keeps going on this trajectory, I’m probably about due to be abducted by aliens.

      Hope they warm up the probe first.

      I spend a few minutes trying to be responsible and searching for something educational to do online before I give up, frustrated and indecisive. I can’t even make a decision about what to do with myself career wise. Chances are, it’ll probably be computer programming like Dad, so I can work from my basement bedroom regardless of weather. But, at the moment, I can’t focus. It’s summer vacation and I’m immortal. Hell with it.

      Video games or books.

      Hmm. Change of pace time. I grab the e-reader and flop on my bed.
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      Shouting upstairs gets my attention around 6:30 p.m. Sophia and Mom are going back and forth about her costume. Mom’s about ready to sue the dance studio and Sophia’s in tears, saying it’s fine. Ugh. What now?

      I make my way upstairs.

      Sophia’s standing in the middle of the living room in basically a black two-piece bathing suit with a gauzy tutu decorated with silver sparkles. While Mom paces about fuming that the dance studio would make a ten-year-old wear something so skimpy, my sister just stands there bawling—like she did something wrong. She hadn’t been embarrassed about the costume until Mom made a huge deal about it being horrible.

      “Mom,” I say.

      She spins, jumping like I startled her. “Look at this. Do you believe what they’re making her wear?”

      “It’s a little small, but she can wear skin-tone tights with it,” I say.

      Sophia points at me. “She’s right.”

      “Then why didn’t you?” barks Mom.

      “Because I’d be the only kid wearing them.” Sophia frowns. “I don’t wanna get made fun of. It’s not that bad. The shorts are bigger than my bathing suit.”

      “If anyone gives you a hard time, tell them I made you wear them,” says Mom.

      “They’ll still make fun of me, but okay.”

      While she hurries off to change, Mom unloads on me, venting about the dance studio oversexualizing pre-teens. I agree with her, but I also think she’s adding to Sophia’s anxiety by making such a big deal out of it.

      “She’s already terrified of performing in public. Making her body-conscious like that isn’t helping.”

      Mom sighs. “Who did the costume design for this thing anyway? Those outfits are totally inappropriate for that age range.”

      “Well, it does get pretty hot under stage lights. It’s no more revealing than a swimsuit.”

      “It’s one thing at the pool where everyone’s swimming and wearing swimsuits. They’re putting them up on a stage to parade around in front of adults. Would you let your daughter do that?” Before I can answer, Mom clamps a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      “No worries.” I hug her. “I’d say if she’s comfortable with it, don’t make a big deal out of it. She’s more afraid of being teased for wearing leggings than uncomfortable without them. Seriously, my bathing suit shows more skin than that dance outfit.”

      “You’re eighteen!” says Mom, trying not to shout. “And that suit almost killed your father.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’ve been married for twenty years and you still don’t realize when he’s teasing me?”

      Sophia glides down the stairs, having added leggings as close as she can get to her… lack of color. They’re obviously more ‘beige’ than the rest of her. “I look ridiculous. White ones are too white and these are too tan.”

      “What do you want to do?” asks Mom.

      “Umm.” Sophia grinds her toe into the rug. “Stay home.”

      Mom grasps her shoulders. “Are you being serious? Do you really want to skip it?”

      Sophia’s eyes widen. “Umm…”

      “You’ll do wonderfully, sweetie,” says Mom. “But if you’re that upset over it, I won’t force you to go.”

      “The way the lights are, you won’t be able to see the audience. Just pretend it’s an empty room.” I smile.

      “Umm.” Sophia looks back and forth between Mom and me a few times before looking at the rug. “Okay. I’ll go. Thanks for not making me.”

      Mom hugs her.

      Sierra drags herself down the stairs, looking oh-so-thrilled about going to a dance recital, even as a spectator. Sam’s got his PS Portable and headphones. Soon, Dad emerges from his work cave, and we all pile into the Yukon.

      The dance studio has an arrangement with the theater. It’s a little more involved than a simple ‘kid talent show’ in that they’re selling tickets, but it’s some charity thing. I can’t remember if it’s going to the children’s hospital or some education assistance program. Skipping the lines by the ticket booths up front and going in a special side entrance for performers makes me feel like a quasi-celebrity.

      Some of the other kids in the production also opted for leggings, and no one seems to be making any issue of it either way. Both of the boys are covered neck to toes in black, with swooshes of silver sparkles across their chests. This, of course, gets Mom complaining about the double standard. Plenty of the boys I went to school with routinely complained about not being able to wear shorts in the warmer months when girls could wear skirts, but it’s not like it really gets terribly hot here.

      Once she’s surrounded by her friends from the dance class, Sophia’s nerves relax and she settles into her usual self. Eventually, the instructors shoo us out to take seats with the audience.

      Within minutes of us settling in to a reserved area for family of the performers, Sam’s gotta pee. Dad leads him off in search of a bathroom. I recline, gazing around at red curtains covering most of the walls. The place even has balcony box seats, but no one is up there.

      Sierra looks around nervously, then huddles low in her seat.

      I lean closer to her. “What?”

      She glances at me. “I don’t wanna get shot.”

      Oh. My. God. Did she seriously just say that? I put an arm around her and pull her close. Yeah, I could tell her something like ‘that won’t happen here’… but, she’s made the mistake of watching the news. I’m sure her school running drills on how to react to a lunatic with a weapon has left a mark. Barring someone with a personal grudge, it seems highly unlikely that a spree killer would target a live theater production put on by a bunch of tweens. This isn’t exactly what one would call ‘sold out seating.’ Still, I can’t dismiss her worries.

      My eleven-year-old sister is terrified of being killed in a public theater. How messed up is that?

      “Hey,” I whisper. “It’s dark. No windows. I’m fully online. No one’s gonna do anything while I’m here, okay?”

      She nods and relaxes a little, though she still appears ready to dive to the floor at the slightest unusual noise. Sierra’s never been outwardly shy like Sophia, but she does tend to prefer small groups of friends or keeping to herself with video games. So yeah, maybe she’s not a crowd person. Also explains why she dropped a hard ‘no’ when the ’rents tried to get her to take dance lessons or gymnastics. She might go for martial arts of some kind though. That at least has the ‘cool factor,’ and doesn’t require any sort of performing in front of crowds.

      Eventually, the lights dim. Dad and Sam return barely ten seconds before the stage lighting comes up and the curtains part. I’m sure the kids are doing some version of a famous play translated into a dance production without any spoken dialogue… but yeah, I am a slacker. I didn’t pay that much attention in English class, so I have no idea what it is. Probably something Shakespearean. Or maybe that’s coming from the ‘hey it was already here, why not leave them on stage’ faerie forest background set pieces.

      Sierra continues holding my hand as the show begins. I keep my senses tuned on the room around us, listening for doors opening or anything like the rattle of a gun. Not that I’m expecting trouble, but if my staying alert helps Sierra relax, then that’s a small price.

      What the hell is wrong with our society that a kid even considers someone might show up to kill her in a theater? It’s beyond me to comprehend. Not that I’m an old maid, but when I was her age, a thought like that never would’ve occurred to me. Great. Just when I thought I got done being all emo about everything, I’m ready to cry over my sister having to deal with our screwed up society.

      Within a few minutes, the calming music eases Sierra’s death grip on my hand. My thoughts drift from fifth graders being terrorized by active shooter drills to grinning like an idiot at Sophia leaping and twirling around on stage with a dozen other kids.

      The school has an advanced class on other nights, and those students (mostly older teens) are here as well. For basically a bunch of children, they’re surprisingly good. I’m sure the kind of people who would pay money for tickets to watch a live dance production are satisfied. This is way beyond a school talent show.

      And it’s so normal, us sitting here watching Sophia do her thing. The sort of evening ordinary families might have. Okay, an ordinary family solidly in the middle class. Still, I can’t help but share some of Sierra’s fear. Maybe she wasn’t talking about a typical spree killer as much as she worried something supernatural would show up here coming after me? On second thought, she wouldn’t be that oblique. Sierra is way more direct. She’d say it to my face.

      No, I’m the one who’s worrying the part of me that’s gone into an unbelievable other realm of existence is going to result in bad shit happening to my family. If I ever think the vampire stuff is going to hurt any of them, I’ll do whatever it takes to protect the people I love. Even if that’s never seeing them again. I can already hear my parents begging me to stay, telling me they don’t care about danger. The worst part about that is, I think it’d work. I’d totes cave in and stay with them. Ugh. My best choice is to just keep my head down and not make any (well, any more) waves in the vampire world—at least until my siblings are grown and out of the house.

      Sophia darts across the stage, leaping and twirling, into the arms of a boy who’s gotta be seventeen or so. He scoops her off her feet as though she weighs nothing and tosses her straight up. Five other older teens simultaneously launch five other girls from my sister’s group. For three seconds that feel like an eternity, my little sister spins in midair looking like a music box ballerina. Mom all but screams. Sophia lands back in the teen’s arms. He sets her on her toes and she goes pirouetting off to the side, rejoining her friends.

      So many bodies zoom around, I can’t even tell what’s going on in terms of any kind of story.

      The next time Sophia goes by at the front, she’s got a giant smile on her face. She really does enjoy dancing, and it looks like my suggestion to ignore the audience existing has worked.

      Ninety minutes later, the whole group lines up on stage for the final bow. Sophia goes pale when a roar of applause fills the theater, but she manages to resist the urge to run screaming from the spotlight.

      Well, how about that. Three whole weeks of normal without anyone trying to kill me.
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      Much to Sierra’s annoyance, Dad decides to spring a movie on us when we get home.

      She doesn’t mind too much, but she hasn’t touched a video game all day and I think she’s starting to get withdrawal tremors. Tonight’s featured bit of Eighties cheese is The Beastmaster. Okay, I can certainly spend a couple hours of my immortality staring at this guy running around topless. The animals are cute too, but the ferret biting the guy on the neck makes Sophia scream.

      Sierra’s totally into it. She loves fantasy stuff. As the credits start going, she and Sam get into a debate about what animal would make the best companion. Somehow, that sets Sophia off begging for a cat or dog. The ’rents both react as if she’d held up a jar of nitroglycerin. One wrong move equals explosion, only tears instead of flames and ouch. It is kinda weird that we don’t have the obligatory family pet (Sam’s occasional frog aside). Ashley’s got a cat. Michelle’s got a dog. Though, technically, the dog (poodle) is her father’s. Whenever he’s home, that dog is next to him.

      The pet conversation fizzles down to a ‘we’ll think about it’ stalemate. This doesn’t exactly prevent all tears, but it’s enough to stop a meltdown.

      “All right, time for bed,” says Mom.

      “Night,” mutters Sophia, while hugging Dad. She hugs me next, then Mom, then heads upstairs.

      Sam hugs everyone without a word before plodding upstairs.

      Sierra sighs. “But, Mom… I’m eleven. Why do I have to go to bed so early!”

      “It’s almost ten. You’re already up later than we let Sarah stay up at your age.”

      “It’s summer.” Sierra flails her arms.

      “That’s why you’re up until ten. Now go on. To bed.” Mom points at the stairs.

      “Listen to your mother,” says Dad without looking up from a book.

      Sierra grumbles. She makes it halfway to the stairs before turning back. “If I was a vampire, would you still make me go to bed at ten?”

      “I’m not having this conversation,” says Mom, giving me an uneasy glance.

      “If you turned into a vampire, you’d have to bite PlayStations,” yells Sam from upstairs.

      Dad chuckles.

      I lock eyes with Mom. One: I don’t know how to pass it on. Two: I would never do that to them. Well… unless like what happened to me. If they’re a hundred percent gonna die already, maybe I would. But I still don’t know how.

      Her eyes flutter from my telepathic message, but the meaning calms her.

      “Going out?” asks Dad.

      “Yeah. Tank’s low,” I say.

      Mom fusses at my shirt for a bit like she’s sending me off to my first day of kindergarten. “Well, be careful, and try not to traumatize anyone, dear.”

      I laugh. “Okay, Mom. I promise.”
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      Maybe I’m not doing the vampire thing right.

      I mean, in the handful of movies Dad has brought up involving creatures of the night, they’re always like these counterculture punk types wearing wild fashion with wilder hair. They hang out and party all the time, or go clubbing, or get in people’s faces and be anti-mainstream. I want to find a food source, eat, and go home as fast and quiet as possible. The less time I spend outside, the less likely I am to get the wrong kind of attention. Yep. That’s my goal: be invisible.

      Kinda like how I was at school.

      After ducking around the house to our backyard, I zip into the air and head for Seattle. The T-shirt and jean shorts I’m already wearing work for flight. I don’t bother putting my flip-flops back on. They’d only fall off in midair, and I’m not planning on walking around much. I’m also too hungry to spend the time to grab socks from my room. It’s also not like stepping on ick would bother me. Yeah, broken glass or something sharp would hurt, but I can’t get sick, or infected. Besides, I’m planning to be home in fifteen minutes.

      Flying at close to 140 MPH makes the trip to Seattle pretty quick. Granted, the hard part isn’t getting there, it’s finding someone alone enough to feed from. Usually, I search for a meal in the downtown area. More chance of avoiding repeats since no one really lives here. It’s not even eleven at night yet, so there’s still a fair amount of foot traffic.

      I cruise down into a shadowed alley, but don’t actually touch the ground until I get close to the cleaner sidewalk. Hey, just because I know stepping barefoot on something foul can’t possibly hurt me doesn’t make it any less disgusting. Especially with my insane amped-up senses. If I can feel every single fiber in the carpet I walk on, I don’t want to know how disgusting street goop would feel.

      At the corner, I lean against the wall and observe people walking by. After a few minutes, my attention settles on a tall guy in a suit who kinda resembles a Hispanic version of Ben Affleck. His height and broad shoulders catch my eye. I try to feed from large people if I can, since the amount of blood little old me takes won’t faze them much.

      As soon as the guy gets close enough, I step out into the street and bump into him, taking a pratfall so it looks like he sent me flying onto my ass.

      “Sorry!” says the guy, not quite yelling. He reaches toward me to help me up. “I didn’t even see you there.”

      I take his hand, smile, and stare into his eyes. “It’s all right.” As he pulls me to my feet, I force my will over his mind. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

      His expression vacant, he follows me into the alley. As soon as we’re out of sight from the street, I compel him to mentally check out and stand there. While he does his best zombie impression, I float a few inches up off my feet and latch onto the side of his neck. The definition of weird is not me hovering in midair slurping blood from a man’s jugular vein. No, the definition of weird is blood that tastes like liquefied salmon and capers.

      The surprise of the taste almost makes me cough and sputter, but I’ve gotten better at bracing for unusual flavors. I can really sympathize with the kids in the Harry Potter world and those funky jelly beans with random (often horrible) things lurking inside. Whenever I bite someone, I don’t know what I’m going to get.

      Fortunately, I have yet to encounter a flavor I hate while feeding—though there have been things that should never be rendered in liquid form, like salmon. That’s probably because it’s is purely coming from my head. Men almost always taste like a ‘real’ dinner involving meat: steak, fish, chicken, something like that. At least the ones like this guy who look stable. Vagrants usually hit me with Spaghetti-Os or cheap ramen. People my age equate to pizza, onion rings, buffalo wings, that sorta thing—and little kids are sugary treats. Not that I know for sure. They just smell that way.

      No, I’m not tempted to test it out. I promise. The closest I came was this fourteen-year-old runaway. Hey, I was desperate for food and I didn’t take as much as I should have. I also sent her home.

      Once the WTF of liquid salmon wears off, I open my eyes as I drink—and wind up staring at the ghostly old man again. And oh yeah, he’s right behind the guy I’m feeding on, which puts his transparent, glowing damn face inches away from mine.

      “Mmm!” I shout into the man’s neck.

      “Hello,” says the old man. “Don’t let me interrupt.”

      I keep staring at him as I drink enough to feel satisfied. Once I’m done, I close the wound and send the man on his way with a mild compulsion to eat cookies or orange juice. He walks away, straight through the ghost, and rejoins the flow of pedestrians out on the sidewalk. I keep hovering where I am, my toes a few inches off the pavement, staring at my spirit stalker.

      “Umm,” I say. “You’re a ghost.”

      He glances down at himself. For an instant while he’s looking at them, his legs appear, but they vanish as soon as he smiles at me. “So it seems.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t think I’ve met you before. You’re probably haunting the wrong person.” I lean back a little. “Or did they like send you to yell at me for skipping out on death?”

      “They?”

      I shrug. “There’s always a they.”

      “You’re not like the others.”

      “Umm.” I peer down at my feet, still not touching the ground, and wiggle my toes. “Well, I guess that’s kinda obvious.”

      He emits a ‘grandpa chuckle.’ “No, child… I mean like the other vampires.”

      I blink. “You believe in vampires?”

      “Well.” He gestures at me. “You were, a moment ago, draining that young man’s blood and you are presently levitating. And, I am a spirit.”

      “Right. I didn’t think people took this stuff seriously. I spent the first day thinking I was dreaming and none of this was real.”

      “Oh, before I died, I would’ve laughed at the idea of vampires existing. And ghosts. But, here we are.”

      It’s kinda hard to grind my toe into the ground when I’m not touching it. “Yeah. Here we are.”

      “You’re not like the others. I can tell you’re kind.”

      “My kind?”

      Again, he chuckles. “Forgive me. I meant you are kind. You’ve a big heart.”

      Yeah, with a knife wound. “I guess.”

      “Will you help me?”

      “What, like figure out who killed you or something?”

      The man shakes his head while emitting a sad sigh. “No, child. Cardiac arrest did that. Got me in my sleep. My grandson, Alex, has fallen in with a bad crowd, gotten himself on the heroin.”

      I cringe. “Sorry.”

      “It’s strange being on this side. I know things and I have no idea why. I fear Alex is likely to die within weeks if he doesn’t get help. Will you please find him and try to help him?”

      I bite my lip. “Umm.”

      The ghost tilts his head expectantly.

      Wow, is this guy really asking me to do like detective stuff? I’m about as clueless as it gets when it comes to drugs or ‘the bad crowd.’ I wouldn’t even know where to start looking. Normally, I’d be too scared to even consider anything like this, but hey, it’s not like I have much to fear from ordinary people. So, deep breath.

      “I can try,” I say. “Who are you? And your grandson?”

      “Daniel Parrish. My grandson’s name is Alex.” He smiles. “Thank you.”

      And fades away.

      “Wait!” I say. “Umm… Little more info maybe? Like where is he?”

      Confused, I hang there for a moment before the squeak of a door comes from behind me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” asks a man.

      I rotate toward the voice.

      A dark brown guy in a white apron has frozen in his tracks halfway out the kitchen of a restaurant with two massive trash bags dangling from his hands. Dude’s got a mustache so fluffy it looks like he glued a hamster to his face—and he’s staring at the gap between my feet and the ground.

      “Oh, nothing.” I smile. “Just getting a little high.”

      He tilts his head, the grind of his mental gears jamming to a stop almost loud enough for me to hear.

      Giggling, I drift closer and make him forget seeing me. That done, he zombie-shuffles over to a dumpster and tosses the bags in as if I’m not even here. Good enough.

      Dammit! I’m a vampire not a psychic! Okay, well, maybe I do have some psychic abilities, but like clairvoyance and stuff isn’t one of them. My life is weird enough already. I don’t need ghosts showing up asking me for help. Especially ones who don’t give me any information.

      Argh!

      I don’t understand ghosts. Not at all. Why am I even seeing them? I thought that whole dealing with the dead thing was the Shadows’ deal anyway. Hmm. That gives me an idea. One thing Dad always says about working in programming: no one expects you to know everything, only that you know where to look to find the answers.

      And I think I might have an idea. Smiling to myself, I zip skyward.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            5

          

          

        

    

    







            Spiritualism 101

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Navigating Seattle at night is becoming second nature.

      I’ve never been great with directions, but I guess a lot of little things change for vampires. Like, I always know which direction home is in. That gets me debating if that sense comes from me thinking of my room as home or if there’s some deeper metaphysical connection between me and that house. For instance, if I decide someday to ‘lair’ somewhere else, would my direction pull change? Or am I like a ghost that’s stuck haunting the place they died? Well, if I was bound to my place of death, it’d be that backyard in Duvall.

      No sense confusing myself with questions I can’t answer.

      A few minutes of flying brings me to the apartment complex where Glim’s mortal family lives, still unaware that he’s not dead. Well, okay, he is dead, just not in the traditional sense. I get a distinct note of melancholy in the air, which means he’s either here or I’m starting to mentally beat myself up for still having my family.

      His choice to stay away from them makes sense given his ghastly appearance. Shadows aren’t known for their smoldering good looks, unless ‘just crawled out of a fire’ counts as smoldering. I dunno. His appearance doesn’t bother me at all. Yeah sure, he’s got grey skin, glowing yellow eyes, and big, non-retractable fangs, but I can still see the person beneath the monstrous features.

      He doesn’t dwell on it though. In the weeks since we’ve become friends, I’ve sought him out here a few times. It’s nice having someone to talk to at this hour, especially another vampire. While I consider Dalton and Aurélie both close friends, they each occupy quite different roles. Dalton’s more or less the erratic ‘cool uncle’ who’s always up to something kinda-sorta shady, but is a nice guy down deep. Aurélie has become something of a big sister-slash-second mom. Okay, third mom. Ashley’s mother is already second-mom.

      Geez, I have mothers like hobbits have breakfast.

      Anyway, Aurélie’s the kind of mother who’s overly sweet, but I really wouldn’t want to piss off. Or maybe more like a bizarre rich aunt, the type who’d bequeath millions to her cat. Not that she has a cat. She’s more into dolls, antiques really. The creepy-ass ones that I’m never quite sure they’re not really alive and staring at me. So, she’s a little eccentric. I’m sure when I’m a few hundred years old, I’ll have some quirks too.

      Anyway, Glim’s a listener. At least six times over the past few weeks, I’ve wound up here to hang out with him and talk. And yeah, I do most of the talking. He enjoys the company. Not many vampires who aren’t Shadows spend time around them, especially the image-obsessed Old Guard.

      I alight on the roof of the building across the parking lot from his ex-wife’s home. As soon as my feet touch the surprisingly cold surface, Glim appears out of thin air a short distance in front of me, sitting on the edge. Of course, he’s probably been there for a while already. He merely chose to let me see him.

      “Good evening,” he says, in a drawn-out parody of ‘movie-Dracula.’

      “Hey.” I pad over and sit cross-legged next to him. “You okay?”

      He manages to slip a smile around his fangs. “I am fine, thank you. And you shouldn’t feel guilt or regret for what you have.”

      “Are you reading my mind?” I ask in a playful tone.

      “I do not need to read deep to understand what is so clearly written on your face.”

      “Sorry. Can’t help it. Hope your family’s doing all right.”

      “They are well.” His eyebrows tilt up in the middle. “I trust your young sister enjoyed her dance performance tonight.”

      The wind picks that moment to throw my hair over my eyes. I pull it aside so he can see my grin. “Yeah. Once she got over her initial jitters. I don’t suppose you know what’s going on with the world anymore. My other sister was worried someone might start shooting people in the theater. She’s only eleven.”

      Glim sighs. “Those who insist that monsters dwell only in the dark often fail to see the ones standing beside them.”

      “Yeah, something like that. And why are you talking like the crazy old NPC from a video game?”

      He chuckles. His sideways glance tells me he knows he left me behind a little with that answer. “There is an urgency about you tonight. You’ve come with a question weighing you down.”

      “Yeah.” I tell him about the ghost following me around and asking for help. “How the heck can I even see him? I’m about as psychic as a doorknob. Well, I mean before. I thought doing stuff with the dead was your guys’ deal.”

      He laughs. “We are both standing on the border between life and death. It is not so uncommon for us to see those who have gone completely over. We—the Shadows—can do more, but any vampire has the ability to see them.”

      “Oh. But he disappeared from me when I wanted to ask him something.”

      “You are likely able to see them when they do not wish to hide from you. They cannot conceal themselves from me. Some of my line are able to summon them or affect their minds the way we all can influence the living.” He shrugs. “I never bothered delving into any of that. A bit too creepy.”

      Glim calling something ‘too creepy’ strikes me funny, even though I don’t consider him scary at all. He does at least appreciate the irony of what he said, and laughs along with me.

      “So, umm…” I fidget at the fray of my jean shorts. “I have no idea how to find people. He didn’t even tell me where Alex could be. Can you maybe help me find this guy?”

      “I would be happy to. Something to ease the boredom.”

      Yeah. Boredom. Better that than having people coming after me. I lay back, fingers laced behind my head, and stare up at the stars. “What do vampires do with all the time they get?”

      “Have you thought about knitting?”

      My turn to whip out the side-eye. “Seriously?”

      He tugs a bundle of purple yarn and knitting needles out of the giant pocket on his Army-green trenchcoat, then stuffs it back. “Seriously.”

      I laugh loud enough to scare all the pigeons off the next building.
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      Around four in the afternoon the next day, my bedroom door opens.

      I look over the top of my e-reader as Ashley walks in. Today, she’s been possessed by the spirit of Sophia. Pink top, pink skirt, white socks with frills, and she’s probably left her pink shoes upstairs by the door. It’s unusually dark out in the basement, which strikes me as odd since the weather app on my phone showed clear and sunny.

      “Sare!” Ashley runs over to the side of my bed. “You gotta see this!”

      She’s giving off urgency like she caught someone stealing from us. “What’s up? And why is it so dark out there? Did a thunderstorm roll in?”

      “No, your Dad’s putting stuff on the windows.”

      I shut off the e-reader and sit up in bed, shouting, “Dad?” at the door.

      “Sare!” Ashley tugs on my arm.

      “What’s so important?” I ask.

      Dad pokes his head in and speaks in a super deep, slow voice. “You rang?”

      “You’re putting stuff on the windows?” I ask.

      He grins, no longer talking funny. “Yeah. Tint film, like for cars. Hopefully, we won’t get pulled over in the house. I think we’d get a ticket for having the windows this dark.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re not going crazy with it, are you?”

      “Nah. Just the basement level windows to give you a little more space on bright days.” He winks. “Gotta finish up.” He ducks out and pulls the door closed.

      “Come on,” says Ashley, still pulling.

      I spring out of bed as fast as I can move, getting behind her before she even notices I’ve gone anywhere. After hesitating barely long enough to allow her to perceive the empty bed and become confused, I poke her in both sides and yell, “Boo!”

      She shrieks and dives forward onto the bed. Her scream melts into something between giggling and crying. “Holy shit, Sare! You scared the crap out of me.”

      “Well, I’m out of bed. What’s up?”

      Ashley fans herself for a moment before clambering over to my computer and pulling up YouTube. “You gotta see this!”

      “Fail video?” I ask.

      “No, well. Kinda. But not really.” She pulls her phone out and hand-copies a URL from a note file.

      “Top Ten Unexplained Phenomena,” I say, reading the title of the video she opens.

      It starts with a security cam view of a large white room with a long table, chairs, and one fiftyish woman sitting at the end of the table closest to the camera. After twenty-eight seconds of nothing, some of the chairs in the background start moving on their own.

      “Oh, one of these,” I say. “Ghost stuff?”

      Ashley pauses it and clicks the bar to the 2:37 minute mark, which shows a small boy floating over his bed, arms and legs dangling. To my sharpened eyes, the column of whatever he’s balancing on is pretty obvious. Someone propped him up on a cylinder-shaped object the same color as the wall behind the bed.

      “That’s so fake.” I point at the screen. “He’s on top of a… thing.”

      “No, not that. This.” Ashley clicks play.

      The boy cries out for his mother in Spanish for another two seconds before the video moves to the sixth most impressive of the top ten. As soon as the image comes up, I feel like someone hit me in the stomach with a sledgehammer. I’m looking at another security camera view, only it’s of the Snohomish County morgue. The same morgue where I woke up as a vampire.

      Everything is still and quiet for about ten seconds until a muffled female voice yells. Shivering, I edge closer behind my chair and grip Ashley’s shoulders. Soft thumping comes from my speakers. My mind leaps back to the memory of being trapped in that horrible, tiny space, kicking at the door. She reaches up and presses her hand down on mine.

      One of the doors on the body cooler blasts open so fast it looks like a SEAL team from Call of Duty used C4 to breach it… and my bare-ass naked self tumbles off the tray onto all fours. Thankfully, whoever posted this video put blurry spots over my boobs and crotch, and the camera’s not the greatest quality, so it’s somewhat difficult to make out my face. I look like any average brown-haired young woman. On screen, I search around, pulling futilely on locked cabinets for a little while before heading out into the hallway. The video cuts to another camera with a view of me running straight toward it down the corridor.

      “You’re so skinny,” says Ashley.

      I figure she’s trying to lighten the mood, but she’s as freaked out as I am. Not over what happened, but at my being on YouTube naked, even with blur-censoring. Well, that would be embarrassing enough, but once I disappear out the door, the video jumps back to the morgue cooler door flying open in slow motion, my two feet hovering in the darkness after kicking it. I’m less worried about people seeing my ass than I am the wrong people seeing me at all.

      “Been hunting for stuff about vampires,” says Ashley, after pausing the video once my section is finished. “I think this is how those idiots found you. Or at least, how they came to the area. The video information identifies Snohomish County as where this story came from.”

      I nibble on my knuckle and start pacing. “Ugh. This is bad.”

      “Could be worse,” mutters Ashley, scrolling down. “Most of the comments that mention ‘number six’ think it’s fake. Special effects or a clip from an unknown foreign movie.”

      “Fake?” I stop walking in circles and take a knee beside Ashley in my chair. She scrolls while I read the comments. Some people call it ‘fake as hell.’ A few think the ‘special effects’ of the explosive door were awful. A couple even say my boobs are ‘way too small’ for movies.

      I fidget, poking at my chest. “Hmm.”

      “I don’t think they’re too small,” says Ashley. “But those special effects are kinda lame.”

      “Hah. Thanks.” Somewhat relieved at the comments, I let gravity pull me sideways to sit on the floor. “Yeah, I don’t think most people believe any of these videos. It’s like being in a tabloid. Everyone assumes it’s made up because of where they read it.”

      I set my hands on my hips, debating trying out that phone number to the PIBs. Maybe Agent Hendricks can kill that video. Then again, the government doing something like that would make the tinfoil hat people go crazy. Meh. Better off leaving it sit there and drown in conspiracy and accusations of being fake.

      “So…” Ashley spins around in the chair to face me. “What do you wanna do today?”

      I shrug. “Not much yet. It’s way too bright out there. I can almost feel it.”

      “Yeah… It’s real sunny out. No worries. Let’s hang here.”

      “It won’t bother me if you want to go out and enjoy the day.”

      She waves me off. “Bah. And do what? Stand around alone in the sun and turn into a lobster? Really, how often did we go outside before?”

      “Other than Michelle’s pool? Not much. Okay. As long as you’re sure. Sun’s pretty rare here. You sure you wanna miss it?”

      Ashley scuffs her feet back and forth over the rug. “I’ll get plenty of sun in a couple years when I’m married with a family or something and can’t just spend time hanging out with you whenever I want.”

      “Heh.” I grin. “Video games or movies?”

      She makes a pensive face, folding her arms. “Guess we’re a little too old for dolls anymore.”

      “Ya think?”

      “I’d say Chelle’s pool, but she’s working and that’s outside.”

      “We could try D&D again,” I say.

      “Not enough people. That was fun, but we need like four more bodies for it to be worth doing.”

      “My dad and the littles would probably give it a try.”

      Ashley stares at me. “You’re not serious. They’re too young.”

      “We were eleven when we first played.”

      “Yeah, but we’re not little anymore. The stories would be a lot more complicated and deep and kids aren’t into that. But, if we do, you should totally run the game. Wouldn’t need to send players notes for stuff, you could just telepathically talk to us.”

      I laugh. You spot a trap five feet in front of the barbarian.

      Ashley snickers. “Okay, okay. I know I always play rogues.”

      “Always? We played D&D three times.”

      “So? I made a rogue every time. That’s always.” She hops out of the chair, crosses the room, and falls seated on the edge of my bed while pointing at the TV. “Let’s find some lame ass movie and make fun of it.”

      “Ooh! We haven’t done that in forever. Great idea!”

      “Sweet. Start checking Netflix. I’ll be right back with popcorn.” She dashes out.

      I can’t help but feel a little awkward at preparing to have fun with my best friend when that guy the ghost wants me to find is out there somewhere on his way to death. And, I have no idea where to even start looking.

      “Any time you wanna pop in and give me something more to work with, feel free,” I say to the ghost, no idea if he’s even watching me. “Besides. I can’t go outside right now anyway.”

      Mom pops in. “Hey, Sarah?”

      I glance back over my shoulder at the door. “Yeah?”

      “Would you mind giving me a hand with the laundry? I’m buried with work again.”

      “Sure. Just, umm… you’ll have to bring it to the basement. Too bright for me. If you bring it downstairs I’ll deal with the rest, okay?”

      She blinks. Astonishment at my complete lack of protest lasts only a few seconds before she grins. “That’s such a help. Thank you. Oh, hon, how did that war between vampire elders go? Did the right people win?”

      “Didn’t I tell you about it?”

      “No…” Mom shakes her head, evidently unsure.

      “I managed to stop it. Got that spyglass back to its original owner who’s probably one of the most powerful vampires in the area.”

      “Oh, that spyglass thing was the war? You did tell us about that.”

      “I thought so. And yeah. You’d think after being around for hundreds of years it would take more than a stupid telescope to set off a war.”

      She chuckles, rolling her eyes. “Some of the things I’ve seen in a courtroom…. So ridiculous what people will sue for. Anyway, I need to get back to work. I’ll get everything downstairs for you.”

      I give her the thumbs up.

      After maybe fifteen minutes of listening to the brain numbing ping, ping, ping of scrolling across Netflix, Ashley walks back in. “Hey. Got conscripted to carry stuff. There’s a crapton of laundry out there.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “No like seriously a shitload. I think it’s two weeks of everyone’s stuff.”

      “Ahh. Now it makes sense why Dad tinted the windows.” I laugh.

      She stares at me. “You think he did that so you could be their laundry slave?”

      “Nah. Just sounded funny. Be right back.”

      I duck out of my room and down the tiny hallway to the basement proper. And… holy crap. Like fifteen baskets. Well, so much for being bored. This is going to take me all night. At least the time is mostly waiting for machines to run, so it won’t get in the way of watching movies with Ash.
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      Hunter fights with the gearshift to get it in park, then glances over at me with an apologetic cringe.

      We managed to find a parking spot, but it’s way out at the edge of the lot, and we’ve only got a few minutes before the concert starts.

      “Sorry,” says Hunter as he shuts off the engine. “Mom couldn’t pick him up.”

      “It’s okay. Your little brother is cool. It’s weird seeing a boy talk so much.”

      He gives me an odd look.

      “I mean, compared to Sam. Ronan’s got so much energy.” I hop out.

      Hunter shoves at the massive door, which swings with a low metallic groan before closing with a whud that shakes the car. This thing is seriously a tank. I bet it’s as heavy as Mom’s Yukon and it’s half the size, at least height-wise. He hurries around the front end and takes my hand.

      “And really, if family shit happens, it’s okay. We can always change our plans.”

      He smiles and squeezes my hand. “I’m still afraid I’ll wake up and you won’t be part of my life.”

      “Well, you’re not dreaming.” I lean against him as we walk past dozens and dozens of cars. “I’m here.”

      He slows enough for a little kiss before we keep going. “It is kinda weird seeing Ro acting so normal. It’s like he totally forgot about our dad.”

      I stare down at my sneakers, flashing in and out of view over the paving. “Well, he had a little help with that. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. He doesn’t need those memories. Better for him he’s a normal kid for a change. Mom thinks he’s buried it all and he’s going to have a meltdown someday.”

      “Well, if that becomes a problem, I can help her understand.” I glance sideways at him with a sly wink. “But I’m sure you don’t want me reprogramming your mother.”

      He chuckles. “Nah, she’ll be all right. The therapist said Ro seems normal. Told my mom something like ‘kids are resilient’ or some buzzword thing like that.”

      We reach the end of the parking lot and join a short line at the entry gate. Seems everyone, including us, bought tickets ahead of time. Eventually, we reach the front of the line and the security guy at the entrance scans a barcode on Hunter’s phone before letting us through. A short bit of sidewalk takes us past a row of portable toilets and to the big grass field around the amphitheater. I don’t mind being all the way at the back of the crowd since my ears are so sharp. Granted, if the volume blows out my eardrums, they’ll grow back. Still, the outdoor concert’s pretty packed. Lawn chairs, towels, coolers, and the occasional beach umbrella dot the area. Nearer the stage, the crowd presses together in a dense mass, everyone trying to get right up on the stage.

      Hunter zeroes in on a small spot of open lawn near the rear edge of the crowd. It’s strange being with someone who’s even more introverted than I am. Large numbers of people aren’t really his deal. That’s fine with me. I don’t need to be shoved and elbowed back and forth trying to muscle our way close enough to see every pore on the Foo Fighters’ faces. Especially not with a little light left in the sky and my being vulnerable.

      Speaking of… the opening act (no idea who they even are) finishes the song they’d been playing since we arrived and makes their way off stage.

      One nice thing about being so far away—aside from not being squeezed like a pack of human sardines—is we can pay as much (or as little) attention to the show as we want. I’m distantly aware of Dave Grohl’s voice booming a greeting to the crowd over the speakers as Hunter pulls me into a nervous kiss. He’s far from comfortable getting romantic with such a big audience around us, even if they’re all more or less focused on the concert.

      The band launches into a song, providing the background music to our personal romance movie. Or something like that. Perhaps distracted by his embarrassment at being watched making out, he mistimes his next attempt to kiss me and we wind up clicking teeth.

      Ow.

      I bury my face in the crook of his neck and try not to laugh.

      “Sorry,” he whispers in my ear, holding me close. “You’re not crying are you?”

      After Ashley’s steamer trunk knocked a tooth out of my head, you’d think something as small as this wouldn’t register as painful, but ouch! “No, I’m laughing.”

      He fidgets.

      “I’m not laughing at you.” I lean back and look him in the eye. Wow, his face is red as a strawberry. “We both missed.”

      “You’re blushing,” says Hunter, barely loud enough to hear over the music.

      He’s so awkward around me, it’s as endearing as it is annoying. I’m not going to compare him to asshole again. Nope. Instead, this time, I’m going to feel like an idiot for wasting so much time on that guy when I had Hunter right there, too shy to even talk to me. I don’t fault him for it though. He respected that I was with someone else. Yeah. Go me. Great judge of character.

      “Yeah. Maybe I am.” Great. If I wasn’t blushing before, I definitely am now.

      We cling to each other, mutual awkwardness enough to keep us from doing much else. As much as the sudden urge to give myself to him rears up, I stuff it back down. I can be patient. It’s not like I don’t have all the time in the world.

      “Hey, loosen up,” I say, tickling his side. “You managed to get a day off. Enjoy it.”

      He squirms, grinning, and clamps on, pinning my arms. “I am having the time of my life.”

      Sounds sarcastic, but I know he’s sincere. I fake struggle. Even without my vampire strength, I could break free of his hold, but I don’t. I like having his arms around me. I twist my head to make eye contact, but he’s gone past awkward into worried.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. This is perfect.” He smiles.

      “You look like you’re waiting for me to get upset or something.”

      He leans close and kisses my ear before whispering, “Not gonna read my mind?”

      I point up at the sky. “Still too bright out. And please don’t think I’m just going to do that every time you make a weird face at me. It’s invasive. I’m not that girl.”

      Hunter shifts his grip around me to my middle, letting my arms slip free. “I’m being silly. Worrying you might not wanna stay with the poor kid who has to work over the summer.”

      “I’m not working this summer for, umm, reasons.”

      He squeezes me. “I know your parents are loaded.”

      “Oh, well, yeah. That’s part of it, but they wanted me to get a job for the experience. We’re not rich, just comfortable. I mean, Dad’s car is older than I am. But, stuff is a little complicated for me now, yanno? Hard for me to keep a day job.”

      “Duh.” He bows his head against my left shoulder. “Yeah, good point.”

      One song drifts into the next. Hunter holds me, except for when we both get into the music and dance along with the crowd. Maybe an hour later, the sun’s gone down enough and I have to concentrate on suppressing my enhanced ears so the concert isn’t painful. It’s kind of like how I can turn night vision on and off. Nothing like ‘learn fast or go deaf’ to teach me how to vampire, right?

      The band invites this kid on stage during a lull between songs. He’s like twelve or so with long hair. Dave hands over his guitar, and the kid starts shredding. The crowd goes nuts. Before long, the next song starts with the boy playing lead. Wow. He’s pretty good. Nothing like seeing a kid younger than me playing guitar like a pro to make me feel like a total failure at life.

      So far, everything my parents have tried to get me to do, I’ve quit. Piano, violin, taekwondo, Girl Scouts… none of it ever lasted long before I gave up. Maybe that kid’s a prodigy, but I could’ve made up for lack of inborn talent with effort. Heh. How Sierra of me. I still think my mother created my siblings by cloning me and breaking aspects of my personality apart into three different people. Sierra’s my apathy and laziness. Sophia’s my girly side and appreciation for cute stuff, and Sam… well, I guess he’s the part of me that reacted to being murdered with a ‘well, that sucked. Now what?’ attitude.

      “What are you thinking about?” asks Hunter.

      “That little kid on the guitar makes me feel like such a slacker.”

      He laughs. “Kid’s gotta be an old soul.”

      “Reincarnation?” I ask with a raised eyebrow.

      “Sure, why not?” He grins. “Maybe he used to be a professional musician.”

      It’s too loud here to think such deep thoughts. I’m also distracted by wanting to get Hunter somewhere more private. Okay, that’s new. Well, maybe not new. I certainly took the initiative back in his bedroom before his jackass of a father interrupted us. Not sure if it’s because of my change or if it’s my reaction to him being so shy and polite, but at the moment, I don’t really care.

      “Who’s this?” asks a woman behind me. “Haven’t seen her around before.”

      I twist to my right, peering toward the voice.

      A young-twenties girl in a white shift with perfect blonde hair and blue eyes stands five feet away, giving me the raised eyebrow. The instant we make eye contact, I can tell she’s a vampire. Can’t place her type though, but if she’s not an Innocent, she’s good at faking life. On second thought, she’s definitely not like me. She’s smoking hot, not cute.

      Two guys with her, one on either side, are both somewhat older than her, but not by much. The dude on the left looks like he leapt out of a time machine from the Eighties. Flat-top afro, shiny pleather jacket, parachute pants. Whoa total ‘Can’t Touch This’ moment. The other guy’s less obvious with a flannel over a T-shirt and jeans ensemble. Between that and his long, brown hair, he kinda resembles Axl Rose’s half-brother.

      “Friends?” asks Hunter.

      “No… I’ve never met them before.”

      Both men give me the ‘aww’ look. Grr. Well, I guess it beats a ‘rip her head off’ stare.

      “Wow. They got you too young,” says the woman. “Shame.”

      Oh, it’s only been months and this is already so past old. “I’m not as young as I look.”

      All three of them laugh.

      “Neither are we, hon,” says the black guy.

      “You’re so new you still smell like plastic wrap.” The blonde laughs. “I’m Amy. This is Dante”―the guy with the flat top nods―“and this is Luke.”

      “Yo,” says Luke.

      “Guess you guys have been around a while, huh?” I ask, hooking my thumbs in my jean pockets. “I’m still new at this.”

      “Obviously,” says Dante. “We’ve never seen you before.”

      “You guys weren’t at the thing.”

      Amy tilts her head at me. “What thing?”

      I explain that little soiree Aurélie took me to.

      Dante groans. Amy laughs.

      “Oh they’re still doing that?” Luke shakes his head.

      “Your, what is it, ‘peeps’?” asks Dante, elbowing him.

      “Sharing a bloodline doesn’t equate to sharing all ideologies.” Luke folds his arms.

      Amy leans close for a conspiratorial whisper. “Luke’s an Old Guard, but don’t hold that against him. I pulled the stick out of his ass years ago.”

      I blush while giggling.

      “Oh, she’s adorable,” says Amy. “So, anyway, welcome to Seattle.”

      “Thanks. I kinda grew up here.”

      Amy throws an arm around my back as the guitar-playing boy shakes hands with Dave and jumps down off the stage. “You know what I meant. Welcome to the real Seattle.” She makes a little biting motion at me.

      “Right. Thanks.”

      “So you guys don’t hang out with the, umm… others?” I ask.

      “Nah. We kinda keep to ourselves. Any city with our kind has its outcasts.” Dante glances around the crowd as if looking for his next meal. “No need for politics. This is real freedom. I can’t understand why the Old Guard insists on recreating the same damn thing we had to deal with as mortals.”

      “Politics sent me to Vietnam,” grumbles Luke. “I had enough of it.”

      “Wow.” I stare at him.

      Luke chuckles. “Wasn’t back home but half a year before I turned.”

      “Sorry,” I say, eyes downcast.

      “I kinda miss the sun.” Amy squints up at the massive spotlights on the crowd. “I used to be such a beach bum. I’m so jealous of girls now. Last time I was on a beach, they had actual cops running around measuring our swimsuits to make sure we didn’t show an illegal amount of leg.” She rolls her eyes.

      “You’re making me feel like a baby,” I say.

      “Well you are!” Amy pats me on the cheek. “In more ways than one. Tell me you weren’t like fifteen when you died.”

      “Eighteen. I just look really young. It’s so annoying.”

      “Oh. She’s one of those.” Dante smiles at me.

      Amy glances at him. A moment later, she shoots me a look of clear jealousy. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out a telepathic explanation went between them, and she’s probably hating on me for being able to tolerate some sunlight.

      “I can’t do the beach thing. Intense sun is still barbecue city.” I squeeze Hunter’s hand. “And really, I tend to stay inside anyway. It’s way too, umm, tiring—even on rainy days.”

      “Oh.” Amy sighs. Sadness washes over her.

      I don’t really understand how anyone who’s become a vampire could miss being a human. Maybe my opinion is distorted because I’m not entirely shut out from daytime, but I’m also weak (so I’m told) compared to other types. I guess since I don’t mind that, I’d be willing to trade power for normality, so perhaps it does make sense how she could be jealous. Dalton’s first progeny did that whole ‘I miss the daytime’ emo thing.

      “Nice choice.” Amy gestures at Hunter. “Mind if I have a nip, too?”

      “Umm.” I glance back and forth between them. “He’s not my dinner. He’s my boyfriend.”

      The three of them freeze, staring at me.

      “Boyfriend?” asks Amy, both eyebrows up. “Are you serious? He’s still alive.”

      I smirk. “Well, yeah. Being alive is a reasonably good quality to have in a boyfriend. Dead ones aren’t much for conversation.”

      Dante and Luke chuckle.

      “Oh, wait…” She lifts my chin with one finger, studying my face. “You’re the one who’s still living at home with her mortal family. Aww, that’s so cute.”

      My eyebrows draw together into a flat line.

      “Geez, kid,” says Dante. “That’s rough. You think it’s gonna be easier, but it’s only making it worse.”

      “Making what worse?” I ask, not quite glaring at him.

      “The eventual, inevitable result of you being immortal and them not.” Dante offers an apologetic shrug. “There’s a reason almost all of us disappear from our old lives.”

      “I couldn’t do that to my family.” I kick at the grass. “Besides. If I disappeared, I’d have decades of feeling like total shit for doing that to them before they actually die. At least this way, I have time with them before they’re gone—and no regrets.”

      Amy nudges Dante. “Aww, give her a break. She’s so young. It’s hard for children to leave the nest at that age.”

      I bristle at being called a child, but I’m angrier at myself since I spent the past few weeks clinging to a giant teddy bear.

      “And you didn’t exactly have much of a home life to go back to,” says Luke. “Neither did I.”

      “Hey, my mother did what she could. It was kinder not to make her deal with this bullcrap.” Dante points at his fangs.

      Amy breaks eye contact, guilt all over her face.

      “Ames?” asks Luke.

      “Heh. I tried letting my parents and brother know I was still around, but they all freaked out. Stupid religious idiots.” She sighs. “The way they reacted, you’d think their daughter had died and become an undead monster.”

      The guys chuckle. Hunter stares in awkward silence. I let off a nervous laugh.

      “So, I made them forget seeing me again, and let them think I’d been murdered. You know, Indiana girl gone to LA to get famous and goes down the wrong alley at night.”

      Dante glances at the stage, then grins.

      I quirk an eyebrow at him.

      “You’ll see,” he says.

      “It’s kinda cute you’re trying to cling to being normal.” Amy laughs again. “You should totally do pigtails.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, yeah, then I’ll look like a tall twelve-year-old.”

      “Well if you’re gonna act like a kid…” Amy examines her fingernails.

      “Aww, leave her alone. She is an Innocent,” says Luke. “Can’t help it.”

      “Great.” I fold my arms. “I’m being teased by ‘popular girl’ again. I thought I left that clique BS behind when I graduated high school.”

      Dante laughs. “Nah, that ‘clique BS’ is ten times worse for our kind. Another reason we keep to ourselves.”

      “Guilty,” says Amy raising her hand. “I used to be a popular kid in school. But, you know—and I don’t tell a lot of people this—I never liked it. I didn’t ask for these looks. I can’t stand shallow people.” She rambles for a while about how she wound up with a football player for a boyfriend who treated her like his property. Even her parents went along with it because ‘that’s what girls did back then.’ All about appearances. She even told them he got rough with her, but they both simply told her to ‘be nicer to him’ as if the violence had been her fault.

      I can’t help myself, and tell her about Scott.

      The song ends and the Foo Fighters launch into a cover of Tom Petty’s Lance Dance with Mary Jane. As soon as he sings a line about an ‘Indiana girl,’ I crack up laughing—and so does Dante.

      Hunter, still confused, leans in and whispers, “Why are they playing that?”

      I point at Dante. “He made a request.”

      “Oh, very funny.” Amy overacts a sigh. “Anyway, don’t take me teasing you personally. You’re still a baby.”

      “Umm,” says Hunter, “You don’t look much older than her.”

      “Heh. Why thank you.” She winks at him. “I’m older than her mother, probably. You’re not a late surprise are you?”

      “No. Mom was like twenty-five when she had me,” I say.

      “Hey, you wanna see backstage?” asks Luke, jerking his thumb toward the band.

      I go wide-eyed. “You have passes?”

      Amy laughs. “Oh, wow, you are just too cute! No, sweetie. We’re above passes.”

      “Whoa…” I gasp. “You’re gonna eat them?”

      “Nah,” says Dante. “Just take a little sip. Don’t wanna kill the music.”

      I glance back at Hunter. “Umm. I dunno. We can’t stay too late.”

      “Aww, it’s okay.” Amy pats me on the cheek. “I understand. Can’t stay up past your bedtime.”

      Even though I have a feeling she’s being playful, I still clench my jaw for a second. “More that my boyfriend has work tomorrow and I don’t want to ditch him.”

      “Hey, it’s fine.” Dante pats me on the shoulder. “There’s always next time.”
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      Burgers sounded like a good idea for after the concert.

      I’m not sure if the idea hit me because I’d been talking to Amy, who’d been turned in 1968 at twenty-one, but something about going to a burger joint as part of a date felt right. We tried to hit the Tipsy Cow, but they closed at ten, and we didn’t get back from the concert ’til after eleven. So Mickey Dee’s it is. Hardly the sort of milkshake-and-burger shop Amy might’ve gone to with her jock boyfriend at my age, but it’s what we have.

      I can’t believe she married him, too. For all my indignation at how he treated her and how backward things were then, it scares me because I’d been so close to winding up the same girl. Had I chickened out and not dumped Scott, I might’ve married him. That probably comes from Dad. He’ll put up with uncomfortable things purely for the sake of them being familiar. Change is hard.

      Hunter slides into the bench seat next to me. “Wow. I can’t believe you didn’t want to go backstage and meet the band.”

      “It’s not that. It freaked me out a bit that they were gonna feed on them. It’s one thing to be legit invited back there, but, I dunno… bothers me that they’re forcing it. And the band won’t remember any of it.”

      “Yeah, makes sense. I kinda felt like a walking snack pack around those guys anyway.”

      I peer over the top of my milkshake at him. “I’m sorry if this is too much for you. If you’re uncomfortable—”

      “I’m fine.” He smiles. “You did say you were complicated. I mean, you passed up a chance to meet the Foo Fighters for me.”

      “Yep.” I grin. “And, well, I had a feeling that wouldn’t have ended well.”

      “Not like drugs or anything would bother you.”

      “Umm… I don’t think those guys are into that scene. I’m just not interested in doing the whole groupie thing. We would’ve been stuck back there until like five in the morning.”

      He nods, fidgeting at his fries.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I was just thinking about that stuff she said, about being our age in the sixties. Look at her. She could pass for eighteen.”

      “Maybe to someone my parents’ age. She looks older to me.”

      “Still. I’m kinda worried I’m gonna cause problems for you. Maybe us isn’t the greatest idea, for, you know… reasons.”

      He doesn’t want to say vampire out loud in a McDonalds. Probably not a bad idea to keep quiet. The hurt on his face plucks at something inside me and I find myself in tears. Hunter grasps my hand in both of his.

      “I think about watching you get old all the time.” I dab a napkin at my eyes. “It’ll hurt someday when I lose you. It’ll hurt a whole lot, but I don’t think that’s enough of a reason for us not to be together.” Once I stop sniffling and compose myself, I look up to meet his gaze. “If you’re okay with it.”

      “It’s not about me at all.” Hunter brushes a hand over my head, smiling at me. “I want you to be happy. I really hope me being with you makes you happy, and I don’t care about any of that other stuff.” He taps a finger at my lip.

      I smile back at him, relieved. “If you’re not worried about it, then neither am I.”

      We fall into a normal conversation about the concert, that guitar-playing kid, Hunter’s job, and other random things while we eat. Every so often, I can’t help but glance out the window at the parking lot. That guy the ghost wanted me to find is still out there somewhere, but I don’t know what to do. Did grandpa think vampires have some weird power to just know things like ghosts do? Why didn’t he like give me an address or something? Maybe I should be doing something more… physical, like trying to find him online. I don’t even have a clue what city to start with. He might not even be in this state, though that seems unlikely. If he was that far away, the ghost would’ve asked some other vampire for help.

      Right. I guess I’ll wait for either Glim to show up with some information or the ghost to come nag me about not doing anything. It’s not my fault he didn’t give me any information more than a name.

      How many Alex Parrishes could there possibly be in Washington State?

      Wait. Don’t answer that.

      “Ugh.”

      “What’s wrong?” asks Hunter.

      I finish slurping a mouthful of vanilla shake, brace past the brain freeze, and wince at him. “You’d think I’m crazy.”

      “After what you’ve already shown me, nothing would make me think you’re nuts.” He chuckles, then sticks two fries in his mouth like fangs.

      I explain the whole ghost wanting me to find his heroin-addict grandson.

      “What?” Hunter stares for a second. “You’re not seriously thinking of going looking for a drug dealer?”

      “I don’t even know where to start.” I sigh. “And he’s not a dealer, just an addict.”

      “Those people are dangerous,” says Hunter, his arm tightening around my back.

      He’s worried about me. Aww. I lean against him, not wanting to ruin the moment. Across the room, an old couple starts whispering back and forth about how cute we are. For a little while, I pretend to be normal.

      “Oh, duh.”

      “Hmm?” I peer up at him.

      “Like you’ve got anything to worry about from those losers.” He plays with a strand of my hair for a few seconds. “I can’t really think of you as dangerous.”

      “Well good. I don’t think of myself as dangerous.” I flash a mischievous grin. “I prefer the term confident.”

      He laughs.

      When we kiss, the old couple both say, “Aww.”
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      Hunter creeps behind me down the basement steps with an expression like we’re breaking the law.

      My whole family is way asleep at this hour, a little past midnight, and no one reacted to us coming in. Ever since I’ve developed superhuman powers of hearing, I’ve dreaded ‘catching’ my parents getting romantic. I mean, it’s kinda hypocritical of me to feel that way considering why I’ve brought Hunter here, but still. They’re my parents. They can do it. I just don’t wanna hear it. Or know they’re doing it. Or think about them doing it.

      I shiver.

      We ditch our shoes by the front door and scurry across the house to the kitchen, then downstairs to my room. Even with my amped-up senses, I doubt I’ll be able to hear anything from the second story with my door closed, especially with someone here. Even his heartbeat is enough of a distraction from total silence that my awareness won’t be able to pick out such distant sounds unless I make a conscious effort to listen.

      He shuts the door and takes a step in, holding his hands up and reaching around like he can’t see.

      Oh wait. Everything’s black and white to me. He can’t see. I’m still not entirely used to that. “Hang on, let me get the light.”

      He holds still as I slip past him to the wall switch. As soon as I flick it, my room erupts in full color. That is so trippy. After a moment of standing close and making silly faces at each other, we migrate to sit on the edge of my bed.

      “Wow. So this is your room…” He looks around. “It’s so neat and clean. Love the stuffed animals.”

      I fidget awkwardly. “Umm.”

      “It’s cool. I still kinda miss my Snoopy. My dad got rid of it when I turned twelve. Said it wasn’t proper for a boy that age to have something like that.”

      “Sorry.”

      He chuckles. “I probably wouldn’t sleep with it anymore, but I’d have kept it on a shelf or something.”

      We fall quiet, staring at each other.

      “So, wow. I’m really in your room.”

      “Yep,” I whisper, putting a hand on his leg. “You’re in my room.”

      He grins, but nervousness wafts off him.

      “It’s kinda warm in here,” I say, overacting innocence as I take off my T-shirt.

      I reach over and pull him into a kiss. His worry melts away in a few minutes and we go over sideways onto the mattress, kissing and pawing at each other. It’s not long before I’m down to my underwear and he’s fumbling at his belt buckle, already shirtless.

      Hunter pats himself down. “Umm. I… uhh… don’t have a… thingee.”

      “A what?” I glance at his crotch.

      “You know. A… thing.” He makes a ‘tearing open a packet’ gesture.

      Oh, wow. He can’t even say the word condom in front of me.

      “It’s okay. I’m a vampire, remember. I’ve got the ultimate birth control.”

      “This is what you want?” asks Hunter.

      I lean back on the bed, making a ‘come here’ gesture with my curling finger. “Yep. Is it what you want?”

      “Oh.” He gulps. “It’s what I want more than anything… to be with you.”

      “Well, get over here.” I grin and twist to expose my back. “And help me with this clip.”
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      Emotion more than makes up for execution.

      I’m dimly aware of being awake again, yet I’m still—or maybe I just started—dreaming about what happened between us last night. I hate myself for yet again comparing things to Scott, but I have to. Being with Hunter is so much better. Sure, he had no damn idea what he was doing, but neither did I my first time. With Scott, I always felt a bit like an object there for his pleasure. He’d grab me and hold on like he was riding a rodeo bull in a bar.

      And don’t even get me started on the disaster of our first try.

      Hunter, on the other hand, worried so much about being gentle it distracted him. And yeah, sure, playing to a guy’s sense of pride is exactly the sort of thing I hate, but I pretended to be more clueless than I am about sex so he didn’t feel self-conscious. Though, it wasn’t at all completely about him having a good time, like with Scott. Hunter kept asking me if I was okay, in between telling me how much he loves me and how I’m his dream come true. I wanted to make sure that he had a beautiful first time, unlike Scott who never gave a shit about that. As long as he got off, ‘sex was great.’

      We, Hunter and I that is, cared for each other.

      And, maybe I’m not all that much an expert on sex as I think I am. It’s not like I’ve truly made love before, if I wanna think romantically about it. There’s a big difference between sex and making love, and I think I got a decent idea of exactly how big it is last night.

      No, not that. I mean how big the difference is.

      And… he’s not too bad in that regard either.

      Grinning to myself, I take a deep breath, savoring his scent. And something else. I sniff. Cosmetics.

      Oh, no.

      I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling for a few seconds to get up the courage to look left.

      Hunter’s asleep beside me with one arm across my chest. Neither one of us have anything on, except for the blanket. Well, that’s not true. Hunter’s wearing makeup, heavy on the eyeshadow. A pretty fab mascara job, too. And pink lipstick… and rouge.

      The giggle that forms at the sight of him stalls when I process that Sophia had been in here with us. I can’t remember how much we covered up afterward to sleep. Hopefully, if she saw anything, it would’ve only been from the waist up. I’m sure she tucked the blanket up higher than it had been to cover my chest. Fair bet I’ve been victimized by the cosmetics fairy as well.

      Whoa. He’s still sleeping. What the hell time is it?

      I twist over to peer at the clock and gasp when I see it’s only noon. Wow, that’s a new one. I’m awake way earlier than I’ve opened my eyes ever since becoming a vampire. It’s also the first time I’ve had sex since becoming a vampire. Does that mean anything?

      “Hey,” says Hunter, delirious. “Morning.”

      “Almost afternoon.” I snuggle back into the covers, feeling too heavy to move. Maybe this is the vampire version of briefly waking up in the middle of the night, only I don’t have to pee. Oh… wait. I do. Umm. I have to do more than pee… “Be right back.”

      I slip out of bed and drag myself across the dim basement to the bathroom. Milkshake, burger, and fries want out. Yeah that’s uncomfortable. I hold my breath. Not that it stinks—it smells no worse than food that’s been sitting around for a few hours, but that’s the problem. I don’t want to smell something good in here. Or, okay, maybe not good so much as not horrible.

      Once the atrocity is over with, I check myself in the mirror. Yeah. I look like the Joker going through an impressionist blue period. There’s no way I should be functional right now, and it’s quite obvious I lack the coordination to shower. Grumbling, I stagger back to bed and collapse.

      Hunter says something, but my brain, hurtling toward sleep, disregards it.

      The next thing I know, I’m awake again. Hunter’s sitting cross-legged beside me, his back against the cinder block wall. He’s dressed and fiddling with his phone. I’m still only wearing the sheets.

      “Hello again.” He grins. “You’re pretty committed to sleep. I couldn’t nudge you awake.”

      “Side effect of… things.” I sit up, glance down at my exposed boobs, and gasp. Crap! I went out to the bathroom completely naked. Holy cow. I’m so lucky no one came downstairs and caught me.

      “Umm?” asks Hunter. “You’re turning bright red.”

      I hop out of bed and grab a big T-shirt from the floor, explaining what happened as I pull it over my head.

      He laughs.

      “That’s not funny.”

      “Did you put makeup on while sleepwalking?”

      I smirk. “Technically, it’s not sleepwalking. I was… well, not quite awake. And, no. That’s my sister’s doing. She got you too.”

      He freezes. “Your sister? As in your little sister was in here?”

      “Yep. She does that sometimes for practice. She wants to work in cosmetics, like for movies and stuff, when she’s older.” I raise my right hand. “Hi, I’m Sarah and I’m a makeup dummy.”

      His turn to blush.

      “I don’t think she saw much. We had a sheet on, right?”

      He scratches the back of his head. “I don’t really remember.”

      “Shower. Right.” I already took one at like two in the morning after he went to sleep to clean myself up. Scott always used a ‘thingee,’ so eww. Yeah. Things they don’t warn you about beforehand. Now I need another one. Shower that is.

      “Go ahead,” says Hunter. “I’ll, umm, wait here.”

      “Probably a good plan.” I chuckle. “While my parents can probably handle what we did in here last night, showering together might be a bit too much for them.”

      He nods.

      I check the weather app on my phone. Gloomy. Perfect. It’s 2:28 p.m. plus overcast, so I should be good to go sunlight wise. After a few minutes of flirting and some light kissing, I head out the door and go upstairs.

      Sophia’s in the living room doing stretches. She’s got the ‘hot pants’ from her dance recital on plus a clingy racerback top, and her toes are almost touching the top of her head. At least she’s balancing in the middle of the room. If she loses her grip on her foot, she’s not going to smash anything.

      Sierra’s sprawled on the floor, engrossed in her PlayStation. I don’t recognize the game; she’s tromping down what looks like corridors of an alien ruin. Sophia glances over at me, grins, blushes, and lets go of her leg, swooping it down to the floor with the grace of a ballerina.

      “Nice makeup job on Hunter.” I chuckle, shaking my head. “I think you got something there with doing it professionally—for Kabuki Theater.”

      “Huh?” asks Sophia.

      Sierra cracks up giggling.

      Dad walks in from his office. “Oh, hey Sarah.”

      Sophia looks at him. “I think Sarah and Hunter did it last night.”

      And… my face is on fire. I can practically smell the cosmetics melting.

      Dad shifts his gaze to me. “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” says Sophia. “They were in bed together and didn’t have any clothes on.”

      Oh, I wanna fall into a tiny little hole.

      “Well,” says Dad, smooth as silk, “She is eighteen now. You should probably give her some privacy when she has a friend over for the night.”

      Dad loves embarrassing me.

      “How old will I haveta be before I can sleep with a boy in my room?” asks Sophia.

      Dad sputters. “Thirty-five.”

      Sophia gasps. “Dad!”

      “Damn.” He sighs and looks down. “Okay. I guess it’s time for that talk.” He holds his arm out to Sophia. “Come on.”

      I hurry for the stairwell, eager to get the heck out of there, and rush to the second floor bathroom, debating if I want to make Sophia forget about catching us. Gawd, I hope she didn’t see too much. As soon as I’m in the shower, my thoughts drift back to when my father had that talk with me. As awkward as Hunter can be dealing with girls, he’s got nothing on how Dad was that day. I think I’d just turned fourteen or so and gotten caught kissing a boy. Anyway, he made this big production deal about it. Really, most of what I remember of it is him telling me he’d rather I bring a boy home and be safe than go sneaking around behind his and Mom’s backs. Of course, he’d preferred I not have sex at all until I turned thirty, but this is the real world after all.

      It didn’t help that I knew by then he and Mom hooked up at seventeen.

      And geez… I hope he’s not telling my ten-year-old sister to bring boys home instead of letting them take her elsewhere. She’s not even interested in boys yet. Hopefully, Dad’s only mining her for information about how much she saw so he’s prepared for when it’s my turn in the hot seat. Oh, no doubt about it, I expect to be in trouble. Even though he told me to bring boys here. He’s right. Ever since my change, all three of my siblings have been rather free about walking into my room when I’m out cold. I should’ve taken some precautions like locking the door or at least covering up.

      It’s not like I’m normal and fell asleep right away from being tired.

      Maybe I stayed awake for a few hours watching Hunter sleep before dawn snuck up on me and clubbed me over the head with a plank.

      Ugh.

      I finish up the shower, dry off, and pull the same T-shirt back on before heading downstairs. Sophia’s hanging between the sofa and Dad’s recliner, basically doing a splits like something out of a Jean Claude VanDamme movie. She doesn’t look mortified, so I’m hopeful Dad’s ‘talk’ wound up being tame.

      “So did you guys do it?” asks Sierra.

      “I’m not having this conversation with you two yet. You’re too young.”

      Sierra pauses the game and rolls over to look at me. “That means you did. Was he any good?”

      “Sierra!” I gasp.

      Both of them crack up giggling. Sophia loses her balance and falls forward into a handstand. She winds up curled in a ball on the floor laughing too hard to sit up. That at least reassures me that Dad didn’t say anything too innocence-destroying to her. He wanders out of his office again, gives me the ‘okay, your turn’ look, and goes back in.

      Might as well get this over with. I pad across the living room into the little hallway leading to his office. He’s waiting in his chair, head in his hand. After easing the door shut, I stand in front of him, hands clasped.

      “Sorry.”

      “I’m not going to yell at you for bringing Hunter here. Or even potentially doing what you did together here.” He lowers his hand from the bridge of the nose. “When I told you that I’d prefer you were here and safe, I meant it.”

      My eyebrows go up. “I shouldn’t have though. Sophia’s been visiting me in the night, well… in the day and I knew that. I should’ve been more, umm, discreet. What did she see?”

      “You didn’t look?” Dad tilts his head.

      “No. I promised not to invade you guys’ privacy and I meant it. Only in emergencies.”

      “Well… She said you were half-covered with blankets. She probably could’ve gotten an eyeful of him, but she looked away while covering you two.”

      I nod. “That’s good. I won’t do that again.”

      “You’re old enough, hon. Given the circumstances, and how you’re going to probably be living with us for a while, it wouldn’t be fair to change my policy.”

      “Seriously, Dad. It’s okay. I can hold off on bringing Hunter back here for a while. If they need to slip into my room to feel safe or if they just wanna remind themselves that I’m still around, that’s fine. I’d rather they can do that without worrying about what they’re going to find when they open the door than I need to have him sleep in my bed.”

      My father looks grim for a moment before he breaks into chuckles. “Okay, that works. Hey, I was only going to ask you to hang a sign or something on the knob as a warning when they shouldn’t barge in.”

      “Well…” I grin and stop standing in the posture of a kid about to be chewed out. “If he winds up here again, I can do that. So, umm… what did you talk to Sofia about? You didn’t hit her with the same talk you gave me, did you?”

      “No. Mostly just suggested she peek before going in, and that I’d ask you to put up a warning sign. Oh, and she wanted me to talk to your mother about the leggings thing.”

      I tilt my head. “The leggings thing?”

      “She thinks your mother is ashamed of her for being too skinny, wanting to keep covering up at dance class.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.” Dad’s cheeks puff up like a saxophone player as he exhales. “I just got lectured about positive body image by a ten-year-old.”

      “So… Sophia wants to wear a bikini in dance class?”

      He fidgets. “I think she’s more objecting to your mother telling her what she can wear. Honestly, maybe making a big deal out of it is sending the wrong message. She’s already way too aware of that sorta thing, her weight, her shape. Ugh… what happened to kids being kids?”

      “It’s everywhere, Dad. Magazines, TV, ads, and there was this one mom at her dance class who literally shouted at her kid the whole time about not being good enough or she can’t eat this or that because she’d get heavy.”

      He sighs. “What’s wrong with people?”

      “Oh, I fixed that.”

      “You what?” He stares at me.

      I explain my mental surgery to make that woman back off.

      “Sarah, you can’t simple go around mind controlling every obnoxious person you run into.” He keeps his serious stare for less than a minute before grinning. “You’d be in a constant state of feeding.”

      “Huh?” I blink. “What does… wait, are you scolding me for wanton mind control or making a joke?”

      “Yes.” He winks.

      “But where’s feeding come into that?” I scratch my head.

      “You know how using your abilities burns energy?”

      “Yeah but mental influence doesn’t use up that much en—oh. I get it.” I giggle. “Yeah there are a lot of obnoxious morons.”

      “Anyway. That boy’s waiting for you, I bet.”

      “Oh, he’s gotta leave soon. Working tonight.” That word, ‘working’ makes me feel guilty. Both because I’m being lazy-ish and not getting a job for the summer and that I’m slacking off on finding Alex Parrish. Again, not that I have much to go on. Bleh. As soon as it gets dark, I’ll do… something.

      Giggling from the living room tells me Hunter just went by. Sierra’s not much of a giggler, except for prime blackmail moments like this. Only, the ’rents know it happened and I didn’t technically do anything wrong.

      As soon as I walk out there, they both fall quiet. That lasts six seconds before laughter and the “ooh, Sarah’s got a boyfriend” stuff starts. Of course, I don’t take that lying down.

      Tickle war.

      Eventually, Hunter rolls down the stairs like a thunderstorm, smelling like shower. He walks over, leans on the back of the couch, and grins at Sophia. “You did a really good job with the eyeshadow.”

      She covers her mouth, snickering.

      He pats her on the head. “I mean it.”

      “How would you know?” asks Sierra. “You wear makeup often?”

      “Nope.” He reaches for my foot, but I pull it away before he can tickle me. “First time.”

      I hop up and run around to stand beside him, staring into his eyes and whispering, “Don’t worry about the parents. It’s cool.”

      He raises both eyebrows.

      “No. I didn’t play with their heads. We’re eighteen, and they want me to be safe.”

      Hunter gives me a quick kiss. “Ahh. I hate to take off so fast, but I gotta do some stuff at home before work.”

      “Need any help?” I ask.

      “Can you go outside now?”

      I creep over to the window and peek. It’s borderline. For something like dragging Dalton away from certain death, I’d risk it. Chores at someone else’s house, ehh not so much. “Umm.”

      Hunter embraces me from behind. “It’s okay. Stay out of the sun and in one piece.”

      “Wow my life is weird. It couldn’t get any stranger if the CIA showed up and sent me on a mission.”

      “Don’t say that,” yells Dad from his office. “The CIA’s already been here.”

      “Whoa,” says Hunter. “Seriously?”

      “I could tell you, but I’d have to make you forget. So consider it explained and removed.” I grin.

      “Right.” He kisses me on the nose.

      I follow him back to my room and change out of my big T-shirt to a normal one plus shorts as he pulls his socks and sneakers on. We make out a little more, but he eventually drags himself back upstairs and heads home.

      As soon as the door shuts, I lean against it and sigh at the ceiling. He hasn’t been gone for thirty seconds yet and I already want him to come back.

      Sierra poking me in the gut makes me look down at her. “You don’t do the desperate girlfriend thing well.”

      “What?” I ask, chuckling.

      “You’re like a dog. As soon as the human goes out the door it’s like they’ve been gone forever.”

      Sophia perks up. “We’re getting a dog?”

      “I dunno,” says Sierra.

      “Or a cat. This house needs an animal,” says Sophia.

      “We have Sam,” mutters Sierra.

      Dad slides into the room with a necktie around his head like a headband. “I’m not animal enough?”

      All three of us groan.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon flies by. Sam’s off at his friend Daryl’s house. Nicole (my sisters’ friend) along with another girl, Megan (that slightly chubby kid from Sophia’s dance class), are hanging out here. Since Ashley and Michelle are both busy with their summer jobs, I spend time with the tween squad. At 5:30 p.m., I head into the kitchen on a whim and check Mom’s planner. Hmm. Tonight’s supposed to be baked chicken legs with some boxed seasoned pasta on the side. I can do that.

      A few minutes after I start cooking, Dad wobbles into the kitchen to grab a diet soda from the fridge. He shoots me a look like a soldier who’d just evaded a minefield. “How can such small girls make so much noise?”

      I laugh. “Class special ability of tween. As soon as they prestige into teen, it’ll get worse.”

      He chuckles. “You’re cooking?”

      “Since you guys are both drowning in work, I might as well.”

      “Cool. Thank you.” He hugs me and heads back to his office.

      Maybe fifteen minutes later, the chicken legs are in the oven and I’m dumping the contents of a pouch into a saucepan. Mom walks in, still in her coat, and stares at me. She blinks once, puts a hand over her mouth, and starts crying.

      “What?” I ask, peering back over my shoulder at her. “Did I use too much butter in this?”

      Mom sets her briefcase down, walks over to me without a word, and clings. After a silent moment, she whispers, “I’m sorry.”

      “Umm. What for?”

      Her mood shifts without a clutch, straight from tears to laughing. “For thinking something mean.”

      “Oh, boy.” I shake the last of the dried noodles and the green flavor powder into the pan and begin stirring it. “Yeah, I know I haven’t been much help around here before things got weird.”

      “I couldn’t believe it when I saw you cooking for us… and you can’t even eat it. And I thought, ‘dying was the best thing that ever happened to you.’ I don’t really mean that. It was just an instantaneous thought.”

      I pat her hands, clasped around me like a belt. “I know what you meant. It’s okay. You guys are letting me stay here for who knows how long. I’m not working. Least I can do is help out a little.”

      “Are you sure you’re still eighteen?” Mom puts a hand on my forehead. “Or feverish? Your sister can’t wait to have her own place.”

      “Which one? Gotta be Sierra.”

      She nods.

      “Yeah. That’ll last only as long as she realizes she can’t just sit around playing video games all day if she gets her own place.”

      “Are you really still Sarah or did some ancient soul take over your body?” Mom steps to the side, giving me the up-and-down look.

      “Mom… I’m eighteen, not blind. You know, most kids my age are fully aware of that stuff. We’re just lazy as hell. And besides, it’s a lot harder these days. When Grandma and Grandpa were my age, they could work all summer and actually afford college. No way in hell can a kid do that now. Boomers screwed us over.”

      She chuckles. “Now you’re starting to sound like your father.”

      I poke her in the side. “Go, change. Relax. I got this.”

      Mom smiles, sighs with exhaustion, and drags herself off down the hall.

      Vampire chef. At your service.
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        * * *

      

      I had one chicken leg and some of the pasta just to taste it, and it came out okay.

      After dinner, Dad whips out another old movie: Troll.

      This has got to be Dad’s revenge for Sophia putting him in an awkward position earlier. It’s kinda funny to me, but she’s already squealing and hiding behind a blanket. Yeah, she’s so going to have nightmares. Sam is wide-eyed, which is his version of terrified. Sierra’s trying not to laugh out loud. Again, the effects are pretty tame compared to some stuff she’s seen in video games. Though that one game with the zombies that jump out from dark corners got her bad. Like it’s all quiet and somber, the loudest sound being the character’s breathing… then out of nowhere, there’s a screeching zombie bitch in your face. Gah. That one made me toss the controller into the air a few times in shock.

      Mom’s catching flies less than a half hour into the movie. Out cold, mouth wide open. Then again, that’s pretty common for her when her work is crazy busy. Eventually, I’ve got Sam clinging to my left side while Sophia hides under my right arm. Sierra leans against Dad, tossing popcorn into her mouth one kernel at a time.

      As soon as the credits start, Sierra reclaims the living room TV for PlayStation duty. Sam’s gotten over the scare, at least outwardly, and heads upstairs to get some computer game time in before bed. Sophia keeps clinging to me. To take her mind off the movie, I start asking her about random stuff like cosmetics and dance class. She’s a little more into the dance thing after the recital, since I guess she’d built up the fear of performing in front of people to way scarier than it turned out to be for her. It didn’t suck anywhere near as much as she thought it would, so she’s enjoying the classes more.

      An hour and a few minutes later, the ’rents shoo my sisters upstairs for bed. I get up, stretch, and let out the kind of sigh someone would let out before having to change a tiger’s litterbox—if tigers used litterboxes. I mean, they’d be huge, and probably smell horrible. I’d rather clean one of those than go zipping around Seattle all night hunting for a heroin addict, but, yeah. I’m way too nice to ignore a sweet old man asking for help. Even if he was frustratingly vague.

      So, I head down to my room and Google the crap out of ‘Alex Parrish.’ I find a few on Facebook, but the one that’s probably him hasn’t been updated in like four years. Okay, that’s useless. Searching for his grandfather, Daniel, leads me to an obituary in the Seattle Times website. That gives me an address in Ballard where, I hope, his wife still lives. Normally, I’d worry about her thinking me crazy if I showed up asking questions about where I could potentially find Alex because her dead husband asked me to help, but I have powers of mind control.

      Okay then.

      A sleeveless T-shirt that shows an inch of my stomach plus shorts is not going to work for this. I change to a Godsmack tee and black jeans. Dark colors are best for flying as I’m harder to see. Unfortunately, my only black shoes are either heels, ballet flats, or this pair of cute suede boots with a bit of a high heel. Bleh. Oh, there’s Uggs… I still have black Uggs. Yeah that’ll work. Wait, no. They will probably fall off me in midair. Imagine some poor guy walking down the street and taking one of my Uggs to the head. He’d probably think the city’s pigeons had gone super basic.

      I really need to get another pair of like Doc Maarten’s or something. My last set disappeared from my locker in gym three months before graduation.

      Grr.

      Ooh. I have a feeling Mandy Thompson took them. I ought to pay her a visit now and ask her again. Anyway… white sneakers it is. Those are upstairs. Oh, I should probably change my bedding too since they still smell like sex. After stripping the sheets, stuffing them in the washing machine, and re-dressing the mattress, I head upstairs.

      My parents no longer asking questions when I put my shoes on late at night to go out is a little worrying, but I guess they’re adjusting to my new nocturnal self. Dad, in his recliner, glances up from his book as I pull the door open. He waves in a ‘be careful, have fun, and don’t murder anyone’ kind of way. I smile, return the wave, and walk outside.

      The instant the door thuds closed, Glim appears beside me.

      “Gah!” I yelp and jump back, clutching my chest.

      He smiles the same smile Sam puts on when he startles me.

      “Good evening, Sarah.” He bows, sweeping his trenchcoat around like a cloak.

      “Hey… So I was just about to head into Seattle. Found an address for the grandmother.”

      Glim peers up at the stars. “I apologize for taking so long. The young man the spirit wants you to find is in a small house in Beacon Hill.”

      I stare at him. “Seriously? You found the guy? With just a name?”

      “The darkness speaks if you know how to listen. Having only a name and no connection to him is why it took so long for an answer to float back to me. Do you think there are many young men named Alex Parrish laying about in a house full of drug users?”

      “Well, no… I suppose not. Definitely worth a look at least.” I grin. “What’s the address?”

      “Come. I will show you.”

      Ooh. Even better. A night out on the town with my best vampire bud. Considering I’m going to be around drug dealers and who knows what kind of criminals, I can’t think of a better friend to have my back.
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      Glim doesn’t say anything, but I get the feeling I’m putt-putting along.

      He’s constantly ahead of me as we fly, and something about the way he keeps looking back makes me think he can go way faster.

      “Yes,” says Glim.

      “Huh?”

      “I can fly a bit faster than we are going.”

      “Oh. I think Dalton can, too. He grabbed my hand the first night I woke up and dragged me around like a helium balloon. The whole thing’s mostly a blur, but it felt faster than I can fly. I guess I’m weak all around, huh?”

      “Not completely. The Beasts are perhaps the worst at flying. Some can’t even do it at all. Furies occasionally even lose the ability if they give in too much to their anger.”

      I laugh. “So, how fast can you go?”

      “A hair over 200 miles an hour if I fly normally,” says Glim. “Maybe a little faster if I have a good reason to hurry, like racing sunrise.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good reason.” I bite my lip, thinking about how he’s stuck asleep until sunset. I guess that spares him a little boredom though. Being trapped in my room on sunny days while awake is kinda annoying. “What do you mean fly normally?”

      “Tricks of the darkness.” He lets me catch up, takes my hand, and proceeds to do the ‘towing a balloon’ thing. Wow, I’m glad I skipped the Uggs. Wind moving past me at this speed would totally have ripped them off. This would probably tear off most of my dresses as well. Note to self: high-speed flight requires jeans and a decent shirt.

      It doesn’t take us long to reach Seattle, and he homes in on a spot in Beacon Hill, due west from the little peninsula holding Seward Park. Okay, it’s not that little, but it looks small from the air. We land in a quiet, residential neighborhood dense with houses. The one in front of us is kind of an olive-drab and brown mess. It’s pretty clear the owner doesn’t care a lot about maintenance. The front door’s ajar, and the scratchy, almost-in-tune notes of someone fooling around on a guitar blare from inside.

      Two little cars have jumped the curb, cramming onto the sidewalk by a driveway with three other compact cars.

      “Big family,” I mutter.

      “Probably roommates.” Glim approaches the porch, but doesn’t touch the steps. “I didn’t bother figuring out if they split rent or if one of them inherited the house from their parents. Everyone inside is relatively young, and they all appear to be addicts. Some more than others.”

      “Oh. Is this a crack house?” I ask.

      Glim chuckles. “I suppose for this area, it’s about as much a crack house as anything would be.”

      “Okay. So, I just pretty much walk in?”

      “The door is open, and you are a vampire.” Glim smiles.

      “No one’s invited me in.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me.

      “Heh. Just kidding.”

      I walk up onto the porch. When I reach the door, I go to peer back at Glim, but he’s right behind me. This time, I don’t yelp, but I do bend the knob from squeezing it so hard.

      “You are way too good at moving without making any sound,” I whisper.

      He tilts his head a bit to the right and smiles, moonlight making his sabretooth fangs all but glow. I had a reasonable amount of confidence in myself, given that I’m a vampire and all. But having him with me makes me feel immortal.

      Well. Duh. I am immortal. But, whatever.

      My shove at the door is somewhere between DEA raid and angry ex-girlfriend come to take her shit back. As soon as I step inside, a sledgehammer of sweaty socks and stale cheese mashes me square in the face. Whether that cheese is ‘foot,’ ‘navel,’ or ‘don’t ask,’ I’m not entirely sure, and it’s a debate I’m not wasting brain power on.

      The place looks like the set of Animal House two years after they filmed the movie. Weird unexplainable blotches stain the walls and ‘snowdrifts’ of old beer cans and fast food cartons gather in piles. Patches of plaster are missing, exposing wood slats underneath. A ruined mess of a ceiling light that may have once been a fan hangs off a wire, with four light bulbs glowing at different elevations. I’m astounded I don’t see the ghost of a sweet elderly couple who used to live here crying over their once-nice home.

      Six people, four guys and two women, lay around in various states of chemically-induced transcendence. Mercifully, all except one are dressed, and the nude guy—well, he’s not technically nude. He is wearing underpants, even if they are on his head—is face down on the rug by the bay window.

      They’re all too skinny except for a round-faced guy with a black mustache and goatee in the middle of the couch. In addition to his tank top and cargo pants, he’s sporting a black wool cap despite being inside. He’s the only one coherent enough to notice me, and gives me this challenging stare like he’s trying to figure out if I’m real or a figment of his mind. Spanish words fly by in his thoughts too fast for me to follow. The coffee table in front of him holds several small bottles, needles, spoons, baggies of white powder, and two handguns.

      Eep!

      I keep a calm face despite being irrationally frightened in the presence of guns. Intellectually, I know I don’t have much to worry about. Except being shot in the head, which would essentially knock me out for a while. Kinda like the way I bashed Scott’s face into that steering wheel until brain stuff came out. It won’t kill me, but I’d rather not wind up unconscious around guys like this. It would be my luck I’d stay out cold until the sun came up.

      A wide archway separates the living room from the dining room, deeper into the house. At the far corner, a skinny guy with long, sandy brown hair sits on a thin mattress, back against the wall, strumming at a guitar. He’s got a thin face, big nose, and prominent Adam’s apple, but he’s not that bad looking, well, except for the effects of a heroin high. He’s doing that one eye wide open one eye mostly closed thing. Like a human version of Bill the Cat.

      And yes, I know that comic. My Dad’s a major fan.

      In fact, I have an Opus plush.

      Anyway… That guy kinda looks like a much younger version of Daniel Parrish after he spent two years in a prisoner of war camp and then had to suffer through a Jerry Springer taping. Glim’s still right beside me, but no one is reacting to him. They’re all staring at me. Bet Glim’s doing that invisible thing again. I ignore the lot of them and head inside to the guitarist.

      “Alex?” I ask.

      He looks up at me, squinting. It takes a moment for his eyelids to equalize, at which point, he stops strumming. “Oh, hi. Do I know you?”

      “No, you don’t,” I say. “But I’m here to help you.”

      “Huh?”

      I take his hand. “C’mon. Pack your stuff up. You need to go home.”

      “Pff,” says Alex. “I am home. This is my crash pad.”

      “Hey, who the hell is this bitch?” asks a voice behind us in the living room.

      I squat, eye level with him. “Alex. Pack your stuff.”

      My compulsion burrows past the fog of drugs in his brain. After a moment of staring glassily at me, he sets the guitar down and starts gathering clothing laying loose around the floor. My ears pick up the scrunch of carpet compressing. Three of the guys from the outer room, including the one thinking in Spanish, walk up behind me, forming a wall of person they think traps me in the corner.

      The guy on the left, the oldest-looking at almost thirty, rubs his nose and sniffs. “Probably a cop. She ain’t one of the usuals.”

      I smirk at him. “Dude. You’ve taken so many drugs, your brain’s Jell-O. Do I seriously look like a cop to you? And eat something. Your ribs are sticking out like a xylophone.”

      Alex chuckles.

      “What the hell did you call me?” asks the guy who thinks I’m a cop.

      “An alien. Xenomorph,” says the dude on the left.

      Ugh. I shake my head in disbelief. “If you think I’m a cop, you’re an idiot.”

      “Yo,” says black-wool-hat guy. “Probably Parrish’s kid sister or some shit. This chick ain’t no cop. Too young.”

      “Yeah.” The third guy reaches for my chest. “She’s kinda cute for a kid.”

      I grab his hand before it makes contact and fling his arm away with enough force to make him stumble back. “Sorry. I’ve already got a boyfriend.”

      “That don’t matter.” Xylophone lunges at me with a grab.

      He winds up with his arms wrapped around me for a second or two before I plant a hand in the middle of his chest and shove him airborne. He sails across the dining room, smashing a dent in the drywall before hitting the floor on his ass with a heavy thud.

      “We got an issue,” yells black-wool-hat guy.

      The instant his hand goes for the gun in the front of his pants, my reflexes kick in, stalling time to a near standstill. I kick him in the nuts and follow up with a right cross to the face. Since I’m not trying to kill him, the hit merely dislocates his jaw.

      Boob-grabber takes a step back, hands up.

      Shaking my head, I turn and start pulling Alex to his feet. Grabby flings himself on my back, trying to get me in a bear hug, but he winds up with both hands on my breasts. I can’t tell if he’s attempting to fight me or cop a feel. Either way, I’m beyond done with this idiot. I ram my elbow back into his chest, launching him. He hits the ground and goes sliding, tearing up the old rug. Rumbling like an army coming down stairs shakes the whole house.

      Xylophone snarls as he picks himself up from the floor. He staggers toward me while pulling a knife from his belt. “Time to bleed, bitch.”

      He charges, leading with the blade. I sidestep with ease, grab him by the scruff, and toss him into the other wall. He bounces away and falls to the ground under a rain of plaster bits. “Nah. I don’t do that anymore. You wouldn’t believe how much I save on feminine products.”

      Glim chuckles.

      Four more guys, all strung-out twentysomethings, rush in from the direction of the living room. They look at me, the three more-or-less unconscious guys, and Alex, who’s still picking crap up and stuffing it in a trash bag.

      “What the hell man?” yells the guy with the aluminum baseball bat.

      Yeah, okay. No one suspects little ol’ me as the cause of this ass kicking. Of course, that presents an immediate other problem—they’re about to exact revenge on the guy I’m here to save. I wonder if this is why Daniel thought his grandson would wind up dead within a few weeks? I’ve basically set up a situation to cause that. Which makes me wonder, if Daniel never asked me to help, would Alex still be in danger?

      Seeing the future makes my head hurt. Or, talking about someone else seeing the future. Or… Argh! Forget it.

      The four druggies storm over, intent on beating Alex senseless. Since the one guy is raising the bat, I’m going to guess they’re not too concerned if he lives through it. I pounce at ‘bat man’ and shove him off his feet before grabbing the next nearest guy (who is much skinnier) and swinging him like a human club at the other two.

      Glim paces around as I jump from guy to guy, trying to punch them unconscious. He leans effortlessly out of the way of flying bodies, so fluid and graceful he could pass for an insubstantial wraith. Another guy goes for a knife; I kick him in the chest, launching him into a triple backflip that ends with him stuck headfirst in the wall like a dart.

      A flicker of white draws my attention to Glim. He’s holding up a card with ‘9.8’ written on it. I blink. The ‘card’ dissipates into a pale mist, an illusion.

      “Hah. Nice.” I grin at him.

      “Deducted zero-point-two for only embedding him shoulder deep,” says Glim.

      Not that it took much effort for me to beat up a bunch of mortals, all of whom are at least partially out of their heads on drugs, but I do kinda wonder why he didn’t help. Maybe because he’s a former soldier and he didn’t trust himself to not kill them, or maybe he’s got PTSD, or maybe he’s required to be a nonpresence here by some political stuff I’m unaware of.

      Meh. I’m sure he would’ve stepped in if I wound up in actual danger. They’re only humans after all.

      Moaning surrounds me. Between the half-hearted groans, the soft creak of floorboards in the living room approaches. Someone’s shifting their weight from leg to leg, trying to be quiet.

      I glance toward the arch. A scrawny woman freezes in her tracks, not quite pointing the other handgun from the coffee table at me. Oh, hell no.

      The room blurs as I hurl myself at her as fast as I can make myself run. Her hand nudges upward; a spinning lead nugget flies out from a bright orange flare. I twist to the left, leaning under the bullet—which misses my shoulder by an inch or two—and keep spinning into a tackle. I tackle her hard enough that we crash to the floor and I slide on top of her like riding a bobsled straight into the wall. Her head cracks against the baseboard, but nothing goes crunch, so she’s still alive at least.

      “That sounded painful,” says Glim.

      “The bitch shot at me.”

      “Yes, well, you should probably consider leaving.” He approaches the bay window in the living room and peers out. “Someone will have heard the gunshot.”

      I stand, dusting myself off, and walk over to Glim, who’s standing under the arch. “We didn’t exactly drive here. How am I supposed—wait. Alex might have a car.”

      “Yeah,” says Alex. “Hey, why is my shit all packed up? Whoa. Why’s everyone sleeping already? It’s too early.”

      “Alex…” I walk up to him. “Look at me.”

      He does.

      I dive into his head. While implanting a compulsion to go home and forget being a heroin user, I stumble over a mental bump. Hmm. That’s new. “Hey Glim?”

      “Yes?” he asks, right beside me.

      “Ack.” I twitch.

      “Does it bother you when I do that?”

      “A little. I don’t mind if it makes you laugh. Just don’t startle me into doing anything embarrassing.” I point at Alex, who’s standing mesmerized under my half-completed command. “Wil you please take a peek in that head and let me know what that weird little, umm, blob in his thoughts is?”

      Glim leans close, almost touching noses with him. The light radiating from his eyes paints Alex’s face a sickly shade of yellow. “Another vampire has played with his mind. Look.”

      I focus on Alex’s vacant hazel eyes, forcing my awareness deep like a mole burrowing into the ground. A group of thoughts has a spongy quality that I’m unfamiliar with. Like, if normal memories feel like I’m playing with marbles, these are gummi bears. Picking through them unravels the image of a too-pretty woman with black hair and porcelain-pale skin. Image after image flashes by, and I get the feeling this woman had Alex so wrapped around her little finger he’d become a veritable slave. It’s clear she’s one of us, since normal people aren’t that pretty. Though, she’s no Aurélie. If beauty was a weapon, this girl’s got a rocket launcher, but Aurélie’s a nuke.

      The endpoint of the fake memory consists of her dumping him. The rejection fills him with a sense of such worthlessness he fell into a bottomless pit of drugs and not caring. There’s so much depression in there at losing her that I no longer think Daniel saw the fight I started being the cause of his death. No, this poor guy was definitely going to kill himself.

      “This is a strong fake memory,” I mutter.

      “It’s not a false memory. The unnatural feeling to it is due to his experience being a thrall.”

      “That’s like a slave, right?” I ask.

      “Think of the way your friend Ashley reacted to Aurélie feeding from her. It is similar to that, only, your patron is so powerful in that technique, she does it without even meaning to. Mortals fall under her sway with little effort. This one did it on purpose.”

      “So these memories are real?” I gawk. “This guy spent months lounging around at this woman’s place basically being a toy for her?”

      He nods.

      “Oh wow. And he couldn’t handle it when she got bored.”

      “Alas,” says Glim.

      I concentrate on Alex’s mind, trying to make him forget this woman… but I feel like I’m banging my head into a padded wall. “Argh. Wow, this is strong. Can you help?”

      Glim stares at the guy intently for about ten seconds. “I think I’ve managed it, but the radiance is quite potent. Whoever did this is older than I. There is a chance it will come back to haunt him.”

      “Damn. I suppose I could ask Aurélie to look at him.”

      “She will likely want a favor in return.”

      I shrug. “No problem. She’s a little creepy, but I like her, and I think she likes me.”

      “She does. But once we reach that age, we become far different from human. While I have no reason to suspect she will become a threat to you, it would be wise when dealing with any elder not to expect them to react in human ways to anything.”

      I nod. “Yeah, a couple hundred years will crack the noodle.”

      “Come on, Alex. Let’s get in your car and go meet a friend of mine.”

      He reacts to my command with a nod, and a mechanical walk out the front door. I follow, but pause in the living room at the notice of a cell phone on the floor. Heh. Time to be a spiteful bitch. Careful not to leave fingerprints, I use my claws to pick up both handguns and put them on the coffee table by all the drug stuff where they are nice and obvious to anyone coming in the front door. That done, I dial 911 on the cell phone. It’s so nice of cell phone providers not to require an unlock code to call emergency services.

      Before they pick up, I hurry out the door. Shoot at me? Hah! Take that.

      Alex stares at me from behind the wheel of an ancient Toyota Celica. I command him over to the passenger seat. Bad enough he’s high, he’s still stuck in a mind-control fog. No way am I riding in that car. I settle in behind the wheel… and, shit.

      I can’t drive stick.

      Alex mutters a non-word, trying to grab a steering wheel in front of him that doesn’t exist.

      “Glim?” I ask.

      He approaches the driver side window. “Yes?”

      “Do you know how to drive a manual?”

      “Yep. But all three of us are not fitting in there, and I’m sure you don’t feel like stuffing yourself in the trunk.”

      “No way. Can you give me a quick lesson?”

      He points at the clutch and goes through a rudimentary overview.

      Since the cops are probably on their way already, I grind it into reverse, bounce over the curb onto the road, and hunt around for first gear. Of course, it stalls. I do, however, get it going and leave the area before any signs of blue and red lights appear.

      Glim clings to the door, flying along beside us while offering me pointers on how to drive a manual. At least he’s a Shadow.

      No one sees him.

      Pretty sure a dude in a black trench coat adhered to the side of a little car would attract cops.

      Or at least cell phone cameras.
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      Our nefarious plan to determine the true intentions of the guy Michelle is interested in comes to fruition two days later on somewhat short notice.

      Speaking of guys, Aurélie had a rather easy time making Alex forget the vampiress who made such a mess of his life. It’s scary how strong she is. She even erased his addiction to heroin. Not that I have any personal experience with drugs, but I’ve heard people say it’s a hard one to kick. Unfortunately, he’s still going to have to deal with the physical withdrawal. No idea what the doctors will say since he doesn’t remember ever doing drugs. As far as I know, he went home and plans to ‘get serious’ about his guitar playing.

      So, anyway, my friends got the idea for tonight and committed to it mostly while I was dead to the world. Hmm. That phrase is a little too on point these days. Maybe I’ll stop using it. Anyway, Ashley pitched it to me as soon as I replied to her barrage of text messages. She does know me well enough to figure I’d be into a ‘haunted tour,’ and she’s not wrong.

      So, on a somewhat overcast Wednesday evening, we mostly pile into Hunter’s Buick land boat and drive to the Old Ellensburg Jail. River, the boy Ashley’s currently seeing, is evidently ‘too good’ to ride in an older car and decided to follow us in his silvery-grey Camaro. I shot him the look of death when he ordered Ashley to get in his car, but that didn’t bother me as much as her quietly obeying him.

      Ooh. That’s not Ashley. And I already don’t like this guy.

      Hunter blew it off when River asked him what poor old lady he stole the car from. Corey, Michelle’s date, didn’t say a word until we were in the car out of earshot. Apparently, he thinks the way River talks to her is no way for a guy to speak to his lady, but not so much he wanted to start an argument.

      At least looking at Corey with my sun-dampened senses, I don’t read a bad vibe. Though, he didn’t get the memo they cancelled Miami Vice like forever ago. Suit blazer over a logo T-shirt with jeans and penny loafers. Yikes. Enough daylight remains that I can’t poke him in the brain just yet, but it should be dark by the time we get to the place.

      I am worried about Ash though since River seems committed to proving his car is faster than Hunter’s. Like, how insecure is this dude? No sooner do we hit the freeway than he takes off so fast it’s like we aren’t even moving. I picture Ashley squeezing her fingers into the seat, terrified while watching cars in the right lane blur by.

      The ride’s a little more than two hours, mostly on Route 80. By the time my phone’s GPS leads us right to the place, it’s nice and dark. We find the Camaro, fortunately intact, parked in the lot, River shooting a cocky grin over his roof as we roll by. His hair is thick, chin length, and draped half over his face. With that white T-shirt and jeans, he’s gotta be shooting for a James Dean bad boy look, but he misses. And I probably shouldn’t make James Dean comparisons with a guy driving a sports car that my best friend is in.

      Hunter parks three spaces away, as close as he can get.

      I barely wait for the Buick to stop moving before leaping out and rushing over to Ashley, who’s leaning against the Camaro’s passenger door, arms folded. She looks about ready to throw up.

      “You okay,” I whisper.

      “Yeah. Just, you know, little fast for me.”

      I narrow my eyes at River.

      Hunter, Michelle, and Corey walk up behind me, boots and sneakers scuffing on the paving.

      “What took you so long?” asks River, grinning. “Did you even try to keep up?”

      “You’re seriously proud of yourself that a new-ish Camaro can go faster than an old Buick?” I ask. “Like that’s even a serious question. Are you hoping the car takes the focus off something else that’s inadequate?”

      River scoffs at me. “Ash, your friend’s got a bad attitude.”

      “You haven’t seen my attitude yet.”

      Hunter rests a hand on my shoulder, trying to calm me down.

      Corey positions himself in front of Michelle, whispering, “Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea.”

      “Oh, really?” River saunters around the hood of his car and gets in my face.

      I smirk at him. “Are you trying to be intimidating, or just close enough for that bucket of Walmart cologne to knock me out?”

      Ashley’s eyebrows beg me to stop.

      River fake laughs, pointing at me while looking at Hunter, Michelle, and Corey. “I like her. She’s funny.” He faces me and winks. “Don’t worry, babes. I don’t hit girls.”

      I look him up and down. “Neither do I.”

      A note of genuine anger flicks across his eyes at that, more so when Ashley forces herself not to laugh. The whisper of “oh, dayum,” from Corey doesn’t help. River blows me off with a forced chuckle, grasps Ash’s arm, and pulls her with him toward the jail entrance. I really don’t like that he’s dragging my best friend around. Okay, I admit this guy rubbed me the wrong way from the start and maybe I’m just looking for an excuse to start some shit with him… but I have a feeling he isn’t going to last long. At least as far as dating Ashley goes.

      Tension simmers as we enter the lobby and deal with the ticket purchasing. The tour group is about fourteen people plus three guides, so we have a little while of sitting around waiting for other people to show up. These waiting area benches aren’t the most comfortable things, made of repurposed wood planks that used to be shelves or pallets or something. But then again, this is a prison. These probably qualify as ‘nice’ here. Pictures of former inmates cover the walls, each with descriptions of their crime, sentence, and fate. Evidently, all these men died while in custody, everything from executed in the chair to fights to food poisoning. The staff seems to have focused on the most ‘interesting’ cases, inmates who committed suicide or were murdered by other inmates. Can’t blame them much. ‘Did his time and went home’ doesn’t put tourists on edge right before a ghost tour.

      To my left, River and Ashley get into a whispered argument. He’s upset at her for laughing at him and not ‘controlling her friend.’ Ashley’s true self makes an appearance. She says I had a point and that he drove like an idiot for no reason. It doesn’t impress her that he can outrun ‘grandma’s old Buick.’ And she tries to warn him not to mess with me since I’m ‘a black belt or something,’ but he only laughs at that.

      I pretend to be reading inmate bios and walk by them. When I get close, I mutter, “If I see you grab Ash like that and drag her around again, I will shove your head up your ass. And I’m not being metaphorical.”

      Ashley covers her mouth.

      River scoffs and chuckles. “Yeah, sure, babe.”

      “Sare…” Ashley begs me not to start problems with a stare.

      Reluctantly, I give them some space. Since we’re stuck sitting around, I decide to proceed with my mission. The whole point of this triple date (other than having fun, but that’s already kinda ruined) is to sniff out Corey. I spend a few minutes staring at him, rooting around in his thoughts, and wind up shocked. He really is what he appears to be. Total straight-laced dude, and a bit of a nerd if I’m honest. But, technically, so are we. Michelle’s probably the most book smart of our trio. Ashley’s no slouch either. Probably smarter than I am. But we’re all geeks.

      Maybe that’s why Ash has the stupids for River. She thinks she’s got the interest of a ‘bad boy,’ and is surprised he’d pay attention to her. Before my reawakening as a vampire, she used to be the ‘cute’ one of our group. Blue-eyed redhead with a strong girl-next-door game. Chelle’s the closest any of us comes to being ‘hot.’ Me, I think I’m the queen of average. Though, my supernatural nature has made me the human equivalent of a kitten everyone just has to pick up and squeeze.

      Sigh.

      Still, I can’t complain too much. Could’ve been way worse.

      And I don’t necessarily mean Shadow. I’m not sure I could’ve handled the way some of the Old Guard ooze sexuality. I’d make myself uncomfortable with that. Totally not who I am. Maybe that’s why the magical gnomes that spun the carnival wheel to sort me into the vampire bloodline landed on Innocent.

      “Hi everyone,” says a middle-aged guy in a grey polo shirt. “Welcome to the Old Ellensburg Jail tour. I’m Mark, and I’ll be one of your guides tonight. This is Vicky and Brad.” He gestures at a pale gothy girl who looks about my age and a skinny, dude beside her with dark skin and a big, friendly smile. “Looks like everyone is here, so if you’ll follow us, we’ll get started.”

      We stand and shuffle into a mostly single-file line. I catch Michelle’s eye and telepathically say, He’s exactly what he appears to be.

      She blinks at me, thinking, Wow, really?

      I nod. And I’m totes jealous. Cute, smart, and into you.

      Michelle had apparently worried he was too good to be true, but I guess sometimes lightning does strike a blind squirrel. Or whatever that phrase is. She grins at me. Of course, she knows I’m teasing about the whole jealousy thing. Maybe I’ve kinda gushed just a little bit to both of them about how sweet I am on Hunter.

      The tour guides lead us through the ‘intake processing’ room, and describe every step of the way they used to deal with prisoners back in the forties. This place hasn’t been an active prison since 1962, and sat abandoned for thirty years before the paranormal tour company bought it.

      Worse, this place does have a creeptastic vibe to it. I’m getting that same feeling of being watched as I had when Alex’s grandfather scoped me out. Great. There probably are real ghosts here. I wind up clinging to Hunter’s arm.

      He looks at me, surprised, but doesn’t question it, taking on the role of protective boyfriend in stride. From the processing area, they usher us into a room they call a ‘sally port,’ which is basically like an airlock for prisoners. Once we’re all inside, they lock the doors behind us.

      Vicky describes how the prisoners could wind up waiting for hours in here while their paperwork got processed, remaining in handcuffs with no idea how long they’d have to wait. Mark adds that they didn’t have computers back then, so all the paperwork had to be done by hand.

      After only a minute, another tour employee unlocks the inner doors, admitting us to the prison’s main building.

      A few hallways later, they bring us to an enormous corridor full of small cells. There, they pair us off and give us a taste of being locked in. A few people hesitate at first, but eventually relent and allow the tour people to close the sliding barred doors. Hunter and I share a cell. Ashley and River are on our left, Michelle and Corey to our right. Ashley presses herself into the bars like she’s trying to get as far away from River as possible.

      “Hey, c’mere,” he whispers. “Don’t be like that.”

      Like a scolded child, Ashley hangs her head and shuffles over beside him before whispering, “I don’t like being locked in here.”

      “It’s just a spooky ghost thing,” says River. “Relax.”

      “Wow, they really locked these,” says a woman a few cells over.

      “Something touched me!” yells a guy.

      Another woman laughs. “Yeah, right. This ghost stuff is all BS.”

      “Shh,” says a man next to her. “Let people enjoy things.”

      “You believe that stuff?” asks the woman.

      Her probable husband shrugs. “No idea. I don’t not believe it.”

      Meanwhile, as we’re stuck in these cells, the tour guides stand out in the hallway explaining how inmates would sometimes spend twenty-three hours a day locked in them.

      “Eep!” yells Ashley. “Stop that!”

      I whirl to face her and lock stares with a fiftyish guy in a drab grey jail uniform. He’s shimmery and translucent—and has a handful of Ashley’s rear end. She squirms away from the grabbing hand, scowling at River.

      “What?” He holds his arms out to the side. “Why are you freaking out?”

      “Not funny,” says Ashley. “Sneaking up and grabbing my butt.”

      The spectral inmate steps through the bars into our cell, eyeing me warily. “Wish they brought us women back when I could still enjoy it. How ’bout a little show, mama? Let’s see them tits.”

      “I didn’t grab your ass,” says River.

      Ashley shivers.

      I frown at the ghost. “Sorry. Not in the habit of flashing random strangers.”

      He glares at me and rakes at Hunter, who twitches and slaps a hand to his shoulder.

      “Ow. What the hell?” He sucks air in through his teeth. “Shoulder’s like on fire.”

      The ghost walks through him and tries to grab the chest of a blonde three cells away, making her shiver.

      “Ghost,” I mutter. “I’ll explain later.”

      “What?” Hunter gawks at me. “My shoulder’s burning and you said a ghost did it?”

      “Yeah. You’ll probably have a scratch.”

      I listen to the overacted scary-gloomy narrative from the tour guides for a little while, mostly about how seventeen inmates lost their lives in these very cells over the years. After a total of about ten minutes, they open the doors and we file out into the corridor again before heading past more cell blocks and into a cafeteria. The room is unnaturally dark, even to my eyes. A cloud of shadows in the distant corner by a long opening on the wall, presumably where workers handed food trays to prisoners, slides around as if alive.

      Within seconds of me staring at it, the blackness rises and coalesces into the shape of a giant of a man. He’s bald, deathly pale, and has at least ten inches of blade sticking out of his chest, the handle of the prison shiv that killed him. Lifeless grey eyes fixate on me. Despite his size and intimidating appearance, I get more a sense of loneliness than menace.

      He knocks a chair over as the tour group navigates the room. The sharp, metal crack of it hitting the floor makes almost everyone jump. A few people yell. I don’t, since I saw him moving toward it and expected something. Hunter squeezes the hell out of my arm. Ashley about faints. Michelle stands rigid, whimpering. I think she’s holding Corey up or he’d have been flat on his back.

      The woman who previously said the ghost stuff is BS stares wide-eyed at the fallen chair, but dismisses it to her husband as ‘probably something electronic.’

      Mark whistles. “Wow. That doesn’t happen too often. Looks like the ghosts are in a mood tonight.”

      Tour Guide Vicky shivers like a frightened schoolgirl. “It’s different in here tonight.”

      “There’s another energy here,” says an older woman with long, blonde-silver hair. She’s easily past sixty, thin, and has a far-off look in her eye. “I’m sensing a source of paranormal energy close by that’s not a spirit. I can feel it. The spirits feel it too, and they’re drawing power from it.”

      Everyone gets quiet, staring at her.

      “Umm,” says Brad, our third guide. “Feels like there’s someone in here with us.”

      Most of the tourists shift uncomfortably. The woman who thinks it’s all made up rolls her eyes. River tries to act tough, but it’s pretty obvious to me he’s on edge. Ashley shivers, gazing around the room. More than a few people are amped up. To me, the air is full of the scents of various foods, no doubt what their blood would taste like. The same way Sierra threw off the smell of candy when her heart raced from anger, these people are radiating.

      After a few seconds, Ashley hones in on the general area where the giant inmate is still standing, glaring at us all. Whoa. She kinda sensed Daniel Parrish in the restaurant, but couldn’t see him. I wonder if she’s got a little psychic ability or maybe she’s so sweet and nice she still counts as a child.

      The ghost hauls off and kicks another chair. Based on his size and how hard he punted it, that thing should’ve gone flying across the room, but the chair only falls over sideways where it stands. Again, most of the tour group screams. A few guys taking cell phone video cheer.

      “I got it on video! The chair fell over and nothing touched it,” yells one, bouncing up and down like he won a new car on Wheel of Fortune.

      The skeptic woman mutters, “It’s got motors in it to make it fall over.”

      One of the amateur videographers runs over to the chair, unaware he’s like three feet away from perhaps the scariest inmate ever to set foot inside this place, and picks it up. “Nah. It’s a plain, steel folding chair.” He opens it again and sets it on its legs. “If you’re here, can you knock the chair over again?”

      The ghost scowls at him, but makes no move toward the chair.

      Mark, the only tour guide composed enough to stick to the script, tells us about a few riots in here as well as a handful of deaths.

      “Was one of the inmates stabbed in the chest with a sword?” I ask. “Real big guy, bald? Looked like a pro wrestler?”

      The ‘psychic’ older woman looks at me intently.

      “I think so,” says Mark. “Earl something…”

      Vicky gawks at me, mouth open. “Are you a medium?”

      “Nah. I saw his face on the wall out front. Just remembered reading it. What happened to the guy who killed him?”

      “They transferred him to a different prison. Warden figured he killed that guy trying to get executed on purpose to ‘escape’ his life sentence. Far as I know, he spent the rest of his time in solitary.”

      Earl, the huge spirit, leans back and laughs.

      “Wow, that’s worse than executing him,” says the skeptic woman.

      A few guys pull out digital recorders and ask questions, trying to get the spirit to answer, but Earl dissolves back into a shadowy mass and glides away. After a few minutes of letting the guys talk to thin air, the tour guides take us across the building along a series of spooky hallways. We stop in a featureless corridor covered in peeling white paint. Ten solid metal doors with tiny slit windows line each side.

      “Welcome to the hole,” says Mark. “These cells were used as disciplinary tools for unruly and violent inmates, who could sometimes find themselves isolated for weeks or months at a time, often going insane by the time they were released.”

      A collective shudder sweeps over the group.

      “Hey new meat,” says a gravelly voice behind me. “Bring that sweet ass over here.”

      I spin with a gasp, staring at a spectral head leaning through the door of an isolation cell. Lumpy face, scar over his left eye, wide nose covered in red lumps… this guy elevates ugly from a concept to a mission statement.

      The older woman also turns at the voice, and cringes. Whoa. Can she actually see this guy, too?

      “Not talkin’ to you.” An arm emerges from the door, pointing at Hunter.

      Mark grins and looks us over, particularly the guys trying to get ghosts on video. “Anyone brave enough to spend five minutes inside?”

      A twenty-something girl shakes her head rapidly and starts crying. Pretty much everyone avoids making eye contact with Mark. River waves him off with a ‘pff, no thanks’ attitude.

      Hunter glances over at him, then steps forward. “Yeah, sure. I’ll do it.”

      Everyone gets quiet.

      “Ah. Good sport.” Mark pats him on the shoulder.

      Hunter grins at me and backs into the indicated room. Mark shuts the door and locks it with a sliding bar.

      Brad clears his throat to get our attention. “Over the years the Ellensburg Jail operated, nine men lost their lives in this hallway and attached isolation cells. An inmate named Wallace Jefferson, about to be put in the hole for the eighth time, killed the two guards escorting him by biting out their throats while his hands were in cuffs behind his back. He got his wish, and died in the electric chair a few months later.”

      “Hey, River,” I whisper. “Why don’t you step into a cell? Or did you leave your balls outside in that fancy car of yours?”

      He glares at me.

      Mark opens the door. Hunter walks out looking a bit nervous, but not freaked.

      “Wow, that’s messed up,” he says once he’s beside me again. “Felt like an hour already.”

      “Dude, you hear any voices?” asks one of the guys who’s been trying to get an EVP recording.

      Hunter scratches his head. “Maybe. Kinda hard to say what’s real and what’s in your head in that room.”

      “Anyone else?” asks Mark.

      A few people look pointedly at River, but he doesn’t say a word.

      “Screw it,” I say, stepping forward.

      “But you’re a girl.” Brad blinks at me.

      I glance at him. “So?”

      “The spirits react to women down here since they ain’t used to seeing them. You sure you wanna sit in there all alone?” Brad tries to sound spooky. “Something might touch you.”

      “Bring it on,” I say. “My balls aren’t attached to a sports car.”

      “Sarah,” rasps Ashley. “Stop it.”

      I smile and send, I’ll be fine. This is nothing compared to that mausoleum for a whole damn night, telepathically. After stepping into the tiny cell, I turn to face the door and pick my eye with my middle finger in River’s direction.

      Mark nudges the door closed, trapping me in a concrete-walled room covered in stains, mold, scratches, and dents. It doesn’t even have a cot or a toilet, only a small drain in the middle of the floor.

      Ugh. It really would be horrible to be locked in here for days. Fortunately, I can still see. And, considering I can probably kick that door down if I really wanted to, I don’t feel too trapped. The tour guides keep talking about the murder of the two guards. A few voices from the tour group murmur about how surprised they are a ‘little girl’ had the nerve to do the solitary challenge. Most of them think I’m going to emerge crying or freak before the five minutes pass and beg to be let out.

      “What are you doing in here?” asks a whispery voice behind me.

      “Ghost tour,” I say, not looking.

      “They let you keep yer clothes ’cause yer a lady?”

      “I’m not a prisoner. It’s just a tour. This prison is shut down. You know you can leave if you want. You’re dead.” I peer back over my shoulder at an older guy with a bit of a pot belly and fluffy white eyebrows—and no clothes. Wow. He’s the living embodiment of TMI. I look away.

      “I died in here,” says the man.

      “Sorry.”

      “Not sure what happened. Went in my sleep or somethin’. Was talking to Abner and just like that I’m able to go through the walls.”

      “Abner?”

      The spirit points at a dark spot on the wall. “Abner. His face used to be there, but when I got all floaty, he went away.”

      Oh, this guy cracked. “Sorry your friend left.”

      “So I’m dead?”

      “Yep.”

      “How can you talk to me if I’m dead?”

      “I’m halfway dead.”

      “Bah. Too young. You shouldn’t be half dead yet.”

      “Thanks.”

      The nude ghost evaporates when Mark opens the door. I walk out to a sea of silent faces. No one evidently expected me to be so blasé about it. Especially River.

      “What?” I shrug. “It’s an empty, dark room.”

      Murmuring starts.

      “With a ghost,” I add, walking back to stand beside Hunter.

      “He grab you?” asks some guy with an AC/DC T-shirt.

      “Nope. Just whispered.”

      One of the EVP dudes volunteers to go in next.

      Hunter pulls me close and mutters, “You are having way too much fun trying to get under that guy’s skin. He doesn’t bother me. You don’t have to pick a fight with him.”

      I lean my head on his shoulder. “I know. Sorry. Couldn’t help myself.”

      Five minutes later when Mark opens the door, the EVP guy dashes out, pale as a sheet and shaking. Hmm. Guess that ghost spoke to him too. Hopefully, the guy’s not psychic and didn’t have to suffer that visual, too. Shudder. No one else is willing to try their nerves in the isolation cell, so the tour guides usher us along down another hallway to more cell rows.

      A pudgy, bearded guy cuts Michelle off at the next doorway, almost running her over to get in front of her.

      “Hey,” yells Michelle. “Jerk.”

      The guy elbows his buddy, points back over his shoulder at her, and says, “Bet she came here to see where her father lived.”

      Corey gives the dude the evil eye while whispering, “Just ignore the idiot. Not worth it.”

      Normal Me would’ve left well enough alone. A dude that I’m eye-to-man-boob with would’ve kept me quietly hoping he forgot us and went away. Sucks for him that I’m no longer Normal Me.

      “What’s your problem?” I blurt, darting in front of him. “Where her father lived? Seriously? That’s racist as hell.”

      The man laughs at me. “Them people are ruining the country. They only don’t like hearin’ that ’cause it’s true. Stereotypes exist for a reason. Country’s crime rate would drop to nothin’ if they sent all the damn ni―”

      Before I realize what I’m doing, I punch the guy clean in the jaw, knocking him straight over backward.

      “Holy shit!” yells Corey.

      “Daaaaamn,” says EVP guy.

      “Uhh, that girl just broke that big dude’s face,” says the ‘ghosts are BS’ woman as she steps closer, peering at the waterfall of blood gushing from the man’s mouth and nose.

      Crap. I broke his jaw. Little old me should not have been able to lay this guy out with one punch. The woman looks at me, at the guy, back at me. Her expression becomes ‘two plus two equals nine.’

      The way Michelle’s staring at me mixes ‘thanks’ with ‘you just messed up big time.’ Corey is furious enough to have punched the guy himself, but he has a bit more restraint than me. Well, a bit more restraint than Vampire Me. A few months ago, I would’ve been terrified of a dude this big.

      Beard is out cold. He’s not dead, but he’s quite unconscious.

      Since everyone is already staring at me, I hit them all with a mental whammy. The same sort of ‘stun’ I use before feeding. Everyone except for Ash, Hunter, and Michelle.

      “Give me a moment,” I mutter.

      My friends nod.

      “Whoa. Everyone’s standing around like mannequins,” says Hunter, poking EVP guy in the shoulder. “That’s weird.”

      “What are you doing?” asks Michelle.

      “As far as anyone here is going to remember, this guy tripped and fell face-first into a cell door.” I make my way around the whole tour group plus all three guides, one by one editing their memory of the last five minutes. Since it’s such a short, recent time frame, it’s pretty simple to give them the impression this jackass French kissed some bars. The guy’s buddy is a little more difficult since he has a personal connection.

      Once the brain surgery is done, I haul the dude over and use his face like a paintbrush to smear some blood around, then drop him like he tripped in front of the cell.

      “Now what?” Ashley blinks at me.

      “We stand here and wait a minute or two. When the mental fog wears off, scream or something like the guy just wiped out hard.”

      “Okay.” She nods.

      Michelle squeezes my hand, both thanking me for standing up for her and asking me to scale it back a bit.

      “Sorry. That guy… made me so angry hearing that shit come out of his mouth.”

      “Girl, you haven’t heard anything.” She rolls her eyes. “That’s not even in the top ten shittiest things people have said to me. And the stuff they think I can’t hear is way worse.”

      I give her a helpless stare.

      As people begin to break out of the mental fog, Ashley yells, “Whoa! Holy crap!”

      Everyone spins to look at her.

      She points at the big guy. “That guy just crashed into the bars and knocked himself out.”

      Mark, Vicky, and Brad run over to check on him, and have a quick deliberation. Brad winds up staying with the unconscious guy while calling 911 from his cell phone. The other two escort the group (except for the big guy’s friend) away and keep going with the tour. We circle around to the other side of the building to visit death row and the electric chair.

      Oddly enough, I don’t see any ghosts in this part of the jail, but there’s a definite sense of malice in the air.

      “This place has absorbed a lot of negative energy,” says the older woman.

      Much to my (total lack of) surprise, no one volunteers to sit in the electric chair.

      “I’d recommend against that.” The psychic woman shies away from the room. “Touching a relic like that is a great way to develop an attachment to a restless spirit.”

      Skeptic woman rolls her eyes again.

      EVP guy blurts, “Hey, did a ghost push that guy over back there? There’s nothing on the floor he could’ve tripped over.”

      “Oh, wow, yeah,” says a thirty-something guy in flannel. “Probably. She said the ghosts were unusually active tonight. He totally got pushed for what he said to that girl.”

      And just like that, my story grows legs and morphs into the sort of urban legend everyone believes because they want to. ‘Ghost shoves man on prison tour’ sounds a lot better than ‘clumsy racist idiot trips over his own feet.’

      Well, that worked out. I wink at Michelle. She’s got a boyfriend she can trust, even if he is a walk on the mild side. Speaking of boyfriends, I eye River.

      I’m really not liking the way he holds Ashley’s arm and steers her around. I’m liking her not biting his head off even less.

      Grr. Why can’t another half-dead vampire thing try to kill me? That’s so much easier to deal with than my best friend being in a crappy relationship. Whether she wants me to or not, I will do one small thing.

      When no one’s looking at me, I catch River’s eye and command him not to drive like an idiot with her in the car. It’s so tempting to send him on his way, but I can’t break Ashley’s trust like that. I’m scared for her, but if I cling to her here, I’ll only make it worse.

      So, I hang on Hunter, trying not to freak out with worry.

      We’ve still got another hour of jail to deal with.
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      Our neighbors must think we’re strange.

      I mean, who runs around their backyard jumping through the lawn sprinkler in the middle of a rainstorm? Me, evidently. Since I can’t do this with my siblings when the sun’s in a face melting mood, we are enjoying the backyard during a storm. It’s not a thunderstorm—we’re weird, not stupid.

      And hey, who needs a pool when the air is full of water?

      Surprisingly, Mom doesn’t seem to mind Sophia’s bathing suit. It’s a purple bikini that’s a little more revealing than the outfit they wanted her to wear for the dance recital. Maybe it’s not bothering Mom because we’re not leaving our backyard. Who knows? Sierra’s is similar but a little more modest, kinda like spandex short-shorts rather than a bikini bottom. Mine is pretty much a bigger version of Sophia’s. Dad hates it. He can’t even look me in the eye when I’m wearing it. Sam’s wearing his new swim trunks, but they’re way too big on him. Every time he jumps, they slip down. He’ll probably be able to wear them next year. More like the next two years. Though, I suspect that was Dad’s master plan: buy swim trunks for a twelve-year old and put them on a nine-year-old. The boy doesn’t seem to care that he occasionally moons us. In fact, I suspect he finds it funny.

      Eventually, Mom calls us inside. We dry off, change, and spend the rest of the evening doing ‘family stuff,’ which translates to board games and cheesy Dad jokes.

      About fifteen minutes after sundown, my iPhone pings with a text from Aurélie, asking me if I remembered our plans tonight. I fire off a, ‹Yep. I’ll be there soon› and drop the phone back on the table. Dad asks about the prison tour, and my description of it gets him thinking about taking the family there, or somewhere similar. Sophia’s a hard no. Last year, he tried to bring her to a fake haunted house and she damn near had a panic attack begging him not to make her go inside. Mom wasn’t feeling it either, so she elected to wait outside with Sophia. Can’t fault them. I came out the other end in tears. Even Sierra wound up clingy, and we all knew the ‘monsters’ were actors.

      Anyway, game night winds down with each sibling going off to do their own thing for the last forty-five minutes or so before bedtime. I take the opportunity to slip off to my room and change for flight: dark colors and pants.
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      So, yeah. I’m dressed up like a giant doll.

      After I arrive at Aurélie’s, we socialized for about an hour while sipping blood from goblets. Mostly, she wanted to hear what’s going on with me. I got the feeling she doesn’t leave her home often, so I humored her and brought her up to speed on everything. Is this what people did before television?

      Eventually, she whisked me into the bedroom and put me in this elaborate gown like something old timey porcelain-faced dolls wear. At least she skipped all the crap that goes with it and let me keep my usual underwear on. In said dress, I perch on a pink divan, my bare feet poking out the hem. A few of her actual dolls join me, several stacked up on either side plus one in my lap. I’m not sure if I should feel like another doll in her collection, or an oversized child. Still, the least I can do for all the help she provides is to tolerate her eccentricities and pose while she paints my portrait.

      At least being half dead, I’m capable of holding still rather well. Though, it’s not like she’s taking my daguerreotype. A little motion won’t ruin the painting. And yeah, I do feel lame. I’m probably blushing scarlet. If anyone from school saw me, I’d never live it down. No one over the age of ten could pose like this and not be the subject of ridicule. But, whatever. I’m doing something nice for a friend.

      “Aww, Chéri, you are adorable.” She winks at me from around the canvas. “Perhaps I am asking you to be a bit of a pet, but when you get to be my age, it’s difficult not to feel apart from things, like you are observing the world from outside.”

      “It’s okay.” I smile. “My mother used to dress me up for holiday photos when I was little.”

      She laughs.

      “I had no idea you paint.”

      “When you’ve spent as much time as I have in this world, you pick up hobbies. The best way to guard against losing your mind is to keep it occupied.”

      For the next few hours, I sit as still as possible while Aurélie tells me a story about the ridiculous lengths a man once went to in order to court her, back before she’d become a vampire. It sounds like the plot from a historic comedy. Like whatever would pass for a ‘chick flick’ in the 1600s.

      “Marcel was so sweet, but he and luck were not on speaking terms.”

      “So what happened? Did he give up or did you disappear after the Transference?”

      Aurélie emits a soft giggle. “The night I told him I accepted his proposal to wed, Jean-Pierre tore out his throat and gave me the fatal kiss.”

      I stare at her. “Unbelievable.”

      “Oui. Marcel’s luck was awful, straight to the end.” She fans herself. “At least he had a few minutes of happiness.”

      Sucks to be that guy. The night the girl you’ve been chasing decides to accept your proposal, a vampire kills you. Yikes.

      Aurélie hums to herself, her right hand moving so fast it blurs. With her age and reflexes, she’s probably managing something like five hours of painting effort for every hour. Perhaps more. “Oh, you are so adorable.”

      I chuckle and overact a ‘little girl’ face. Alas, I have too much dignity to baby talk or call her mommy.

      As if she heard that thought, she giggles.

      Wait. She did hear that thought.

      “Would you perhaps do me a favor?” asks Aurélie.

      “Sure. As long as it doesn’t involve sheep, hot oil, and lots of plastic sheeting.”

      She stops painting and peers around the canvas at me with a blank look. “I do not even know what that means.”

      “Something a guy at school used to say whenever someone asked him for a favor. It’s probably supposed to be perverted, but he never explained it.”

      “Perhaps some things are better left vague.” She covers her mouth and giggles. Based on what she did with Ashley in the bedroom, I know this woman is far from innocent, even if she looks like a twenty-year-old ingénue. “No animals are involved in this favor. But I can arrange the hot oils if you like.”

      For the briefest instant, her supernatural radiant beauty makes the idea almost tempting—if only for curiosity’s sake. I resist, but barely. Maybe in a few decades I’ll be that adventurous, but not yet. She emits that same too-innocent giggle.

      “I’ve arranged the purchase of a doll I wish to welcome into my home. Unfortunately, the man who is selling her has declined my request to meet after dark. The poor man does not wish to be in his shop after the sun sets. Perhaps it is in a not-so-nice part of the city? I would appreciate it if you would pick the doll up for me during the day.”

      “Oh, sure.”

      The feeling of undigested ice cream coming out is no longer the strangest sensation I’ve experienced. At the mention of adding a new doll to her collection, the ones gathered around me seem to give off a sense of excitement. Like a bunch of children eager to have a new playmate. None of them move, speak, or otherwise do anything, but damn if I didn’t feel that. I have got to be imagining things. Especially after that prison tour.

      Aurélie remains suspiciously silent.

      “I will give you the address and let Paul know you are coming.”

      No point mentioning it’d have to be an overcast day. I’m sure Aurélie knows this.

      A satisfied smile alights on her lips and she blurs into a flurry of brushstrokes that I half expect to start flinging paint everywhere.

      “Do you think that vampire will go after Alex again?” I ask.

      “Who?”

      “Alex. That guy I asked you to fix the other night?”

      “Ahh yes, him. Most likely not. Some of our kind keep mortals around as feeder pets. Eventually, they grow bored with them and either kill or release them. Perhaps a careless one, as she quite thoroughly made the man worship her. I’d consider it cruel to abandon one so conditioned.”

      I sigh. “Yeah. He was not in a great place.”

      “A drug den, you said…”

      “I meant a great place mentally.”

      “Oui. That as well.” She smiles at the canvas. “He will not remember ever having seen her.”

      “Thanks. Not sure I’ll ever get used to seeing ghosts.”

      She stares at me for a long moment, shifts her gaze to the painting, and ducks behind the canvas again. “Oh, they shouldn’t trouble one such as you often. Only when they want something.”

      “What did that naked old man in the prison want?”

      “Not to be lonely, I imagine. Or to frighten you. Some spirits do entertain themselves that way, you know. And being around people is how they feed.”

      “Ghosts eat?”

      “Not in the same way you or I—or even mortals—do. They draw energy from people and things around them. Aha!” She steps fully into view and beams at me. “Now, come see and tell me what you think.”

      “Okay.” I set the doll I’d been holding down and hop to my feet, padding across the sitting room to take in the canvas, which is as big as a refrigerator door. Aside from her making me look even younger, I almost can’t tell it’s a painting and not a photograph. “Holy cow… This is amazing.”

      She blushes and fans herself again. With her, blushing is an on-purpose kind of thing. “Oh, you are too kind.”

      “I mean, seriously. This is like right up there with Rembrandt and stuff.”

      Aurélie playfully shoves at my shoulder. “Surely, my work does not compare to the masters. It is merely a hobby. I’ve barely been painting for a full century.” She pauses, eyeing me with a note of pleading. “You truly find no faults in it?”

      “Not really. Except maybe that you made me look like I’m twelve.” I grin. “Do I really look that young to you?”

      “No.” She pinches my cheek. “Artistic license.”
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      Aurélie wants me to pick up some expensive-as-hell doll from a collector in Portland, Oregon.

      Before I left her place, she gave me a business card for a shop named Precious Eternity with the owner’s name, Paul Marchand, and a phone number. The whole thing is creepy as all hell, but whatever. It’s only a doll. I arrive home with about twenty minutes to spare before sunrise—and go straight to bed.

      My eyes open a little past three the next afternoon. The leaden feeling in my bones tells me the sun’s being an uncooperative bitch today. So much for going doll shopping. Or doll-couriering. Oh well. I don’t really want to get out of bed yet anyway. Besides, my pillow still kinda smells like Hunter.

      I roll over and bury my face in his scent.

      By four, I’m able to summon the ability to get out of bed and head over to my computer to check the weather forecast for Portland. Looks like I’ve got a two day wait for the next gloomy period. Doesn’t matter what it’s like around here. I need to find a day where I’m able to operate outside and go to the doll shop. As far as flying back and forth goes, I can do that in the dark so the weather doesn’t matter. Looks like it’s supposed to be rainy and overcast in two days.

      Today, Cottage Lake is brutal: ninety-nine and cloudless. Yay. Tour a jail day before yesterday, experience jail today. Though, I can probably tolerate the basement given Dad tinted up the windows, but unless I develop the itch to play solo ping pong or do a bunch of laundry, there isn’t much reason for me to leave my room.

      I shoot Ashley a ‹Call?› text.

      My phone rings a moment later. She’s already home from the vet place and has to go in early tomorrow. We ramble for a bit about her job, which mostly consists of cleaning out kennels, scrubbing consultation rooms after client visits, and mopping up accidents. It’s grunt work, but she likes being around the animal clinic and chatting with the vet techs and veterinarians. She apparently had a long conversation with one of the vets who reframed the concept of euthanasia in her mind.

      “I’m still gonna cry every time, but I can probably wait until I’m alone and not fall apart in front of the clients.” Ashley sighs. “Would you believe they have two or three a week?”

      “Wow… that’s rough.”

      “It’s rougher to let them keep suffering,” says Ashley.

      “Speaking of euthanasia… are you okay with River?”

      She’s quiet for a long moment. “He’s got a unique personality. I dunno where we’re at yet, but we haven’t gone all the way. Not sure I’m going to. I get you don’t like him, but did you have to antagonize him so much?”

      “Dude. He had to be going 110 down the freeway with you in the car.”

      “128,” whispers Ashley.

      “As far as I’m concerned, he may as well have been waving a loaded gun at you. Yes. I had to antagonize him. No one threatens your life around me and gets away without retribution. And the way he grabbed your arm at the jail?”

      “Ugh. If I didn’t know you so well, I’d wonder if you were trying to steal him.”

      “Ash, can I say something creepy and have you not freak out?”

      “Sure.”

      “If I wanted to steal him—which I don’t—I’d steal him and you wouldn’t remember ever liking him.”

      She’s quiet again for a while. “Oh. Yeah. Right.”

      “I don’t want to steal him. I want you to be happy and safe.”

      “I know,” says Ashley in a small voice.

      “You don’t act like yourself around him.”

      “I know,” says Ashley in a small voice.

      “I’d never compel you.”

      “You already did.”

      “What?” I ask, eyes wide.

      “When you first showed up at that party, you forced me to stay calm.”

      A silent sigh slides out of my throat. “Yeah, but you were about to have a total meltdown. Forcing you not to fall to pieces fits in with my whole ‘keeping Ashley safe and happy’ policy.”

      She giggles.

      “Look, just be careful, okay?”

      “I will.”

      We switch gears and spend the next almost-hour talking about whatever random topic comes up until her mother wants help cooking dinner. As soon as I hang up, I send the same ‹call?› text to Michelle, but she texts back ‹@ work.›

      Judging by the silence upstairs, I’m guessing the sibs are elsewhere.

      I send Dad a message over Facebook informing him that I’m awake and hiding from the damnable daystar. He confirms that Sophia and Sierra are at Nicole’s and Sam went off with his buddies to some place for his friend Jordan’s tenth birthday party, and will likely spend the night there.

      Great. I finally have a day where I could do something other than spend time with my siblings without guilt, and I’m trapped inside. Oh, fate you are a bastard. Blah. Computer games it is. I could go for a nice long soak, but the only bathroom in the house with a full tub is on the second floor, and it’s got a giant window.

      Stupid sun.
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      Woodinvile at night is kinda nice.

      Even if I am wandering around feeling lonely and bummed out. Michelle got home from work and her parents dragged her straight into some family thing at her grandparents place. Ashley had to crash early to get up for work tomorrow, and Hunter’s waiting tables at Mi Tierra.

      I glance at a few people walking by and debate feeding even though I don’t feel particularly hungry. Do vampires ever boredom-eat? Or stress-eat? Like if I have a bad night, would I ambush a whole bunch of people and then sit around feeling like a whale and hating myself?

      Not quite the same as overdoing it on mint chocolate chip ice cream.

      Even blood won’t make me fat. In fact, I have a feeling we can’t actually overeat. Not sure where I’m getting it from, but something tells me that once I feel satisfied, trying to drink more blood would be sorta like the way I felt the one time I ate an entire pizza myself. Like full on ‘ugh, shoot me now’ mode. I still don’t know how that didn’t make me sick, or give me twenty extra pounds. I guess I have—had—a metabolic superpower. Probably the same reason everyone in my family could turn sideways and hide behind a traffic sign before the age of like thirteen. Well, except Dad. He can still do that.

      Speaking of my family, they’re all home now, but everyone’s sleeping. I could go home to ‘be with’ them, but watching them sleep is kinda creepy. There’s always the idea of developing an addiction to video games like Sierra, but I can’t see myself playing them that much. That girl’s tolerance for sitting in one place all day mashing buttons is epic. She has to get that from Dad, the way he can spend fourteen hours sitting in front of the computer like it’s no big deal. Ugh. Not me. My eyes would melt.

      Considering the idea of feeding doesn’t nauseate me, I might as well top off.

      I roam around for a while before spotting a youngish guy who looks vaguely familiar. He was probably a year or two ahead of me in school. We’re more or less alone, and he’s near my age, so I can use the ‘we’re making out’ cover story if anyone catches me feeding. People tend to get strange when they see a girl who appears to be fourteen to sixteen clamped onto a grown man’s neck.

      “Hey,” I say, hurrying up behind him. “Frank?”

      He looks back at me. “No. Uhh, you got the wrong dude.”

      I smile. “Nah. Only the wrong name.”

      His expression goes blank as my mental fog takes hold.

      The instant I reach to embrace him, something crashes into him from the right side, launching him off the sidewalk—and straight into the grille of a passing car. With a frighteningly loud whump, the guy bounces off the hood of a green Camry and slides to a stop in the middle of the street, moaning.

      “Oh, poor guy,” says a woman. “That’ll make his insurance go up.”

      I whip my head to the right and lock stares with a gorgeous woman with long, black hair and skin almost as pale as Aurélie. “What the hell did you do that for?”

      “You crazy bitch!” shouts the driver of the car that hit the guy.

      I point at him. “What he said.”

      The woman glances over at the driver, who promptly passes out. She grabs my wrist and fly/drags me off behind her. Our abrupt transition from sidewalk to shadowed alley leaves my head spinning.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I rasp. “You just threw my dinner into traffic! And that’s not a crummy hamburger. You shoved an innocent dude in front of a car!”

      “Oh, he’ll live. The driver wasn’t going that fast.”

      I stare up at this woman, aghast. She’s got me by an inch or two and looks mid-twenties—and still hasn’t let go of my wrist. My attempt to pull back doesn’t get me far. “The scarlet evening gown’s a bit much for Woodinville. Let go of me.”

      “It took me a while to find you, dear.”

      Out comes my iPhone.

      “What are you doing?” she raises an eyebrow.

      “Calling 911 because you just caused a damn accident.”

      “Put that thing away, child. The driver will call for assistance soon enough, and he does not remember seeing either one of us.”

      “What do you want?”

      The grin she flashes makes me feel like a mouse who walked into a cat’s lair. “You clearly don’t know who I am.”

      “Sorry. Can’t say you look familiar, but I haven’t exactly been studying milk cartons lately.”

      She tilts her head in confusion for a second before evidently deciding to ignore the remark. “I am Petra Stanovaya.”

      “Bless you,” I mutter.

      She frowns.

      I tug at my arm again. “Seriously. Let go of me.”

      “Hmm.” She eyes me up and down. “You should have considered that before you interfered with one of my projects.”

      “Look, lady. Whoever you are, you’ve clearly got me confused with someone else. I haven’t messed around with anyone’s projects. And I have no idea who you are. I don’t remember seeing you at the… party or whatever that was.”

      She laughs, and finally releases her grip on my wrist. “Oh, I don’t usually bother with those affairs. So boring. I trust you have been properly educated and understand how we Sybarites are?”

      “The artists or something, right? Is this about that painting?”

      “No, dear. The project you ruined was named Alex Parrish.”

      It takes my brain a second to catch up to what she said. Now I remember why this bitch looks familiar. I saw her in Alex’s head. “Wait. What? He’s somehow your project? You cut him loose. How does he have anything to do with your art? You kept him as a feeder pet.”

      “Oh, you are precious.” She tries to swipe a finger along my jawline, but I lean back. “I used to be an actress. After a century or so, it became quite boring. I have discovered a new passion.” Petra turns her gaze skyward, raising one hand, clenching a fistful of air as if she’s delivering some epic soliloquy. “My artistic passion is to orchestrate the utter ruination of a once promising young man’s life. It is a work of art to set in motion a series of events which rends open the deepest, darkest recesses of human suffering and lays them bare to the world. Can you not see the tragic magnificence of it? To rip the very fabric of a person asunder and let the tattered shreds of their essence gleaming in the moonlight of eternity?”

      “Umm. Therapy. You need some. Like, now.” I shake my head. “That’s probably the most messed up thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Petra blurs toward me, covering the few paces between us in instant. She returns to focus caressing my face with one hand. “You interfered with my work.”

      I leap back. “You’re sick, you know that? I mean, killing to feed is bad enough—and stupid—but what you’re doing is like total socio stuff.”

      “Simply killing them is too pedestrian. Besides, the mortal authorities would soon suspect something. My projects never draw suspicion to our kind. Since you interfered with one of my works, my next project will be destroying someone dear to you.”

      Rage blooms inside me. I lean toward her, pointing. “If you go anywhere near my family, I will kill you.” I glare for a second. “Again.”

      Petra throws her head back and cackles. “Aha, now you understand. That is precisely how I feel when someone interferes with my art. You do not understand Sybarites, I see. We do not allow anything to interfere with our calling. Besides, you do not frighten me, little Innocent.”

      I fold my arms. “Okay. If you go near my family, Aurélie Merlier will kill you. They are under her protection since I’m her protégé.”

      The sick bitch loses much of her smile. Her eyes narrow ever so slightly as she leans back. Hmm. Okay. At least she’s afraid of Aurélie. She might consider herself outside ‘vampire society,’ but she at least knows enough to recognize who I’m talking about. The mood simmering in the air between us makes my exchange with River feel like warm companionship.

      “Be warned, missy. You’ve just gotten on my bad side.” She jabs her finger at me like a knife.

      “Ruining lives isn’t art. It’s sick and evil.”

      She waves dismissively, half turning away. “You care too much about silly mortal things. Maybe you will be my next work.”

      “You’re acting like I knew you were doing something messed up with Alex and wanted to ruin your screwy version of art on purpose.”

      Petra shrieks and lunges at me. I dive to the right, but not fast enough. Her open hand catches me across the face with the sting of claws, the slap hard enough to throw me off my feet into a wall. I bounce off the bricks and collapse in a heap, stars dancing in my eyes. My cheek burning like a gasoline fire.

      “How dare you insult my work as being less than true art!” she shouts.

      “Ugh.” I push myself up, only now noticing that my impact left a small dent in the wall. “Whoa. Holy crap.”

      “Don’t ignore me!” roars Petra.

      I launch myself straight up as she dives at where I used to be. Before she can turn, I drop behind her and plant a stomp kick square in the middle of her back that launches her into the same spot with a meaty slap, deepening the dent. Screeching, Petra pushes off the wall and hurls herself at me again. I’m expecting claws, not a fist to the nose.

      The next thing I know, I’m flat against the opposite wall, staring at her upside down. Blood dripping from the claw marks on my face gets into my left eye. Ow. Bitch! I fly out of the divot I crumpled in the aluminum siding, and rotate upright before zooming back at her. She catches my arms, and we spin around a few times before her strength advantage sends me crashing chest first back into the bricks. A distinct crack echoes through my skull when I hit. My legs don’t really cooperate when I try to stagger backward.

      She grabs me by the hair and we wind up rolling back and forth on the pavement, snarling and clawing at each other like a pair of cheerleaders with insane nail extensions. Hey, I didn’t get into any fights in school, and it’s kinda obvious this bitch is a ‘lover not a fighter’ so to speak. Despite our immortality, this is totally two clueless people having an extreme desire to mash each other’s face in and little idea of how to do it.

      Petra gets me in the chest with a claw rake that destroys my shirt and bra in one fell swoop, not to mention opens a bunch of parallel slashes down my front. Vampire claws sting so damn bad. The pain stuns me for a second of gasping. She laughs at my reaction.

      “Aww. You’re so new. All the more delicious to utterly destroy you.”

      I ram my knee into her side, throwing her like a missile into the bricks. She might be stronger than me, but I’m still a vampire, and she’s barely 120 pounds. The crunch of her shoulder breaking on impact makes me smile.

      She skips the insult, and goes straight to charging at me while shrieking like one of the Kardashians after someone threw Kool Aid on their wedding dress. I have a nice intimate meeting with the wall, then the alley paving, then the aluminum siding so fast I can’t keep up with where the pain is coming from. When the spinning stops, I’m face down on pavement, my head a few inches from a wall.

      Something metal clangs behind me. I start to push myself up, but the bitch rams a length of steel rebar through my shoulder into the ground hard enough to penetrate the blacktop and pin me like a frog in biology class. My fangs are out whether I want them to be or not, a response to pain and anger. And yeah, I scream like hell.

      “There, there.” She grabs a fistful of hair at the back of my head and presses my face into the top of her shoe, forcing me to ‘kiss her feet.’ I snarl, but she jerks me back before I can bite. “Considering you have shown proper respect, I won’t destroy you right now.”

      “Eat a dick,” I mutter.

      “Oh, no. I’m going to destroy you slowly. When I finish with you, it will be you who wants to walk into the sunlight because my art shall have left your soul in little, tattered fragments.” She slips a finger under my belt. “Tell me, girl. Are you shy? You’ve already taken your shirt off. Why don’t we finish things?”

      “Been there, done that. Wouldn’t be the first time I streaked Woodinville.” I try to push up, but the rough metal through my body hurts way too much for me to move. I gasp, involuntary tears rolling down my face.

      “Hmm.” She sighs, frowning, and abandons her idea to shred my jeans off. Small favors. Guess it’s not worth it if she doesn’t think I’ll be mortified. Yeah, my vacation at the county coroner already got me over that issue. “I think you’ve learned enough for now.”

      All I can manage to do is growl.

      Petra stands, kicks me in the side, cracking a few ribs, and walks off humming some bit of classical music I don’t recognize. “Enjoy what time you’ve got left before it all blows away, ashes on the wind.”

      I grunt, trying to push myself up again. The rebar scrapes through my shoulder, sliding a quarter inch or so. Again, I scream my throat raw. Oh, this is not good. I can’t let anyone find me like this, and not only because my boobs are free. Channeling pure anger at that bitch, I work myself up from the ground little by little, letting the agony of rusty metal grinding over my bones and muscle pass in waves. Pain makes me light headed, but it hurts so damn much I can’t even scream anymore.

      As soon as I can get a hand on the bar beneath me, I grab on and try to wrench it out of the ground. There’s probably two or three feet of it above me and only a few inches in the earth. Grunting, I pull my knees up and rotate as much as I can side to side. Tears blur my vision, but I keep pulling. Minutes seem like days. Eventually, I get a second hand on the rebar sticking out from my breast, and yank it free from the ground. The weight of the bar hanging out of my back pulls me over sideways.

      I lay there staring at maybe ten inches of rebar jutting out in front of me, gasping for breath I don’t need while waiting for the pain to stop. At least this giant bar has made the claw wounds trivial. I don’t even feel them anymore.

      It’s kinda amazing that no one has come running given all my shrieking. That thought motivates me to push myself up sitting. I gotta get out of here. Despite knowing my parents are helpless to do a damn thing about this particular problem, I can’t help but want to run to them and cry. Come on, Sarah. Grow the hell up. I’m not a kid anymore. Mommy and Daddy can’t kiss this and make it better. They can’t handle this sick ass bitch. No. For their sanity and protection, I can’t even let them know about her.

      I grab the end of the rebar in front of me, take two deep breaths, and pull it toward me, forcing it out my back. It doesn’t fall clear, but it’s no longer sticking out like a second metal nipple on my right breast. Fortunately, the hole it made closes in seconds. The claw rakes down my stomach are still there, but they’re no longer seeping blood. Reaching to grab the rebar behind my back is too awkward, so I do the next best thing: I wobble to my feet and twist around in a sharp spin that sends the rod flying.

      … and promptly swoon to my knees in sheer agony.

      “Hey, are you okay?” asks a guy. “Holy crap. Hang on. Don’t move. I’ll get an ambulance for you.”

      Footsteps rush up beside me. I peer up into the eyes of a youngish police officer.

      Man. He’s so concerned for me I feel guilty as hell for doing this… but.

      I can’t ignore a self-delivering snack. Especially when I really need to eat.

      He stares blankly at me when I command him to be still. I stand and pull myself up on tiptoe so I can reach his neck and bite. The flavor of his blood almost makes me laugh—glazed donuts. Each mouthful I swallow causes an answering flare of burn in the claw wounds, about half as intense as the initial pain. I’d probably be crying again if not for the rebar. Damn that hurt. I drink as much as I feel safe taking from him. Feeding has reduced the slices down my front to red lines, not open splits in my flesh. Grr. I hope my face doesn’t look like that.

      After blotting myself out of the cop’s memory, I stagger off down the alley before he breaks free from the mental fog. I’m going to need to find one more person so I can drink enough blood to fix myself up after that beating. What’s bugging me is I can’t tell if I got my ass kicked because the sick bitch is much older than me, or it’s due to my being an Innocent. Everyone so far has told me my powers are weaker than other vampires, but do they mean everything like basic strength and speed, or just the fancy stuff like turning into shadowy vapors or mind controlling an entire crowd at once?

      I stop in a shadow at the end of the alley and watch the cop until he looks around confused, shrugs, and walks away like he can’t remember what worried him. Being topless isn’t that big a problem. Vampires are ambush hunters, right? Whoever I find to finish feeding from won’t see me coming. And even if they do see my boobs, I’ll blank it out of their thoughts.

      Not that I’m really old enough to say ‘in all my years,’ but in all my years, I’ve never considered myself a vicious person—or even a mildly vindictive one. But damn… I really want to do something bad to Petra. I want that bitch to scream like I shrieked with that rebar through my body.

      Aurélie’s kinda my second mother, my mother in vampirism so to speak.

      Maybe I do need to ‘run home to Mommy.’

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

        

    

    







            Charity Cases

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Despite feeding until the idea of biting another person made me ill, I still have claw lines down my cheek and front when I get home.

      I hang a red sock on my doorknob, hoping it will act as a warning to my sibs. A few hours later when it’s time for bed, I sleep with my face buried in the pillow. Not like I need to breathe. Consciousness returns a little after three the next afternoon. My bones don’t feel like lead, so the sun’s probably not feeling super-mega today. Unfortunately, unless the weather report is wrong, it’s still a little too bright for me to want to deal with the outdoors in the absence of an emergency.

      The basement bathroom mirror makes me feel a little better. Thin red lines still appear on my face, but they’re more faded than they were when I got home. The ones on my chest look like someone drew on me with a red pen. All are tender to the touch but I wouldn’t call them painful in a true sense. It’s weird finding my boob and back completely normal, considering that wound had been so much more major. Vampire claws have a little magic in them apparently.

      To hear Dalton explain it, someone cuts our hand off with a metal blade, it’d come back pretty quick. Claw wounds can take a while to heal. Beasts and Shadows evidently cause the worst injuries. He said something about pissing off a Beast about forty years ago and it took a month for the scars to fade. Mine are quite tame by comparison. Guess Sybarites aren’t terribly potent for fighting.

      Still, I don’t want anyone to see me all ripped up—especially my siblings.

      So, I’m antisocial.

      I send Dad a quick Facebook chat message informing him that I got into a ‘catfight’ with another vampire last night—totally her fault—and have ‘some facial wounds.’ I should’ve known better. Dad doesn’t answer. He barges into my room a minute later, worried to bits. Of course, me saying ‘some facial wounds’ turned into ‘my entire face is gone’ in his mind. He’s way relieved to see I’ve only got some thin red trails on my cheek.

      Since I can’t bring myself to lie to him, he gets the full story. Amazingly enough, he doesn’t flip out. He takes it in relative stride.

      “What can I do to help?” asks Dad.

      “Umm. Not much really. That bitch was pretty strong. You guys are off limits though. She’s afraid of Aurélie. I’ll deal with it… somehow.”

      “What about those agents?”

      “If they didn’t want to do anything with Scott, they’re not going touch this Petra bitch. They might be the government, but they’re still mortals. Let me at least talk to Aurélie first. Not like I knew Alex was her pet project of severe mental damage.”

      “Right.” He sighs and squeezes my shoulder before tracing a finger down my cheek. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right. I’ll make sure the guys leave you alone today.”

      “I don’t want to scare them or anything. And Sam thinks I’m like some superhero. I can’t tell him I got my butt handed to me.”

      “Say no more.” Dad stands, hugs me, and starts to leave, but stops in my door. “You want me to make you a mug of cocoa?”

      Whenever I got sick, he’d always make me hot cocoa and wrap me in blankets. I grin at him. “Aww, Dad. Thanks.” Even though it’ll go straight through me, I shrug. “Sure.”

      He smiles and sets off with a look of mission in his eyes.

      Today, I’m going to be antisocial. I don’t want anyone seeing me with red marks on my face.
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      Netflix keeps me from going insane for a day.

      After binge-watching Stranger Things, I totally get why my dad loves it so much. He grew up in the Eighties and played a ton of D&D. My father basically was one of those kids—just not the telekinetic girl. Maybe that’s why he hasn’t completely freaked about me becoming a vampire. My crazy life has basically put him right in the middle of a storyline like one of his favorite movies. I only hope that when he realizes this is real, he won’t fall apart. Though, I think by now if mental breakdown was coming, it would’ve happened already.

      Anyway, the weather decides to be cooperative for once—in Portland I mean. Their local news website is still showing tomorrow as gloomy, so I decide to fly there tonight. Once it’s dark. Figure I’ll pull a Dalton and hunt for some random place to crash, hit the doll shop as soon as I wake up, and then wait for dark so I can fly home.

      Going to a city I’ve never been to before in another state on my own during the day is tweaking my anxiety the same way the idea of attending school in California did. I come pretty close to trying to formulate an excuse that won’t piss Aurélie off so I can stay home and hide under my bed. But, really. Come on, Sare. I’m basically an adult now. Not to mention an immortal. I can’t spend my whole life being a hermit in my bedroom. Even Sophia, scaredy-cat she is, likes going places and seeing new stuff. Sierra isn’t so much afraid of new things as she resents being dragged away from her electronics. Sam is the picture of blasé. Take him somewhere: no big deal. Let him stay home: no big deal.

      Right. I can do this. I’m not afraid of being in Portland during the day when I’m as vulnerable as a mortal. No, I’m worried about what that insane bitch is going to do next. Oh, this is just like one of Dad’s movies. I’ve got a nemesis. Why do I have a nemesis? I haven’t been eighteen for three full months yet. At what point did my life become so bizarre that I have an arch enemy?

      Ugh.

      After checking myself in the basement bathroom mirror (and finding no more scars) I head upstairs and decide to burn an hour or so soaking in a lavender bath bomb. Within one second of me standing there naked, about to step into the tub, the door opens and Sam’s friend Jordan walks in. He stops short gawking at my utter lack of secrets in complete awe.

      Um. No.

      I stare at him, willing him to forget seeing me… but it’s daytime.

      Shit. So much for the vampire reaction to being totally embarrassed. Time to fall back on the normal response.

      “Ack! Get out!” I scream, covering myself as much as I can.

      Jordan hauls ass. I shove the door closed and lock it. My face goes bright red as two ten-year-old boys erupt in wild laughter a little ways down the hall. Two. That means Sam isn’t laughing. No surprise there, he doesn’t laugh much. Maybe he’s grinning (his usual response to funny) or maybe he’s angry.

      A shadow falls over the little bit of sunlight leaking in under the door.

      “Perhaps you will eventually learn about these things called locks?” asks Dad.

      Despite having a closed door between us, being within a foot of my father when I’m not wearing anything is still totally mortifying. I squeak out a, “Already did,” and back up.

      It takes me a moment to calm enough to realize my bathwater is getting cold. So much for a relaxing bath. I sink into the tub and try to stop thinking about the look on Jordan’s face. Fortunately, at his age, catching his friend’s older sister about to get into the tub is nothing more than funny to him.

      Dad has a point. I really ought to start locking the door now that they are older. Mom said that once I have kids, I’ll forget what privacy felt like. She forgets I already lived that helping her take care of the sibs when they were small. A toddler does not care Mom is pooping when they want to show her something.

      The bath is nice and relaxing, but it still doesn’t help me forget Petra or stop worrying about what she’s scheming. I dry off, dress, and head back downstairs. As much as I want to call Aurélie and ask her as politely as possible to tear that woman’s head off (in a literal sense), I can’t. At this hour, she’s doing the ‘corpse’ thing, asleep in her lavish bedroom.

      An afternoon of awkward glances drags on by. I can’t sit still, can’t make eye contact with anyone, keep opening and closing the fridge without taking anything. My parents know I’m anxious about something. I always used to get like this whenever I had a project due for school in a few days that I hadn’t even started. Same thing happened the whole week leading up to my driver’s exam. And SATs. And finals.

      The tension finally snaps around the dinner table.

      “Sarah, what’s bothering you?” asks Mom.

      I don’t look up from my small portion of spaghetti. Damn. Mistake. I know that’ll tell her I’m omitting something but… damn ingrained habits. “I have to go to Portland tonight. Doing a favor for Aurélie.”

      “You’re going to drive to Oregon?” asks Mom, her voice rising a little in surprise.

      “No, was gonna fly once it got dark.”

      Mom absentmindedly twirls her fork into her spaghetti. “Well, don’t go too fast. You don’t need any tickets at your age.”

      I look up. “Mom… if a cop is motivated enough to pull me over when I’m flying, I probably deserve the ticket.”

      She keeps on twirling. “Be careful. Don’t fly too high or whatever. I don’t want you getting sucked into a jet engine.”

      Dad sputters into laughter.

      “Well…” Mom has almost her entire portion of noodles wrapped around her fork. “I… You’re flying to Oregon.”

      “Yeah.” I point at her plate. “Planning to eat your whole dinner in one mouthful?”

      She glances down at the wad of pasta. “Oh, ugh. You’ve got me all discombobulated, too. You’ve been anxious all damn day.”

      “Are there vampire cops?” asks Sam.

      “Umm.” I shrug. “No idea. There’s probably at least one vampire out there who used to be a cop.”

      “They’re not still a cop?” asks Sophia.

      “Well, maybe if they stick to night shift,” says Dad, chuckling.

      “Oh, duh.” Sophia makes a silly face.

      I fill everyone in on my little mission to go pick up a doll.

      This, of course, gets Sophia squealing with delight. “I wanna see it!”

      “Well, I’ll be gone all day tomorrow and flying home at night. I might have to stop here before I can bring it to her.”

      “Yay!” cheers Sophia.

      Well, I suppose I should be thankful Mom doesn’t grill me any further. I don’t want to talk about Petra in front of the littles. She probably thinks my separation anxiety has gotten worse in death, and maybe it has. But what’s eating at me now isn’t the trip to Portland. I’m afraid to leave my family alone with Petra out there.

      I manage a brittle smile as my family eats, Sophia rambling about something that happened in dance class while Sierra and Sam eat fast so they can get back to their video games. Grr. If that bitch messes with them, I will find a way to deal with her. The next ass kicked won’t be mine.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as it’s dark, I barge into Sam’s bedroom and make Jordan and Daryl forget ‘the bathroom incident.’ Sam’s curt nod of acceptance tells me he didn’t find it as funny as his friends. I’m a tween boy’s worst nightmare. Don’t mess with Big Sis, especially when she has powers.

      That done, I hug the parents ‘goodbye for now,’ and head outside. Dark blue hoodie, black T-shirt and black jeans should keep me inconspicuous enough. Hopefully, this doll shop isn’t hoity-toity. I’m not flying in a nice dress. Though, I suppose I could pack something. Nah. It’s only a doll shop, not a super-fancy restaurant.

      Once I’m airborne, I call Aurélie.

      “Oh, chéri! How are you?”

      “Ugh,” I say. “I’m on my way to Portland now.”

      “I’m sorry, dear. I cannot understand you with that roaring.”

      I slow down a little and tug my hood up to keep air from blasting over the phone. “Sorry. I’m flying. On my way to get the doll now.”

      “Oh, merveilleux! I am beyond excited to meet the new addition.”

      “Umm. I ran into a little problem.”

      “Do tell, chéri.”

      Deep breath. I explain my run-in with Petra and her threat to ‘destroy’ me.

      “Hmm. I would not worry too much. Those artists are nothing if not lazy. It is most likely she wanted to intimidate you, and spouted off without any real interest to put in the effort necessary to do much. She will become taken with some other fancy.”

      “I dunno. She sounded really pissed, but at least she seemed afraid of you.”

      Aurélie giggles when I tell her how Petra flinched at the mention of her name after she threatened my family. “This Stanovaya woman is not part of our social circle, but she is known of. Sybarites are so often full of themselves.”

      “Yeah, she definitely believes she’s the world’s best ‘artist.’”

      “Hmph.”

      “Oh, she’s an actress, not a painter.” I rub my shoulder. “So you don’t think she’s going to come after me?”

      “Well, it’s possible… but unlikely. It’s far more difficult to undermine the willpower of a vampire than a simple mortal. If she does present a problem, you should ignore whatever situation she creates as much as you are able. When you become more work than she deems it worth, she will move on.”

      “Right. Here’s hoping.”

      “Let me know if you need anything, chéri. And thank you again for doing me this favor.”

      “You’re welcome. See you as soon as I can.”

      “Adieu.”

      I pull up a GPS app, set a course for Portland, and fly. My route is more or less a straight shot south, with a bit of west thrown in. According to my phone it’s, 192 miles, but it’s calculating for driving. Roads are for lesser mortals.

      This is the first time I’ve really gone for a long trip in the air, holding my top speed for more than a few minutes. The view would be breathtaking, but I can’t really use that phrase since I don’t actually need to breathe. Well, maybe I get an exception because my body continues doing it for sake of appearances.

      Soon after I zip over Tacoma, Olympia glides by on my right, the waters of the Puget Sound dotted here and there with the lights of boats. The mountains off to my left are as majestic in the dark as they would be to normal people in the daytime. Moonlight bathes the land below in that eerie ‘as bright as day’ way my vampire eyes register the world. The vastness of the sky above appears dark, but the land could be mid-afternoon on a pleasant, sunny day. Only, there aren’t any shadows. It’s almost like someone built an exact copy of the Earth indoors and made the ceiling lights invisible. Having dark sky overhead and well-lit ground below is totally freaky. I wonder if I’ll ever get used to it, or always feel an odd sense of wrongness about it.

      For no other reason than curiosity, I go higher and higher until I can perceive the shape of the US West Coast. Wow. This is kinda nerve-wracking. I’m at like 30,000 feet or so without an airplane around me, and as stupid as it is, I’m terrified of falling. Or maybe I’m afraid of slipping away from the Earth and drifting off into space. Hmm. I wonder. Can vampires go into space? I start thinking that maybe we can, but then I realize I wouldn’t have any of the Earth’s protection against the sun. A vampire in space would probably explode like a pile of old timey flash powder.

      Yeah. No. I’ll pass.

      I glide back down to a more reasonable altitude, maybe 2,000 feet. Hmm. I wonder if there’s an app for calculating altitude? Probably not. Of course, curiosity gets the better of me after a moment, and I pull the phone out.

      And… holy cow. There are altimeter apps. I can’t help myself and get one. Hey it’s ninety-nine cents. Curiosity alone is worth it. And look at that, I’m actually at 3,244 feet. For a while, I dive and climb while staring at the screen, completely amused with myself the way Dad gets with a new piece of electronics.

      According to this app, I can hit about 145 MPH on a dive. Neat.

      Roughly an hour and a half after I leave home, the lights of Portland come into view up ahead. I wish I could take a picture of how I see things. The city looks like someone spilled liquid energy in a big puddle, the glow of electric illumination vibrant to my night vision eyes. Since the surrounding terrain appears as lit as broad daylight, the actual light from the city is total nuclear radiation.

      The closer I get, the more it diffuses into the typical scattered glow of random streetlamps, stores, signs, and windows instead of a concentrated lake of painful brightness. I hover in place up in the dark sky, confident people down in the well-lit streets couldn’t possibly see me, and pull up a map on the phone. Plugging the address of the doll shop in leads me to the southwest portion of the city center. No sense trying to visit the store at the moment since it’s closed, but I may as well hunt for a place to shelter for the morning reasonably close to it. Once the sun’s up, I won’t be flying anywhere.

      After locating the shop, a little place in a strip mall—much more mundane than I’d been expecting—I take off in a spiral flight, looking for anywhere that might offer me protection from the worst of the dawn, or at least keep me hidden while I’m defenseless. I kind of overestimated travel time. Given the distance, I’d budgeted like four-ish hours for the trip, but that’s based on driving. Kinda like how the world no longer being dark to me still feels weird, thinking in terms of flying is going to take some getting used to.

      I don’t exactly know what I’m looking for either. Old church like something out of The Crow? Dalton would pick an office building or big apartment tower. No idea how he gets into the basement of those places. Maybe he influences a security guard to let him in or at least ignore his presence. I suppose I could barge into someone’s house and make them tolerate my presence in their basement for a night. That does kinda feel rude though.

      Sightseeing distracts me for a while, especially where this river expands around a narrow island in a spot that sorta resembles like an Egyptian eye. It would be prettier without all the barges in the middle though.

      The doll store is across the street from a residential area that’s divided almost into neat grid squares packed with houses. There’s a Mexican restaurant at the northwest corner of the shopping center, which makes me think of Hunter. Looks like warehouses or big factory type buildings on the right near a massive parking lot full of semitrailers and big rigs. From the air, the way the trucks are parked looks like a zig-zag quilt pattern.

      I glide in to land on the roof of the restaurant, sit cross-legged, and call Hunter. He answers in a bleary half-awake voice.

      “Sorry. Were you asleep?”

      “Yeah, well not really. Just starting to pass out.”

      “Didn’t realize it was so late.”

      “It’s a few minutes after midnight. It’s not that late. Just had a rough day. I don’t mind.” He yawns. “Are you feeling any better?”

      I texted him during my ‘day of isolation’ that I’d gotten into a scrap with another vampire and wasn’t feeling up to showing my face. “Yeah. It’s just like I said. I’m fine, but it took a while to clear up.”

      “I don’t wanna keep you awake if you’re beat,” I say. “Though you sound sexy as hell when you’re exhausted.”

      He chuckles. “It’s cool. I don’t have to be back there until 11:00 a.m. tomorrow.”

      “Damn. You’re working an early shift tomorrow and I’m not gonna be around.” I sigh, and start rambling about the doll thing. Specifically, how I’ll be stuck here in Portland until the sun goes down.

      “It’s all right. From what you’ve told me of that woman, it’s a good idea to keep her happy.”

      I twirl a finger around my hair. “It’s more than ‘keeping her happy.’ She’s a friend, and I don’t mind doing this for her. She can’t cope with sunlight.”

      “Yeah. Surprised she doesn’t have people working for her.”

      “She does. But. I guess she wanted me to do it.”

      A series of soft crunches come from behind me, like multiple sets of shoes walking on the roof. I peer back over my shoulder at four people more or less all rocking the leather jacket and jeans thing, one girl who looks about my age with black hair, and three guys all in their twenties. The instant I look at them, I know they’re vamps. And… I’m sure they get the same read from me.

      “Gotta go. The welcoming committee just showed up,” I mutter.

      “Welcoming committee?” asks Hunter.

      “Yeah. I’m in Portland now.”

      “Oh, right.” He yawns again. “You going to be okay?”

      The people wandering closer give off more suspicious curiosity than hostility, which lets me relax a little bit. Then again, if I’m about to have a bad night, Hunter is four hours away by car. No sense making him worry. And it’s not like he could do much about four vampires beating the shit out of me.

      “Yeah. Fine. I’ll call you soon. Get some sleep.”

      “Love you, babe. Night.”

      “Night.” I hang up, and stand.

      Three guys, a blond white dude, a Chinese guy, and one who could either be Hispanic or Native American, approach. The girl isn’t putting much effort into natural skin tone, but super pale works for the Goth look.

      “You sure?” asks the Chinese guy, eyeing the blond man. “She don’t look right.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” Blondie takes another step closer. “You must be quite new.”

      I stuff my hands in the front pocket of my sweatshirt. “Couple months actually.”

      “Yay,” says the other girl in a deadpan. “I’m not the youngest anymore.”

      “Sixteen?” I ask.

      “I was seventeen.” She shrugs.

      “Sorry, kid. I’m eighteen.”

      “Horseshit,” says the possibly-Hispanic guy.

      I glance back and forth between the four of them. “What are you, like gonna check my ID before I bite someone?”

      They chuckle.

      “Girl, you look like a little kid,” says the Goth chick.

      I step up to her; she seems surprised that we’re about the same height. “I have a young face.”

      “Couple months, huh?” asks the blond guy. “You been in hiding? Haven’t seen you before.”

      “Nah. Just visiting. I’m from Seattle.”

      They chuckle. The Hispanic guy hands money to the girl.

      “Lose a bet?” I ask.

      He laughs. “Yeah. Kara called you a suburban rich girl.”

      “Half right. I live in the suburbs.”

      “I’m Mick.” He points at the Chinese guy. “That’s Andrew, and the other guy’s Emilio.”

      “Sarah,” I say.

      Kara throws an arm around my shoulders. “So, what’s with the lost waif thing? Still trying to deal with the Transference? Where’s your sire?”

      “Oh, he’s around. And no, I’m okay. I guess I just have ‘resting scared face’ or something.”

      “You don’t look scared,” says Mick. “More sad and lost.”

      I shrug. “I’m not feeling particularly sad or lost right now. Don’t s’pose you guys could point me somewhere I could crash for the morning?”

      “What chased you out of Seattle?” asks Kara.

      “Nothing chased me out. I’m doing an errand for a friend. Gotta pick something up tomorrow, then I’m going back.”

      “Oh, cool.” Andrew smiles. “Welcome to Portland.”

      “Did I blow through a toll booth or something on the way in?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “You guys kinda came out of nowhere pretty quick.”

      They laugh.

      Mick nods toward the sky. “We were cruising around and spotted you. Didn’t look like anyone we knew.”

      “C’mon,” says Emilio. “Hang with us while you’re here.”

      “Cool. I don’t have to like sign in or something, do I?”

      Kara rolls her eyes. “The Traditionalists would expect you to announce your presence, but if you’re only going to be here for a day, screw ’em. Oh, wait. Screw ’em anyway.”

      The guys laugh. Hmm. They must be a pack of Lost Ones. Dalton—who happens to be one of those himself—told me they hate politics and authority, but they make good allies and deadly enemies or some melodramatic thing like that. I’m sure he hammed it up more than a little, but I’m not getting any bad feelings from these guys. I’d be much more at ease with Ashley dating any of them over River, despite their being vampires.

      “Sure… got a couple hours ’til it’s time to sleep. Why not?”

      “Try not to fall behind.” Kara winks, and zips into the air.

      I have to work to keep up with them, though I mostly manage it. For a few minutes, I almost think they’re trying to ditch me, but then I get the hint they’re messing around and maybe testing me. Feeling a bit like Sam playing a flight sim game, I narrow my eyes and fly hard, weaving around and following them past buildings, under overpasses, through trees, and once or twice even skimming inches off the surface of roads in quiet suburbs. Only a handful of dogs seem to notice us, erupting in random barks as we cruise by.

      This is kinda fun. Sort of like the vampire version of playing tag in 3D, only without the tagging part.

      Eventually, we wind up landing on a big square building around Portland State University with a half-circle cut out of it to accommodate a big-ass tree. Mick heads over to the northeast corner, where we proceed to perch like gargoyles peering over the roof down at a wooded area crisscrossed by streets. Even at almost one in the morning, the occasional university student wanders around.

      “You hungry?” asks Kara.

      I shrug. “I could go for a bite.”

      They snicker.

      “This is our favorite hunting ground,” says Andrew. “Kara thinks if she feeds exclusively on college students, she’ll get smarter.”

      She gives him the finger.

      “Nah. Our Kara’s nostalgic for it. Never got to go to university.” Mick pats her on the shoulder.

      He, too, gets the bird. “I wasn’t gonna go to college anyway, dork.” Kara peers at me. “What about you? You’ve got scholarship written all over your face.”

      “Yeah. I was going to go to USC, but I didn’t have a scholarship.”

      After a surprisingly somber moment of condolence from the four of them, Emilio points at a group of four female students walking together, clutching books. “That redhead looks like a vegan.”

      “Don’t,” says Andrew. “That shit ain’t cool.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      Mick laughs. “Emilio likes to compel them to go eat a cheeseburger.”

      “Wow. That’s awful!” I hate that I almost laugh at the idea.

      “Only the obnoxious ones,” says Emilio, dismissively.

      “As if there’s another kind?” asks Kara.

      “No,” I say. “I know quite a few vegans who aren’t like that. Besides, what if it’s a health thing?”

      Andrew elbows me in the ribs. “He checks.”

      “I do.” Emilio grins.

      “Emilio hooked up with this mortal vegan chick like twenty years ago,” says Mick. “She tried to convince him to drink from vegetables instead of people. Couldn’t accept that it just does not work.”

      The way they all laugh makes me think they’re kidding. At least I hope so. People aren’t that stupid, are they? Wait. I shouldn’t ask that.

      Emilio stands. “Come on. Dinner time.”

      The guys swoop down off the roof. I follow, hanging back a little as they land silently behind the four young women. In seconds, they dart around in front of them, and the girls cluster together like the prey animals they don’t realize they are. One sticks her hand in her pocket, no doubt clutching pepper spray.

      Ugh. I used to be them. Even in a group of four, walking around at night was terrifying.

      “Relax,” says Mick. “We only wanted to ask you for directions.”

      The women go glassy-eyed under the influence of mental compulsion. Conveniently, a campus security officer notices four women following four punks into the woods and comes jogging over to check it out. I intercept and land behind him when he gets close.

      “Excuse me?” I ask in my most innocent tone.

      He whirls toward me, hand on his sidearm.

      “Oh, that’s not nice. Do you pull a gun on every girl who tries to say hello?”

      His expression melts to placidity as my influence blanks his thoughts.

      After walking him into the woods out of sight where the other four are feeding, I help myself to a little blood from the cop.

      “Oh, that totally works for you,” says Kara.

      Still with my mouth clamped on the guy’s neck, I shift my gaze to her with a questioning eyebrow lift.

      “The cute little lost girl thing. Must make it easy to feed on like police and stuff.” She winks and re-bites the student with glasses.

      I shrug. The girl’s not wrong. My advantages as an Innocent aren’t numerous, but I’ll take the ones I do have. Seeming harmless does go a long way toward catching prey and idiots off guard. Like Petra. She thinks I’m harmless. Ooh! Next time I see that bitch.

      The cop groans.

      Oops. I bit too hard. I force myself to think feeding, feeding, feeding—instead of biting to kill. My fangs are even more painful than vampire claws if I’m biting to kill someone. Fortunately, I caught myself in time and I don’t leave this poor cop with a ripped-open jugular that won’t magically heal.

      I instill in his mind a desperate desire to get coffee, and send him on his way.

      Mick’s sitting cross-legged on the ground next to a dazed brunette, reading one of her textbooks. “What the hell language is this?”

      “Calculus,” says Emilio, peering over his shoulder.

      “Phooey.” Mick slams the book closed. “I hate math. Wait. This is math right?”

      “Yeah,” says Emilio.

      Shaking his head, Mick puts the book back onto the pile by the girl’s foot. “Coulda fooled me.”

      I fold my arms and keep quiet, staring at all the textbooks and the disheveled students. They’re definitely not freshmen, either juniors or seniors. That’s going to me be soon, I hope. No need to tell my new friends that I still plan to go to college, even if it’s a local community night class. It’s not quite the same life I would’ve had, but it’s reasonably close to the same experience. Well, not really. Living in the dorms would’ve been way different.

      Once they finish feeding, the guys lead the women back onto the sidewalk like they’re prodding non-sentient androids along.

      “Umm… what are you guys doing?” I ask.

      “Makin’ sure they get back to their dorm okay,” says Andrew.

      Wow. Really? That stuns me. I guess leaving them dazed from a feeding on their own could be dangerous after all. It’s a shock to see other vampires as concerned with their prey as I am. Though, they could be motivated more by avoiding discovery than compassion, but Andrew sounded sincere.

      Upon arriving at the dorm building, my new vampire friends remove themselves from the students’ memories. While the four women stand there in a fog, we hurry off down the street, following the woodsy area. At the end, a Y-shaped road crosses a big highway. Mick goes into a small wooded area for some cover, and glides straight up. The rest of us follow suit. Once we breach the canopy, we turn southward and glide across the highway, heading for an area with tons of trees and big houses on winding roads.

      They head to a smallish house nestled in thick greenery by a curve in the road. Heavy curtains cover most of the windows I can see from the street. I imagine it’s not cheap to live this close to a university, but somehow it seems unlikely that money is much of an obstacle to vampires. Arthur Wolent certainly seems to be rolling in it, as does Aurélie. I’m still working out how to do that whole financial security thing. While it’s only been a month and two weeks since I became a vampire, it’s pretty obvious that waking up undead isn’t an instant ticket to unimaginable wealth.

      “Professor Dingleberry lets us crash in his basement,” says Mick.

      Kara glances at me. “It’s Degelman.”

      “Dingleberry,” mutters Andrew, snickering.

      Emilio cracks up laughing. On the way inside and down the stairs to a finished basement, he explains how Mick programmed the guy to believe his name was ‘Dingleberry’ for a whole week.

      “Wow… that’s cruel,” I mutter.

      “Oh, she’s a good girl.” Mick pokes me in the stomach.

      “That is kinda mean to do, don’t you think?” I ask.

      “The guy’s a douchebag,” says Kara. “If you were one of his students, you’d find it hilarious.”

      I gaze around. All the basement windows are covered with thick tint film plus dual layers of curtains. Big TV, Xbox, small pool table, two beds, a giant couch, and a selection of guitars decorate the place. The seventies-chic wood paneling is about the only serious flaw here.

      “Not bad,” I say. “So does the guy know you’re here?”

      “Yeah.” Andrew nods. “We’ve come to an arrangement. We pull some strings for him with the administration to give him a little power and nice pay, and he gives up his basement for our needs.”

      “So he knows about… us?” I ask.

      “Yeah. You really are new, aren’t you?” asks Emilio. “Lots of our kind have mortal helpers.”

      “Oh. I have, umm, ‘mortal helpers’ too. I just didn’t expect Lost Ones to do that.”

      They laugh.

      I wind up on the huge couch playing a fighting game against Mick while Emilio tinkers with a guitar. A few minutes into our third match, Andrew walks by naked. That of course, distracts me into losing that round. I turn my head, following him to the other side of the room and one of the two beds, where Kara’s waiting for him, also naked. He climbs up and they embrace, kissing.

      Ooo-kay. I guess they’re super casual about that. Sex right out in the open. Wow.

      Crimson faced, I stare at the screen, refusing to look toward the sound of squeaking.

      Mick chuckles. “We’ve been living together for a while.”

      “So they’re involved?” I ask at a whisper.

      “Nah. Just having fun.”

      Right. I don’t need to know.

      A while later, the guys have switched off to some multiplayer PC-based game they’re all playing together. Kara’s still sitting on the bed, but she’s put a T-shirt on. Since the guys are thoroughly occupied by their game, I head over to her in an effort to be social.

      Apparently, I’m too quiet, as she jumps when I reach the corner of the mattress. I catch a flash of red on her left forearm. A knife falls from her grip as she hurries to clamp a hand over the cuts, staring up at me like I caught her touching herself.

      Aww, shit.

      “Umm. Sorry. I have a thing about knives.” Okay, there’s lame and then there’s what I just said.

      Kara eyes me in silence, probably waiting for me to get all judgmental on her or something. After a moment, she looks away and mutters, “Thing about knives?” before licking the blood off her arm.

      Oh wow. Such a stupid thing for me to say, but she’s not calling me out on it. “Yeah. I got killed by one.”

      “Huh?” She turns back to look me not-quite-in-the-eye. “How’s that work?”

      I sit on the edge of the bed and tell her about Scott, Dalton, and how I wound up a vampire. The whole time, she listens intently while rubbing her fingers back and forth over the once again pristine skin on her arm.

      “Wow, that’s kinda messed up.”

      “Just a little.” I shrug.

      “No, I mean… we almost have the same reason for being a vampire.”

      I glance sideways at her. “Jackass boyfriend?”

      She looks down, ashamed. “Nah. My stepdad.”

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry.”

      “Not your fault. My mom hooked up with him when I was around ten. Think it was ’97. Anyway, he was kinda okay at first, but something about him bugged me. Year later, he’s slapping my mother around, yelling at me for any little thing. He eventually figures out that hitting me, or threatening to hit me, controls my mom way better than hitting her. When I got a little older, he tried playing grabass with me, but I did pretty good staying away from him.”

      I grumble. “Son of a bitch…”

      “He came home late one night all kinds of pissed off. Mom had gone somewhere and wasn’t home, which made him madder. I’m seventeen then, so he sees me and figures I’m as good as her for sex.”

      “Holy shit.” I gawk. “I’m so… so… sorry.”

      “I tried to fight him off, and wound up going for a knife. Even with him drunk, I couldn’t take him. He still penetrated me, but not with his junk. Stabbed me real good.” She pats herself in the gut. “I ran away, but I was basically dead on my feet. Wouldn’t have lasted more than an hour or two according to Mick. The guys found me. You know, smell of blood in the air and all that. I guess they could have flown me to a hospital, but that might not have saved me anyway. Besides I wanted the Transference.”

      I sit there, blown away by her story. Not in my darkest nightmares could I imagine having to suffer the kind of life this girl did.

      Kara play-punches my shoulder. “Don’t feel guilty. I didn’t have a nice cushy home or anything. Mom could’ve protected me from that guy, but she didn’t. I gave up on her when I was twelve. Hope she’s all kinds of fucked up that I’m ‘dead.’”

      “Wow,” I mutter, biting my lip. She probably misses her mom somewhere down deep, or has a lot of pain she can’t deal with, or both. This girl, Liz, from my school wound up in the hospital for cutting herself when I was a junior. I didn’t know her, or know anyone who did know her, but the rumors going around were all pretty mean, calling her nutso and so on.

      Kara manages a weak smile. “So your asshole ex killed you?”

      “Yeah.” I rehash my story, in greater detail. Only, I leave out that I’m still living at home.

      “Wow.” Kara holds up a fist, which I bump. “Guess we’re both charity cases.”

      I shrug. “I guess. Something like that. Good thing for me Dalton’s such a softie about kids.”

      She lets off a sad laugh. “Sucks that you had a good family. Hope they’re not too messed up over what happened.”

      “Sorry yours wasn’t the greatest,” I mutter.

      “Hey, not your fault.” Kara play punches me in the shoulder. “I’m way past being jealous. What happened to me happened. Lot of kids have it even worse. Lot of kids have it way better. No point bitching about it now.”

      “Umm.” I offer a cheesy smile. “My family’s okay. You know how you were talking about mortal helpers before? I, umm, kinda went home.”

      She gasps, covers her mouth, and erupts in giggles. “Holy shit, that’s hilarious.”

      “What? Hilarious?”

      “You obviously told them what you are now if you’re still there.”

      I nod.

      “And they’re cool with it? Like wow… that totally sounds like a TV show.” Her laughter fades off to a somber sigh. “I thought about visiting my mom, but she went to Florida after Bob died.”

      “Bob was your stepfather?” I ask. “What happened to him?”

      Kara flashes a devilish smile. “Craziest thing. A bear broke into their house and ripped him up. Weird, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I stare down at the shaggy, brown rug between my sneakers. It looks like it’s been here since the sixties. Probably the source of the faint ‘wet dog’ smell saturating the basement. “Crazy, but that, umm, bear probably saved your mom’s life.”

      “Probably,” says Kara in more of a whisper than a voice. The mood lingers for a few seconds more before she snaps her head up, grinning. “So, sun’s gonna be up soon. You can join me and Emilio on this bed since it’s bigger. If it’s too weird, go on my side so you’re not touchin’ him.”

      I shrug. “Okay.”

      “You can have the couch,” says Andrew. “If you want. I can floor surf.”

      After the conversation I had with Kara, I feel comfortable enough not to mind sharing bed space with her. “It’s cool. Us charity cases gotta stick together.”

      Andrew looks at me curiously.

      “Another stabbing victim.” Kara pats me on the back.

      “Yeah.” I go over another (much more brief) account of the night I became a vampire. Upon hearing Dalton is a fellow Lost One, they all howl and cheer, welcoming me to the club.

      I didn’t bring a change of clothes, having expected to crash fully dressed in a basement somewhere. Kara offers me a Type O Negative band shirt. I bite my lip, glancing around again at this basement, which is one big open space. The only thing even approaching cover or privacy are the four support columns in the middle—also covered in wood paneling. Oh hell. Peer pressure is a bitch. We’re all vampires, right? No big deal.

      Not wanting to seem like the uptight prude, I change right there beside the bed, attempting to act as casual as possible. Much to my surprise, the three guys don’t react much at all to my boobs. Though, I swear Mick gave me a look that says ‘aww, damn, she’s too young.’ I think he meant that in the sense of being turned into a vampire rather than he abandoned plans to hit on me. He’s probably a lot older than the twenty-five-ish that he looks. The dude’s giving off serious paternal vibes.

      While I’m standing in only panties, Kara leaps up and pokes at my chest where Scott stabbed me. She rubs her fingertip up and down the almost two-inch line. “Oh wow, you’ve got a mark.”

      There’s nothing at all sexual about her touch, but I still feel myself blushing. “Yeah. I think it’s because it would’ve been a mortal wound if not for the Transference. Or something.”

      “Probably.” She shrugs.

      “Mind if I ask a possibly awkward question?”

      She shrugs. “Go for it.”

      “I couldn’t help but notice you don’t have a gaping abdominal wound… Do you know why I’ve got this scar, but you healed?”

      “Oh.” She manages a sad smile. “I guess because the wound I had would have killed me, but it hadn’t done it yet. Mick draining all my blood ended my life. So when they gave me the Transference, my body went back to normal. You were probably kinda half dead when he started.”

      “Ahh. Okay.”

      I pull the shirt on. Annoyingly, it’s not oversized and doesn’t cover below the waist. Oh well. Not like anyone who knows me is going to walk in on me. A little while before sunrise, we pile up on the bed. I’m almost sliding off the edge with Kara in the middle and Emilio sliding off the other side. After some reshuffling, I wind up beside him with Kara draped on top of us, mostly on him.

      Yeah. ‘Casual Friday’ has nothing on these guys.
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      Consciousness returns the next afternoon and leaves me momentarily confused as to why I have a girl’s arm across my face. Once I remember I’m in Portland, hanging with a couple of Lost Ones who are friendly if a little ‘wild’ for my taste, I push myself onto my side and peer down off the mattress to my iPhone on the floor.

      It’s 2:14 p.m. Cool. I can slip out, grab the doll, and probably get back here before they notice me gone. Not that I need to be sneaky or anything, but the faster I get home, the happier I will be. I gingerly extricate myself from the tangle of limbs and slide off the mattress to all fours before sitting back on my heels and gathering my hair behind me.

      Being a vampire saves a lot of time. I don’t need use the bathroom—good thing too as there isn’t a toilet down here. I don’t need breakfast, or really even a shower. Because of the Innocent thing, my body still sweats enough that I do need to wash every so often, but I can go at least a week before any smell is noticeable. Considering the sharpness of my nose, it would likely take two or three weeks until a normal person noticed my extreme laziness.

      And thinking of vampire BO, I glance over at Emilio and Kara, wondering exactly how sex works with a boy vampire. Like does stuff still come out? Since she didn’t run off to clean up, I’ll guess that’s a no.

      Anyway. Eww. I have better things to worry about at the moment.

      I’m about done getting dressed when I feel watched. All four of my hosts are up and staring at me.

      “How the hell are you awake?” asks Kara.

      “What she said,” croaks Mick from the other side of the basement.

      “Something wrong?” Emilio forces himself to sit up, but he looks like a damn zombie.

      Eek. All three of them kinda do. Grey, drawn skin, sunken eyes, and stiff limbs.

      “No. You’re safe. I just wake up early. It’s normal for me.”

      “Oh.” Kara passes out.

      The guys also evidently get the feeling they’re in no immediate danger, and collapse unconscious once again. I guess someone being in their sanctum and moving around while they sleep scared their subconscious enough to prod them awake.

      Before I do something amazingly stupid, I double check the weather app on my phone. Sure enough, it’s raining here. Good. That means I can go outside. I make my way upstairs into an annoyingly warm house. It’s not really that hot, it’s only the sun telling me I’m burning energy to tolerate it. It’s probably in the lower sixty-degree range, but it feels like it’s in the nineties. No sign of any mortal occupant. The professor who owns this house is most likely at the school. Not like universities shut down totally for the summer. I borrow an umbrella from a bin by the front door and step outside into a downpour.

      This presents another problem as I don’t really fancy walking a few miles in the rain. Flying with an umbrella would be annoying as hell, but that’s not a problem as I can’t fly in the daytime anyway. My parents hooked me up with an Uber app on their credit card for emergencies back when I’d been planning to go to USC. The sort of ‘out drinking and we don’t want you driving’ emergencies they expected would crop up. I’m sure they won’t mind a short ride around Portland. And I could always pay them back if they want me to. All I’d have to do is compel someone to give me a job. I could compel someone to give me money, but that feels wrong.

      While waiting for the car to show up, I entertain myself with a daydream about ‘Vampire Burger,’ a fast food joint run entirely by the undead. Imagining Aurélie in one of her big gowns working the drive through window while someone screams at her because we aren’t serving breakfast at two in the morning gets me laughing.

      Eventually, a green SAAB shows up matching the Uber profile. I hop in and spend a moment fighting to close the giant, black ‘old man’ umbrella. Seriously, this is like a Winston Churchill special. Once we’re underway, I have a pleasant conversation with Keith. He’s an art major, a white guy with dreadlocks and a Rasta hat, and I’m more than a little sure he’s presently stoned. Oh, wonderful. Just my luck I survive Scott only to eat it in a car accident.

      He doesn’t drive like he’s impaired at least. Maybe he’s that laid back that he comes off as high all the time. The ride takes us out of the nice little tree-filled suburban area through a denser residential neighborhood and onto a highway bridge that spans the Willamette River. I glance out the window at the tip of that eye-shaped portion of the river. At the end of the bridge, Keith follows a ramp to a road that hugs the coast. It intersects the same street the shopping center is on, so the ride’s pretty short.

      “Thanks,” I say as I open the door and jam the umbrella out.

      “You’re welcome. Have a great day.” Keith waves, and pulls away after I shut the door.

      A few seconds later, a chirp from my phone tells me I’ve (well technically Dad has) paid. I dart past the Mexican place to the row of stores behind it. Precious Eternity is the second one from the right, and appears to be open. Yay. I’m not getting wet for nothing!

      Old timey bells ring out over my head as I step into a space that looks quite a bit like a sitting room from an old mansion, except the walls to the left and right are covered in dolls sitting on shelves. Hundreds of tiny faces, the majority porcelain, some plastic or wood, gaze out into nowhere. Some look at me, some gaze away, others slump as if asleep. There’s no glass over the shelves or any security detectors by the exit, and within two seconds of being here, I understand why.

      It makes no sense, but I don’t feel like I’m alone. They’re only dolls, but there’s a definite presence inhabiting this place, as if I’m standing in front of a classroom of silent children all gazing expectantly at me, waiting for me to say something.

      Yikes. Maybe it’s a good thing I came here during the day. With all my supernatural energy going toward fighting the sunlight, I won’t see any ghosts. That’s perfect because I’m sure there’s one or two… hundred of them in here. Aurélie said the guy didn’t want to be in this store at night. She thinks it’s because of a bad neighborhood, but I have a feeling that’s not the reason. I’m a freakin’ vampire and I wouldn’t want to be in here after dark either.

      An oval rug of dark blue and wheat brown in the middle of the otherwise bare hardwood floor holds two wingback chairs and a little table. A glass display counter full of doll parts spans the innermost wall of the front room. Dark burgundy curtains hang behind it like some kind of old theater. The air is thick with the smell of dusty wood mixed with paper and glue.

      I collapse my umbrella and look around, hesitant to walk into a place like this while dripping everywhere. Another umbrella sits in a metal bucket on the floor to my left, so I stick the one I’ve borrowed in there as well.

      “Hello?” I ask in a tentative voice, inching forward. Maybe I’ve been spending too much time around Aurélie’s dolls. They are creepy as hell. I still haven’t figured out for sure if her comment about souls being trapped is her messing with me or if she’d been serious.

      The curtain parts. A man in his later fifties, his hair a mix of grey and brown, steps out, wearing a beige cardigan over a dress shirt and plaid bowtie. I’m evidently not what he expects to see. His expression flickers from bewilderment to annoyance to curiosity.

      “Please don’t handle any of the dolls without my assistance,” says the man.

      “Are you Mr. Marchand?” I ask, approaching the counter.

      The suspicion in his eyes lessens. Guess he doesn’t get a lot of teens in here. Probably thinks I came in to play games or cause trouble. “Yes. That’s me.”

      “Hi.” I offer a hand. “I’m Sarah Wright. I’m here to pick up a doll for Aurélie Merlier.”

      “One moment, Miss.” He moves a dingy white cloth which I’d thought to be draped over some old bit of doll maker’s gear, but it turns out to be a rather modern computer, completely at odds with the rest of the décor. Maybe that’s why he keeps it covered. “Spell that please?”

      I spell her last name as he types it in.

      “Oh yes, there you are. She sent a photo for verification.” A small picture of me appears on his screen. Looks like my high school senior yearbook photo. Aurélie had to have lifted it from Mom’s Facebook page. “She mentioned she would be sending a courier.”

      “Great. I hope she wired you the money already, because she didn’t give it to me.”

      “Yes, yes. That’s all taken care of, but there is one potential complication.” Mr. Marchand peers over his glasses at me. His cheek twitches as he stares, like something about me bugs him but he can’t quite put his finger on it. Either he thinks I’m lying about my age, or he suspects I’m more than human.

      “Complication?” I ask in my most harmless tone.

      “Yes. The sale’s off if she does not wish to go with you.”

      I raise an eyebrow. She doesn’t want to go with me? Oh, great. Either I’m dealing with a haunted doll or this guy is a complete loon. I fidget at the iPhone in my sweatshirt pocket and whisper, “Want?”

      “Indeed. Rebecca is quite picky with whom she chooses to reside.”

      Please be insane. Please be insane. I force a placid smile while wishing that this guy has cracked. There’s no such thing as haunted dolls, right? They’re all made up stories—like vampires.

      “Pardon me a moment,” says Mr. Marchand, before disappearing behind the wall of burgundy.

      In the split second before the curtain falls shut again, I catch a glimpse into a workroom of dusty shelves laden with boxes and creepy half-made doll skeletons. Ugh. I’m going to have nightmares about this place for the next thirty years.

      It’s got to be totally my imagination, but I get a sense as though numerous people behind me to the left and right are whispering amongst themselves. No words reach my awareness, not even the raspy hiss of actual voices too low to hear. The sensation is purely mental like I hear without hearing, just knowing people are talking about me.

      My leg twitches. Come on, Sarah. Keep it together. I am the darkness that flaps in the night. I am a fanged, clawed, supernatural beast. I am the sort of thing that’s supposed to scare other people. I am… about to scream. Neither ghosts nor dolls are any threat to me, right? I risk a hesitant peek over my shoulder at the room. Though I don’t expect to see anyone there, it really wouldn’t surprise me to find a crowd.

      What I see is worse.

      All the dolls are looking at me. Like, their heads have all turned to face the counter side of the room. I swear they’d all been staring in different directions when I got here. With an “eep,” I face forward again, shivering. It’s a trick of the mind. Gotta be a trick of the mind. Nice dollies. Don’t mind me. I’m only another creepy monster like you. I mean, you’re not creepy monsters. Just creepy.

      Crap.

      The rustle of the curtain opening startles a yelp out of me.

      Mr. Marchand cracks the faintest of smiles as he emerges, but doesn’t otherwise react to my obvious unease. He carries a rectangular wooden box not quite two feet tall, covered with fancy engraving, which he sets on the counter before leaning on it and peering intently at me.

      “Are your parents waiting outside?”

      “No. I’m here on my own. Just running down from Seattle.”

      He blinks. “Little young, huh?”

      “I’m eighteen.” I shrug. “Young face. You should see my sisters. They’re ten and eleven and look more like seven.” I cringe inside. Hi. I’m Sarah and I’m a graduate of Dr. Lame-o’s school of lameness. Valedictorian.

      “Eighteen? Really?” He rubs his chin.

      “I swear. I have ID if you wanna see it.”

      Still rubbing his chin, he nods once. I’m not sure if he’s suspecting I’m an immortal like Kara who looks seventeen but is like thirty or so, or if he thinks I’m normal but fifteen and too young to be alone.

      He examines my driver’s license when I show it to him, emitting an impressed noise from his nose. “Well, I suppose it’s a day for surprises. Good genes, girl. Though, I’m sure you’ll curse them when you’re thirty-five and still having people ask to see ID when you try to drink.”

      I smile weakly. That line about my sisters was so cheesy I don’t bother trying to say I have little interest in alcohol anymore. No matter how I phrase it, it’ll sound fake.

      He rests one hand on the box top and pushes, sliding a thin wooden panel away.

      A little girl doll lays inside, a bit too much like a tiny casket for my comfort level. Her dress is mostly white, yellowed in spots with age, and traces of pink adorn the ruffled collar along with some dark burgundy rimming the edge by the neck. The face is porcelain, the eyes sparkling blue despite how old it looks. Ringlets of blonde hang down to her knees. I can’t tell what the hands are made from, but they’re unsettlingly realistic in shape. Not the typical chubby baby hands dolls like this usually have. They’re thin and delicate, making the doll look way too much like someone shrank a six-year-old human child. I’d completely freak out staring at her but the face is quite obviously made of porcelain.

      I thought the hands bothered me, but they’ve got nothing on the moment I make eye contact with her. Those gem-blue eyes are quite literally gazing back at me with the weight of conscious thought behind them. No effing way. Oh, I really wish it wasn’t daytime right now. I so want to try and see if I can read this doll’s mind, but at the same time, I’m terrified to look. Something tells me it has one. The doll doesn’t move, which although that’s quite a normal thing for a doll to do, catches me off guard in that I find myself relieved at its stillness… like I’d expected it to sit up or something and braced for that moment of heart-stopping shock.

      The doll’s eyes become far too realistic all of a sudden, piercing and darker blue, but as soon as I blink, they go once more appear artificial. A sense that this doll is about to reach up toward me like a toddler begging to be picked up builds until I lean ever so slightly closer, waiting for this thing to move.

      “Hmm. How about that?” says Mr. Marchand with a note of surprise. “She likes you.”

      As far as I can tell, this porcelain-and-cloth doll didn’t move, speak, or do much of anything but lay there like the inanimate object it should be. Yet, the moment I felt like it wanted me to pick it up, Marchand got the same feeling.

      Oh, that’s only a little strange.

      “Cool?” I flash a weak smile.

      “All right. As I said before, Miss Merlier has already made the financial arrangements. Please be careful with her. She scares easily, but seems to like you.” A palpable note of annoyance wafts from the doll when he slides the lid closed, like she rather wanted to be held. Whether or not Mr. Marchand noticed that, he doesn’t show any outward reaction. “Do you have a car waiting for you?”

      “No, I was going to call an Uber once we’re finished.”

      He nods. “Go on then. Little else left for us to do but idle chitchat.”

      “Thanks. Sec.” I pull out my phone and page an Uber via the app. While I have it out, I text Dad and warn him about me using the ride service so he doesn’t think someone hacked our account. We trade a few texts catching up on what’s going on at the house. He’s fine with me using Uber instead of being soaked, and I’m apparently missing a glum rainy day where both Sam and Sophia are in bad moods because they can’t go outside.

      “So, how old is she?” I ask, gesturing at the box after putting my phone away. The question felt a little too much I’m talking about a kid. Eep.

      “The doll was made in the early 1920s. I wasn’t able to come up with much in the way of documentation. Came to me by way of a collector in Oklahoma. Used to belong to an old woman. She passed on and they couldn’t find any living kin. Since she’s in such remarkable shape, she wound up at an auction. Traded hands a whole bunch of times. No one seemed to get along with her for much more than a week. Bunch of crazy stories following her around, but don’t go believing any of that stuff.”

      I force a smile as a long, ‘Riiiiight’ slides over my brain. “Okay. Sounds fascinating.”

      Gingerly, I pick up the box and cradle it somewhat like a baby. Mr. Marchand waves farewell. When I turn toward the door, all the dolls on both side walls are still staring at me. Gulp. Ignoring them, I cross to the front door and stand by the door, watching the street and waiting for the Uber to show up.

      “Hi,” I whisper to my bundle. “Sorry about the box. I have a feeling you don’t like being in there, but it’s better than getting rained on and it won’t be long before you’re home. You’re going to love Aurélie.”

      Unsurprisingly, the doll doesn’t say anything.

      “It’ll be a little while before I can go back, since I have to wait for dark. I bet we both have a little secret, don’t we? Both of us are a little more than we appear to be on the outside.”

      Rebecca doesn’t speak—which is totally fine with me.

      The strong sense of being watched makes me peer back over my shoulder again. Mr. Marchand has vanished, likely off behind the curtain again.

      And… the dolls are staring at me.

      All 200 or so are now facing the front of the room. Looking. Right. At. Me.

      Again, I swallow hard.

      Trick of the mind. It’s gotta be a trick of the mind. I bet they’re positioned in such a way that they always seem to be looking straight at me no matter where I stand. Hundreds of dolls don’t move their heads. That’s impossible.

      The doll in my arms draws my attention… somehow. An inexplicable urge makes me look down at the box. No sound, no motion, nothing obvious happened. I half want to think it’s trying to make me feel better. As if somehow, this doll knows I’m getting worked up and frightened by this place and is attempting to soothe my nerves.

      Wow, this shop is bizarre. I’ve heard some people say ‘keep Portland weird’ a few times, but this is taking it a bit too far.

      Speaking of weird, my Uber arrives: a minivan covered in decals so it looks like a ship out of Star Wars. The guy driving it is wearing Storm Trooper armor without a helmet. I don’t bother popping the umbrella, and dash across the sidewalk into the waiting side door.

      “Quick, get us out of here,” I rasp. “The rebels are right on my tail.”

      He grins. “They can try, but there’s no way they’ll catch me.”

      The side door motors closed, and the van fills with John Williams’ music.

      I do the only thing I can… pull out the phone and video this for Dad.
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      Yanno what’s weirder than feeling like an old-ass doll is alive?

      Talking to it and getting a sense like it’s understanding me.

      When I arrive back at the house, I replace the umbrella where I found it and sneak into the basement again so as not to disturb the other vampires, who are still zonked. Apparently, whatever aspect of our nature warns us of threats has accepted me as a non-issue, as none of them stir in the slightest.

      Given the distribution of the two beds and sofa, the spot farthest away from any sleeping person is the corner by a door leading to the tiny room holding the water heater and furnace. Meh. I crawl under the pool table and sit cross-legged on the floor, unbox the doll, and prop her up next to me. For something made in the 1920s, she’s lasted rather well. Handling her doesn’t at all feel like I might damage something. Unable to help myself, I grasp her right hand in two fingers and shake it. The hand is hard and cold, also likely porcelain.

      It’s kind of surprising that someone may have given a doll like this to a child back in those days. Even Sophia, as careful as she is with her things, would surely have dropped her at least once and smashed one of the hands or face.

      So, for the next few hours, in between trading text messages with Ashley, Michelle, and Hunter, I randomly talk to Rebecca, the doll. Though she doesn’t move at all or speak, every so often, I get this strange sense of acknowledgement. Our one-sided conversation starts off with me talking about Aurélie, goes from that to me admitting to being a vampire, and on to the whole Innocent thing, Scott, my family, and how I still haven’t quite figured out if I made an error when I decided to go home and stay with them.

      I backpedal a bit, clarifying that I love my family more than anything and couldn’t bear to put them through losing me—my doubt is purely coming from not wanting them to get hurt because of crazy bitches like Petra. As soon as I say that, Rebecca flops over, falling against me.

      Whoa. I freeze. Of course, it’s perfectly plausible that a cloth-bodied doll with a heavy porcelain head might sag over after a while of sitting up unsupported. It’s even possible that such a fall might coincidentally occur as soon as I say something that might prod said doll into wanting to console me with a hug.

      Yeah. That’s what happened. Absolute coincidence.

      Well, one thing at least. Everything I’ve ever heard about haunted dolls called them evil. Now that I’m out of that damn store, I’m not reading any sense of malice from her at all. Though, if Hollywood is any authority on the paranormal, nice can go murderous in a heartbeat. One tiny thing offends her and all hell breaks loose.

      Or I’m going legit crazy. Haunted dolls. Pff.

      Ashley enters text silent mode after sending me a ‹work time› message. Michelle is at her job already but still texting. She does, however, only respond like once every twenty minutes. Hunter’s not much of a texter. We wind up on a phone call for about a half hour before my battery protests.

      “Crap. I didn’t bring my charger. I need enough juice to find my way home.”

      “Okay. Love you.” He kisses me over the phone.

      I return the smooch and hang up.

      With my battery on life support, I sit there bored and rambling at the doll for a few hours. A little after six in the afternoon, a door opens and closes upstairs. Someone walks overhead a moment after. The unmistakable beeping of microwave buttons follows, then television. Channels flip until settling on a movie that sounds old. I don’t recognize it, but the background music and the way the actors are speaking makes me think of a film made in the late Forties. A few minutes later, the microwave chimes. Footsteps go back and forth overhead. Bored. Bored. Bored.

      I could fire up their Xbox, but I don’t want to take liberties. None of these vampires invited me to use their crap whenever I wanted, so I remain polite. Did I mention bored? It occurs to me that I’m in a basement with its windows thoroughly blocked, enjoying complete separation from the sun. Meaning: my powers are online. I could try peering into the ‘mind’ of the doll.

      Yeah. I’m a big fluffy chicken. Nope.

      Eventually, the Lost Ones stir.

      Andrew, on the couch, sits up, stretches, and yawns. He peers at me over the sofa back. “Whoa. Where’d that creepy ass doll come from?”

      “She’s why I’m in Portland. Picking her up for a friend.” I almost called her my patron, but since I’m in the company of Lost Ones, I don’t feel like starting a political debate. Also, I’m not even that into the whole ‘vampire society’ deal. Being an Innocent, I’ll always kinda wind up as ‘the mascot’ anyway. No one will take me seriously. So, I’m happy to have a patron and stand at the edge. Those who care about power can play politics. I’ll show up for the hors d’oeuvres.

      “Wow, yeah.” Mick walks over, bent sideways to look under the pool table at me. “That is a creepy little thing.”

      Kara appears behind him, spots Rebecca, and makes a soft squee. “Oh, she’s adorable!”

      The three guys stare at her with ‘yeah right’ expressions.

      I pull the doll into my lap and hug it. “I think she’s adorable too.”

      Mick points at me. “You know, kid, if you’re trying to look eighteen instead of, like, twelve, hugging a doll is not the way to go about it.”

      “She’s got way too much of a rack to be twelve,” says Kara.

      “Them little things?” asks Emilio. “Yours are bigger.”

      “Mars has bigger boobs than this kid,” says Andrew.

      “Mars?” I ask.

      “Bouncer at a club we go to.” Kara rolls her eyes. “Dude’s kinda heavyset.”

      I sigh. Except for when they first started appearing, I’ve never been self-conscious about my breasts… until now. I think they’re a fine size, not too big, not too small. Fortunately, I don’t blush because my baggy sweatshirt hides them.

      “Just messin’.” Mick chuckles. “You do look so overly wholesome though. If you were gonna stick around, we’d totally have to give you a makeover.”

      “I didn’t realize you guys have a uniform code. Leather jacket and jeans?”

      The three of them pause, exchanging glances.

      “I’m out of uniform!” yells Kara. She darts across the room to her bed and flings her shirt off, naked with her back to the room. Over the next few minutes, she rummages a large trunk until she’s decked out in fishnet stockings, a leather skirt, black tank top, punk boots, and enough plastic bracelets to supply an entire school’s worth of Eighties tweens. She totally looks like an extra from a Pat Benatar video.

      And yes, thanks to my father, I know who that is.

      I find elsewhere to look at as the guys change. Wow, it’s like being in an Army barracks or something here. They really have no sense of personal space whatsoever. At least they’re not total hedonists, sitting around with nothing on. That would’ve gone far enough past my threshold of awkward that I’d have found somewhere else to crash. I can’t imagine ever being that comfortable with a roommate, much less three of them.

      “So, you gotta get going right away or do you wanna hang a bit?” asks Emilio, smiling at me.

      I shrug. “Umm. I kinda wanted to get home with this doll. I don’t wanna break it… I mean hurt her.” I whisper, “Sorry” to the doll.

      Mick points at the wall. “Seattle’s basically an hour away for us.”

      “Come on. Have a little fun.” Andrew squats by the pool table and nudges my shoulder. “You really look like you need to loosen up.”

      Kara winks. “You can’t just go to Portland and disappear right away without at least seeing some of it. C’mon. It’ll be fun.”

      I peer down at Rebecca. She should be reasonably safe in the basement here for a few hours. No way am I bringing her out for whatever these guys want to do. “Is it okay if I leave her here when we go out? I don’t want anything happening to her.”

      “Oh, sure.” Mick nods. “Dingleberry never comes down here unless he needs to fiddle with the hardware.” He points at the closet with the water heater/furnace. “Maybe once or twice a year.”

      The others snicker at his use of ‘Dingleberry.’

      Against my better judgment, I decide to spend a while hanging out with these guys. Maybe a part of me is curious about what life would be like for me as a vampire if I didn’t have such an awesome family. For instance, if I’d been in some crappy situation like Kara, or someone like this girl Tabitha from my senior study hall. That girl always talked about how much her parents drove her crazy and she wanted to move out. Not that they did anything worse to her than actually enforcing parental rules. You know, how dare they expect her to actually do schoolwork, not stay up until three in the morning, that sort of thing.

      Curious to see how ‘real’ vampires live, I crawl out from under the pool table and set Rebecca on the couch, covering her a little with a blanket so she’s comfortable.

      “Be back soon,” I whisper.

      The others exchange glances at me talking to a doll.

      “Don’t look at her like that,” says Kara. “The last thing she needs to do is hurt her feelings or piss that doll off.”

      The men stare at her.

      “Tell me you don’t feel it too?” she asks, hands on her hips.

      “Let’s hit Oaks,” says Mick, heading for the door.

      As fast as he’s hoofing it for the exit, I’m pretty sure he does feel something.

      “Cool.” Andrew, ignoring Kara entirely, follows him out.

      Emilio shrugs at her. “Yeah. Crazy energy.”

      Kara beckons me with a wave. “C’mon. You’ll love this.”
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      ‘Oaks’ turns out to be somewhere between an amusement park and a permanently set up street carnival. We swoop down out of the air into a thick cluster of trees at the north end by a roller rink. Holy crap… those still exist? Anyway, walking around this place really makes me feel like we’ve stepped into The Lost Boys. Most of the rides look like they’re for little kids, but there aren’t too many of them running around at this hour.

      Kara, Mick, Andrew, and Emilio exploit the hell out of their vampiric reflexes at some chance games, especially this ‘Bonanza’ thing with air rifles. And wow, this place has an arcade. Talk about feeling like I’ve gone back in time.

      The boys pickpocket a few random people, taking only cash, and Kara disappears for a little while before I spot her emerging from one of the food vendor stalls with a satisfied grin. As much as it bugs me to do, I try to pretend I didn’t watch them stealing. Kara drapes an arm around my shoulders, laughing at the look that must be on my face.

      “Oh, you’re a good girl, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah.”

      She laughs. “Not a rule breaker, huh?”

      “No, not really.”

      “You know mortal rules apply to mortals, right?” She winks.

      The guys catch up to us, all grinning at their successful pilfering.

      “We got us a good girl,” says Kara before whispering, “She’s all sorts of traumatized watching us work.”

      “Heh.” Mick pats me on the back. “Look at the innocent one.”

      “Yeah, something like that.” I hold my hands up. “Hey, it’s cool. You do you. Not gonna make trouble or anything.”

      “What time do your parents want you home?” asks Emilio. His expression stays serious for barely ten seconds before he cracks up.

      “4:30 a.m.,” I say. “Mom gets mad at me if I cut it too close.”

      All four of them laugh, thinking I’m kidding. Kara catches on first, probably because I told her.

      “Wait, you’re serious?” She giggles again. “Oh, yeah, that’s right, you still live at home, don’t you?”

      I nod.

      They tease me a little about that, but it’s not mean-spirited so I roll with it.

      “So, umm, what do you guys need money for? Does Dingleberry charge you rent?” I ask.

      Mick laughs like an idiot when I use his name for their ‘landlord.’ “Nah. Gotta feed the Xbox. And audio gear ain’t cheap.”

      It’s surreal following them around this place. At one point, the four of them hang off the sides of the merry go round and use their powers of flight to push it faster and faster while the operator freaks out. They keep going until the kids riding it start screaming in fear rather than excitement. By the time an older guy with a giant tool belt jogs over to help the poor teen running the ride figure out why it went crazy, everything’s back to normal. From there, my new friends spend a while messing with the vendors running the ‘games of skill’ booths. Emilio wins a stuffed Tasmanian devil for Kara by tossing all five rings over beer bottles without even really looking at them. The old guy hands over the plushie, giving him a suspicious squint. Later, in the video game arcade, Mick and Emilio reminisce about the past, when people had to go to an arcade to play a video game.

      The Oaks eventually closes, so we take off (literally). Sudden inspiration pulls Mick off to the right. He cruises over a field with a baseball diamond into a huge area of houses arranged in super-neat rectangular blocks. From the air, it looks like the city planners kept copying and pasting the same set of houses over and over again.

      The Lost Ones descend on these houses in an Armageddon of pranks. They swap lawn furniture from house to house, move trampolines around, relocate lawn gnomes, and in one case, they pick up and carry a small car three houses over and leave it in the wrong driveway. The whole time, Kara keeps nudging me to ‘stop being a goody-two-shoes’ and have some fun. I don’t really think sowing chaos in people’s yards is particularly fun, but their clear amusement at it becomes contagious after about the twentieth house.

      I wind up moving this like 200-pound statue of a naked dude from a backyard of one house to the front yard of another one across the street. As soon as I put it down and take off into the air again, I feel like I’ve done like the worst thing in the world. Like someone’s whole life is going to be ruined because some useless statue disappeared.

      Crap, can the cops get fingerprints off stone? Wait… do I still even leave fingerprints? I’m not producing anywhere near as much skin oil as a living person does. Argh. I’m going to spend the next six months cringing every time a cop comes near me.

      Dammit.

      Kara, Mick, Andrew, and Emilio die laughing when I zip over to put the statue back where I found it. I mean, I guess I’m already guilty by association for all the mayhem they’re causing, but not personally contributing to it makes me feel a little better.

      “Aww.” Kara hugs me when I rejoin the group. “You are too cute.”

      Lawn mischief continues for a few more houses, until the sound of a man screaming draws Kara’s attention. She dives out of the air like a plane from a World War II movie.

      “Oh, shit,” mutters Mick.

      Emilio starts to go after her, but Andrew grabs his arm. “Let her. She’s gotta.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      Kara swoops down in front of a house, landing on the front porch. It’s a little difficult to follow along with the screaming match, but ‘stupid bitch’ repeats enough that I can tell more or less what set her off.

      “Is she gonna kill him?” I ask.

      “Nah.” Mick shakes his head.

      That relaxes me somewhat.

      A man answers her pounding knock, looks at Kara, and goes to slam the door in her face, but she catches it and forces her way inside. Two minutes later, the guy zombie-walks out, gets in a black Dodge Charger, and drives off.

      Another three minutes go by before Kara walks out and launches herself skyward to join us.

      Emilio glides over and hugs her without a word. She’s in tears, so no one says anything for a while until she calms down.

      “Right on,” mutters Mick.

      Andrew pats her on the back.

      Kara wipes her eyes. “I’m okay. Come on. We have a guest.”

      Done with house mischief, Mick zooms off toward Portland downtown. Again we get into this midair race-slash-chase thing as if the guys are trying to play Mario Kart in real life, only without the random stuff floating by. They keep calling me ‘good girl,’ and daring me to fly in increasingly more dangerous ways—like making low passes across highways or, in one case, playing chicken with a train.

      High speed acrobatic flying only entertains them for about a half hour before they get another idea and we wind up descending on a nightclub named ‘Extra.’ It’s an explosion of silver, purple, and black. While not a ‘Goth club,’ there’s enough of them there that I feel conspicuously out of place. However, no one gives me a hard time. The guys mingle in among the crowd, dancing, playing grabass with anyone who seems open to the idea, and in a few cases, sneaking a quick bite here and there.

      I so feel like the prude in a go-go bar. This is not my scene, but I smile and deal. Dancing is at least somewhat fun, even if I’m not into this grindy techno-industrial whatever they’re pounding the air with. I’m shocked most by how the grabassery tends to leave me alone, almost as if the crowd can read my disinterest in being pawed (or pawing anyone back). Then again, maybe it’s my outfit. I definitely don’t look like I belong here.

      Kara appears out of nowhere and we wind up dancing with each other for a bit until the guys rematerialize. Mick leads the five of us to the other end of the building where we wind up at a table in a giant C-shaped booth seat with puffy cushions.

      “Hey, anyone want drinks?” asks Mick.

      Andrew raises a thumbs-up. Kara nods. Emilio holds up both arms with ‘metal horns’ and lets out a “woo!”

      “Uhh, sure,” I say. Before I feel too much like a social inept, I blurt, “Rum and coke?” as it’s the first ‘drink’ that comes to mind.

      The four of them stare at me. After a few seconds, they seem to have taken it as a joke, and laugh it off. I guess they don’t realize I can drink stuff, which makes me wonder what they meant.

      Mick answers my question soon after by escorting three twentysomething women and a stumbling man about the same age over to our table. The humans are all blitzed beyond the ability to walk in a straight line.

      Oh shit. This is like that whole Abaddon situation. They’re gonna sip blood from drunk people. I politely pass on joining in on that, but I do watch with a degree of curiosity. The four humans sit among the Lost Ones, blabbing at each other as if unaware that the vampires even exist. As far as they seem to act, they’re the only people at the table. About as regularly as a normal person would take a sip of a mixed drink, my hosts nip them on the wrist or neck, drink a mouthful, and seal the bite. Within twenty minutes, the vampires begin to look tipsy.

      Evidently, that does work. Note to self: avoid feeding from people who are high on anything stronger than weed. Despite my feeling like a total outsider, hanging with these guys is pretty cool. Out of nowhere, Kara starts blabbing about how much of an asshole that guy was for hitting his wife. She grabs my arm and pulls me close.

      “I can’t stand that shit, yanno?”

      “Yeah. I know what you mean. My boyfriend’s dad was like that. I got rid of him.”

      Kara leans back, swaying slightly from the alcohol. “Whoa. Good girl killed a dude?”

      “Nah. I didn’t kill him. Told him to get lost and made him afraid to be near that house. Same thing you did to that guy earlier.”

      She cracks up, covering her mouth to keep from spraying us. “I didn’t tell him to leave. I sent him to find the nearest cop and punch him in the face ten times.”

      “You what?” I yell. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because.” She grins. “Asshole oughta be in jail for hittin’ on his woman. He’ll get more time for hittin’ on a cop than his wife.”

      “But, the cop could get hurt.”

      Kara shrugs. “Nah. I made sure he’d find a group of at least three before he punched anyone.”

      “She gave him an ass-beating by proxy,” says Andrew. “That’s gonna get messy—for the dude.”

      “You bet.” Kara grins.

      “Wow, you guys are like really drunk.”

      “Woo!” Andrew thrusts his hands up. “We are drunk!”

      “Good girl here has never been drunk,” says Emilio. He tries to poke me in the arm, but misses and jabs his finger in my boob.

      “Ow.” I grab the spot. “I have been drunk. Twice. Passed out both times.”

      They laugh at me.

      I roll my eyes and wind up spotting a big digital clock on the wall across the room. It’s 3:54 a.m. “Shit! I gotta go.”

      “Gonna turn into a pumpkin?” asks Mick.

      “Nah, I need to get the doll back to Seattle.”

      “Hey wait a minute.” Andrew points at me. “Did you go outside today? Like before we woke up? When did you get that doll?”

      “Yeah. It was really rainy. Almost no sun out.”

      Mick snaps his fingers and points at me. “No wonder. Bet you could have that rum and coke. Wouldn’t do a damn thing for you, but you could drink it.”

      I flash a cheesy smile.

      The other three give him curious looks.

      “Good girl here’s all right.” He grasps the back of the woman’s head next to him, holding her up like he’s toasting me with a beer. She looks confused for a second, until he bites her. He takes barely a mouthful before letting go and she deliriously resumes her conversation with the next nearest mortal. “Heard about your type once. Never saw one before.”

      “Dude, she’s not your type,” says Emilio.

      Mick laughs.

      “Look, guys. I really gotta get home. Thanks for hanging out with me, you guys are pretty cool.”

      Kara pulls out a smartphone. “Lemme get your contact info?”

      “Okay.” I grin.

      As soon as we trade information, I bounce out of the seat and race for the door.

      Crap. Time got away from me. This is going to be cutting it close.

      … And I hope Rebecca isn’t angry with me for leaving her alone so long.
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      Emotion does affect my flight speed.

      I arrive in Cottage Lake at 5:14 a.m. Considering it took me about fifteen minutes to figure out where Dingleberry’s house was to collect Rebecca, I made damn good time. No way in hell am I going to get to Aurélie’s before the fiery ball of ultimate pain and suffering is in the air. The sun will be up in another maybe ten minutes. I need to get my ass in my room, pronto.

      Flying through the house bypasses Mom’s rule about shoes inside, since I’m not technically in contact with the floor. She’s in the kitchen about to microwave her oatmeal.

      “Cutting it close again, young lady?”

      “Sorry. Lost track of time. Totes my fault,” I say while cruising by.

      “Why are you flying in the house?”

      “Shoes.”

      “Why are you wearing shoes in the house?”

      “Time.”

      “What’s that box?”

      “Talk later, please.”

      “Please be more careful,” yells Mom as I dart down the stairwell to the basement.

      “I will! Sorry.”

      I dash across the basement to my room, shut the door, and slouch with relief. Whew. Made it. I hurriedly strip down to my birthday suit before grabbing a fresh oversized tee to sleep in. Can’t leave Rebecca in a box all night, so I open it and pull her out, taking her with me to bed. I flop, pull the blanket up to my chin, and let out a sigh of relief at being in my own room again.

      “Sorry about taking so long… and putting you back in the box for the flight. Didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      Right as the approaching sunrise starts dragging me off to the void, I swear that doll’s head turns toward me.
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      My super crazy dream involves me sitting in a chair while my mother fusses at me over every little thing—only her voice is coming out of Rebecca. The doll walks around and around me, shaking her little porcelain head, beside herself with worry.

      When my eyes pop open, I stare at the ceiling for a moment trying to push that mental image out of my mind. “Wow. That was twisted.”

      I pretty much expect what I see when I turn my head to the left, but when I do—and the doll actually is missing—I let out a clipped “eep.” Okay, calm down. That doll did not get up and walk away. Sophia has her. Obviously. I’m home again, which means small siblings walking into my bedroom whenever they like. She wanted to see that doll before I brought it to Aurélie, and I guess she got her wish.

      My attempt to sit still for a while and rest from my panic-powered flight doesn’t work. I can’t stop thinking about math. Specifically, a simple equation: porcelain doll plus Sophia equals something breaks. Carry the one, and I get Aurélie angry with me.

      I drag myself out of bed and reach for the nearest pile of ‘bottom clothing.’ Given a choice between yoga pants or a denim skirt, I grab the skirt. Faster to put on. Nothing about the basement warns me of too much sun, so I trudge over to the kitchen steps and peer up. Feels safe. At the top, I crack the door to the kitchen enough to let light in, while keeping my face away from direct exposure.

      Warmth like I’m standing near a space heater blows in, but no innate panic comes over me. Good. It’s probably raining. I ease the door open the rest of the way and test the kitchen with a hand. No smoke. Another good sign.

      Upon risking a real look, I relax at the sight of rain pattering against the window over the sink. It is a little bright for a rainy day, but well within my ability to tolerate. Explosions from the living room tell me Sierra’s on the PlayStation.

      “Morning,” I say while padding by on the way to the stairs.

      “Hey.” Sierra waves without looking back.

      More explosions—and machine gun fire—come from Sam’s room, though his computer speakers lack the house-shaking ability of the sound system in the living room. I head down the corridor to Sophia’s room, the last door on the left.

      I push it open, but the room’s empty. Her bed’s unmade, and the fat unicorn plushie I won for her at the carnival a few weeks ago is perched on the pillow. Aww. She’s been taking it to bed at night. Score one for not-quite-dead girl. But still, it’s odd not to see her anywhere in the house. I don’t think she’d have gone outside on a day like this. “Soph?”

      A sniffle comes from behind the bed.

      Uh oh.

      I hurry over and find her still in her nightgown curled up in a ball in the narrow space between the bed and the wall, crammed in the corner. She’s shaking so bad it’s as if she’d seen what Scott looked like as a Scrap.

      “Soph?” I ask again, softer. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      She looks up at me, tears streaming down her face. “I had a bad nightmare. That doll is scary. Get it out of here. I don’t like it.”

      “Did you borrow the doll from my room?” I ask, trying to sound as non-accusing as possible.

      Sophia shakes her head, making her blonde hair dance. “No. I swear. I haven’t even been in your room since you came home.”

      “How do you know the doll is even here then?” I reach down to brush a hand over her head.

      “’Cause.” She climbs up onto the bed and clings to me. Damn, the kid is legit terrified. She’s trembling. “It was next to me when I woke up—after I dreamed about it. Scary stuff happened. Blood. A man wanted to hit me with an axe.”

      I wrap my arms around her and hold on. Dammit. What the hell? That doll didn’t give off any sense of evil when I had her. Did she get pissed off at flying or maybe me leaving her alone for a few hours? I mean, how could she not like Sophia?

      “It’s okay. I’ll find her. She can’t hurt you.”

      Sophia holds on for a moment before she lifts her head away from my shoulder to stare at me with dread fear in her eyes. “Wait. You said find her. It’s missing?”

      “Yeah.” I wince slightly, bracing for the eruption.

      “Look under the bed!” wails Sophia. “Don’t let it get me!”

      I pat her back. “The doll’s not under your bed.”

      “You didn’t even look!”

      “When I walked in, you were sitting on the floor. If the doll was under the bed, she’d have been looking right at you.”

      Sophia screams. “That’s mean! Why would you say something like that?”

      “It’s part of the big sister rules. A certain percentage of teasing is required.”

      She punches me in the shoulder.

      “Okay, okay…” I slide off the bed and look under. Nothing but carpet and about 4,000 Barbie dolls. “I think the Barbie army would’ve won this battle.”

      She sniffle-giggles.

      “Look in the closet.” She wipes her eyes. “Please?”

      “Gotta find her anyway…” I crawl over to the closet and pull the door open while my sister cowers on the bed, as if touching one toe to the floor would be fatal. No sign of Rebecca in her closet. “Not here.”

      I stand, check her other closet, clothes hamper, and toy trunk.

      “Whew.” Sophia finally scoots off the bed and makes a mad dash for the bathroom.

      Next stop: sister number two.

      I head downstairs to the living room.

      She’s still playing… Destiny I think.

      “Sierra?” I ask, and wait a moment.

      She’s either too focused or ignoring me.

      I walk around the sofa to stand beside her—and notice her right hand is bleeding from the knuckle. Oh, she’s probably having a bad round and got mad enough to hit the floor.

      “Hey, kiddo. What did you do to your hand?”

      “Punched that creepy ass doll.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “That creepy ass doll tried to kill me in my bed. So I punched it in its stupid face.”

      A momentary fit of lightheadedness almost puts me on my ass. “She tried to kill you? What happened?”

      “I was in bed. And the doll climbed up and stood there looking at me all creepy-ass-doll like.”

      Oh, okay. The ‘trying to kill me’ part was all Sierra’s imagination. Wait. She said the doll climbed. “She’s moving?”

      “Yeah.” Sierra twists left while guiding her character to fire on aliens.

      “Where is she now?”

      “I dunno. It ran off.”

      “Ran off?” I half shout.

      Sierra nods. “Yeah. It’s moving.”

      I can’t even.

      “Dad!” I yell.

      A heavy thud comes from his office. “Sec, hon.”

      Oh, shit. What now? I pivot on my heel and hurry down the little hallway. When I reach his office, he’s picking himself up off the floor, his chair’s flat on its back.

      “You fell?”

      He offers a sheepish shrug. “Might’ve dozed off. You startled me a bit.”

      I pull the chair upright. “Great. My life’s already a horror movie, now we’ve just switched genres.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Haunted doll from Hell.” I fold my arms. “She’s missing. Sophia had a nightmare and Sierra thought she saw the doll moving.”

      Dad eases himself down to sit. “Oh, it’s probably in the basement. Or the attic.”

      He’s entirely too calm about this. “Did you hide it as a prank?”

      “No. Tempting, but you said it was quite expensive, so I wouldn’t want to risk damaging it.”

      “Ugh. What’s it going to do?”

      My father makes a series of appraising faces, then shrugs, casual as anything. “Oh, probably try to possess Sophia and make her kill us all. Something like that.”

      “Dad!” I yell. “This isn’t a joke.”

      He looks up at me. “Come on, Sarah. You know as well as I do one of your sisters is messing with you. Haunted dolls?”

      “Yes, haunted dolls. I’m serious. She’s… like alive or something. You know how when you look at a person you can tell they’re alive? I get the same feeling from this doll.”

      “Have you seen it move?” asks Dad.

      I think back to the head turning toward me right as I passed out earlier… but that could have been the start of a dream. Or my imagination playing with me at the edge of sleep.

      “I’m not entirely sure,” I whisper.

      “She doesn’t want to hurt us,” says a small voice behind me.

      “Gah!” I jump forward, spinning, and land sitting in Dad’s lap.

      Sam, in his blue SpongeBob pajamas, stands in the doorway, his expression neutral. “She won’t hurt anyone. She wants to stay here.”

      “What?” I ask.

      A creepy smile forms on my little brother’s lips. “She likes me.”
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      Sam, evidently satisfied with himself, walks away.

      “Well, that was a little unsettling,” says Dad. “Hmm. I can’t say I’ve watched all that many haunted doll movies. I’m not that into them.”

      “Into them. Right. We’re in one now.” I climb out of his lap.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You haven’t leapt on me like that since you were around Sophia’s age.”

      “Only you would let a ten-year-old with jump scare issues watch Alien.” I shiver at the memory. “I still can’t even look at the cover of that one.”

      He chuckles. “What do you think is really going on?”

      “I brought a possessed doll into the house and she apparently likes Sam. And, she seems to want to stay here instead of go on to Aurélie’s place.” I step out into the living room again. “Rebecca? Are you here somewhere hiding? I promise I won’t put you in the box to go to Aurélie’s. She’s really looking forward to meeting you.”

      “Stop it,” mutters Sierra. “You’re really freaking me out talking to a doll.”

      “Says the one who swears it tried to hurt her.”

      She rubs her bleeding knuckle. “Still creepy.”

      “You should go have Dad put a Band-Aid on that.”

      “Soon as this mission is over.”

      Rummaging sounds in the kitchen lead me to the archway. Sam’s up on the counter, raiding the cookie jar.

      “Sam, what makes you think the doll likes you?” I ask.

      He plucks two chocolate chip cookies out, replaces the lid, and hops down to the floor. “She told me.”

      “She told you.” I stare at him, eyebrows up. “Like actually spoke to you or you just have a feeling she does.”

      “Actually talk.” He nibbles on a cookie. “She said she likes me because I make her think of her son.”

      “Her son?” That stalls me cold. Ooo-kay. I suppose I shouldn’t have assumed a doll would be a child. If she’s got a son, whatever spirit is inside the doll could be anywhere from sixteen to… no, wait. If Sam reminds her of the boy she had, more like mid-twenties and up. Hmm. Mr. Marchand said the previous owner had been a really old woman. Maybe she’s the soul who hopped into the doll after she died. Damn. I forgot to ask if the woman had been named Rebecca.

      “Do you know where the doll went?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. She was in my room when I woke up, but she’s not there now.”

      “Did you see her moving?”

      Sam freezes with a cookie in his mouth, unbitten. He tilts his head and pulls the cookie away from his teeth. “She’s a doll, Sare. Doll’s don’t move.”

      “They don’t talk either, but you said she spoke to you.” Okay. Exception time. I… shit. Can’t peek into his memory because it’s broad daylight. Grr. I grab his hand. “Come here a sec, kiddo.”

      He follows me without protest down to the basement and into my room. As soon as I push the door shut, I take a knee and hover my face close to his. In his memory, I see out from his eyes as he sits up in bed and spots Rebecca perched on the floor gazing at him.

      A female voice that’s somewhere between little girl and chipmunk-ized old woman has a brief conversation with him, though the doll never moves. As he said, she wants to stay with us and tells him how he looks just like her son. He’s either hearing voices, another vampire is playing games with us or…

      Wait.

      Another vampire.

      That bitch.

      “Ooh!” I fume and storm around in a circle.

      “What’s wrong?” asks Sam.

      “I…” The wind falls out of my sails. Hang on. It’s broad daylight. Petra’s a Sybarite. As far as I know, they can’t tolerate the sunlight at all. Like the vast majority of vampire kind, they don’t even wake up until sundown. It feels right, but also impossible. I’m much more inclined to believe she’s trying to drive me insane than Rebecca’s a legit haunted doll. “Don’t know.”

      Insanity is a fuzzy point on the ‘don’t harm’ my family decree. For one thing, it would be difficult to prove Petra’s involvement. For another, the Sybarites are supposedly phenomenal at whatever ‘hobby’ they pursue for pleasure. That’s their whole thing—pleasure. When I mentioned them to Dalton after meeting one, he called them succubi since so many of them are preoccupied with pleasures of the flesh. Aurélie said the artistic ones derive such pleasure from creating art that they essentially get off on it. If Petra literally gets off on destroying people, she’s a whole lot sicker than I thought.

      The mere thought that she might be having something akin to an orgasm while watching my siblings spiral downward into madness makes me growl.

      Sam leans back. “Whoa, Sare. You okay? You sound just like a lion.”

      “No, sport. I’m not okay.” I gently pull him into a hug. “Someone’s messing with us and I’m not happy about it.”

      “She’s not messing with us. She likes it here.”

      “I think she’s nice, too. But Aurélie is waiting for her. And I’m not talking about Rebecca. Someone else is messing with us.”

      He gives me this creepy little stare, no emotion at all on his face, and bites his second cookie in half.

      “She’s got to be somewhere in the house. Come on. Let’s find her.”

      I spend about twenty minutes searching my room. Sam wanders around peeking at things, though he isn’t putting in much effort. Aside from the empty box, there’s no trace of her. He eventually heads out and goes upstairs. Reasonably confident the doll is not in here, I follow him up to the second floor and visit my old room, now Sierra’s.

      Whether it’s my mind playing tricks on me or not, I catch a brief flash of white dart across the rug and disappear under the bed. Except for the occasional bit of cute, the room could pass for belonging to a high school boy. Sierra’s posters are from video games or science fiction movies, she’s got a model of the Firefly ship hanging on fishing line, and a row of Funko Pop figures from various movies arranged on her computer desk.

      I catch a whiff of raspberry and wind up fixating on a blood smear on the wall by the bed. Two small dents suggest knuckle marks. Hmm. Looks like Sierra punched the wall. She probably had a nightmare about a doll chasing her around, and in the dream, tried to hit it. Okay. So the doll is not moving for real. This is all happening in crazy dreams. That almost makes me feel better until I question how my siblings saw Rebecca in their dreams when there’s no way they could’ve seen her or known I’d brought her into the house. All three of them would’ve been sleeping, not to mention getting out of bed only a few hours after I passed out.

      Is it beyond Dad’s capabilities to prank us like this? No, not really. Could he have kept a straight face about it this long? Also no. The second I screamed and jumped into his lap, he would’ve fallen to pieces laughing is idiot head off. That means he’s not pranking us. It’s also most likely impossible for Petra to be doing anything at this hour, as much as I hate to admit that.

      Because it points to Rebecca being real.

      Sophia’s scream comes from the hallway.

      I run out there, following the sound of continued shrieking to the bathroom. The door’s closed and locked.

      “Help!” screams Sophia. “It’s in here!”

      “The door’s locked,” I say. “Soph, calm down. Rebecca won’t hurt you.”

      “It’s looking at me!” yells Sophia.

      Dad hurries up the stairs. “What’s all the screaming? More toads?”

      “Daddy!” Sophia yells, then breaks into sobbing.

      “She thinks the doll’s in there staring at her.” I point at the door.

      He reaches up to the molding and pulls down a flat strip of metal, about six inches long, which he sticks into the knob. With a twist, he unlocks the door and pulls it open.

      Sophia’s curled up in the bathtub, hiding in a bundle of shower curtain. No sign of any doll. Upper toilet seat’s up, ring’s down, water’s yellow. Looks like she jumped straight from the bowl into the tub.

      Dad collects her and lifts her into a hug. She clings, whimpering.

      “Where’d it go?” whispers Sophia.

      I rub her shoulder. “Shh. She’s gone. The doll looks scary, but she’s not going to hurt anyone.”

      “I don’t want it to stay here. Make it go to Aurélie’s. Please, Sarah, find a new home for that doll. I’m scared of it.”

      “You’re scared of everything,” says Sam from the door. “She’s mad at you.”

      Dad raises an eyebrow at Sam. “The doll is mad at your sister?”

      “Yeah. Because she keeps calling her an ‘it.’”

      “I’m sorry,” whimpers Sophia. “Tell her I’m sorry.”

      “Sarah, what exactly did you bring into the house?” Dad twists to peer at me, Sophia still clinging to him like a koala.

      “The doll… probably has a soul. I have no explanation for how she’s moving around the house. Or how she got out of a locked bathroom.”

      Sophia whines.

      “Wait, you think it was really in here?” asks Dad.

      “She!” yells Sam.

      Dad blinks at him. “Sam, did you just yell at me?”

      “No,” says Sam, staring defiantly up at him.

      I put a hand on Dad’s shoulder and shake my head. He locks stares with me. I shift my eyes to Sam and back to Dad. We both know that’s way out of character for my li’l bro. Sure he disobeys and gets defiant sometimes like any normal nine-year-old, but whenever he’s in one of those modes, he ignores everyone, does what he wants to do, and stops talking to everyone. I honestly don’t remember ever hearing him yell before, especially at one of our parents.

      “Sam.” I smile. “Rebecca already has a home—with Aurélie. There are lots of friends there for her to play with. Umm. Or help take care of. I forgot she’s not as young as she looks.”

      “No! She likes it here,” yells Sam, before dashing off back to his room and slamming the door.

      “Shit,” I mutter. “My little brother is possessed.”

      Sophia lifts her face away from Dad’s shoulder and twists around to stare at me, her straight blonde hair draping past her backside. “Ya think?”
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      Dad gives me a ‘now what’ look.

      I hang my head. “Honestly? I have no idea. When I had Rebecca with me in Portland, I never got a bad vibe off her. I don’t think she’s malicious.”

      “She possessed Sam,” says Dad. He’d have sounded sterner, but his voice trips over his difficulty processing what he said.

      “Yeah, seems that way.” I hold up a ‘wait a sec’ hand. “But, Sam said he reminds Rebecca of her son. I don’t think she will hurt him. Or Sophia. Or Sierra. If I had to guess, I think she’s trying to show herself to everyone hoping they like her.”

      “Umm.” Dad stares at me. “You’re talking about a doll like it’s alive.”

      “Okay. What’s your theory?”

      He shifts his weight back and forth from one leg to another. “You didn’t bury Sam in an ancient Native American cursed burial ground, did you?”

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      “Huh?” asks Sophia.

      “A movie you are not watching,” I say.

      “The book’s better.” Dad wags his eyebrows.

      “Do you want Sophia to be hiding under her bed until she’s twenty-five?” I ask.

      “I don’t wanna see it if it’s scary,” whispers Sophia.

      I pat her on the head. “Trust me. Don’t. You’ll be permanently terrified of toddlers.”

      She blinks.

      “Then again,” I say, tapping a finger to my chin, “toddlers are pretty scary even when they’re not undead.”

      Sophia grimaces.

      “Okay, so what are you suggesting we do then?” asks Dad.

      “Aurélie is the doll expert. I think we should just deal with things as best we can and, umm, wait for dark. I’ll call her as soon as I think she’s probably awake and see what she says.”

      “I’m scared,” whispers Sophia.

      “Don’t be.” Dad kisses her atop the head. “Come on. It’s almost four in the afternoon and you’re still in your PJs.”

      “It’s rainy. We always stay in our PJs when it’s too rainy to go out in the summer.”

      I eye the window. Trails of rain snake down the glass, a pale grey sky behind the droplets. Wow, total horror movie moment.

      “How about a board game?” Dad smiles.

      “Okay.” Sophia nods.

      I follow them downstairs to the dining room.

      Dad sets my sister on her feet by the table and begins digging through the pile of boxes along the shelf behind it. I lean against the doorjamb to the dining room, rubbing my face and wondering what the hell I’m going to do now. A quick errand to pick up a doll. Simple, right? And go me, I found a way to screw it up.

      A finger pokes me in the side.

      I turn.

      Sierra shoves her hand in my face, bloodied knuckles practically up my nose. “What do I taste like?”

      “No way.” I grab her wrist and pull her arm down. “Smells like raspberry, so raspberry pie.”

      “Very funny,” mutters Sierra.

      “What? I’m serious.” I ruffle her hair. “Come on. Band-Aid time.”

      “It’s an educational computer.” Sierra smirks. “They have them at school.”

      I raise both eyebrows. “Oh. Didn’t know that.”

      “You have reached the final stage of enlightenment,” says Dad in a mimicry of a Shaolin master. “To pun without knowing.”

      My sisters and I all sigh at the same time.
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      Board games mostly take Sophia’s mind off having a haunted doll loose in the house.

      Mom arrives home from work a few minutes before six. I might’ve screwed up Fed-Exxing a doll, but I owned the hell out of meatloaf. That’s the paradox, isn’t it? I can’t really benefit from food, so apparently, I develop the ability to cook rather well. Guess that comes from having way over-tuned senses.

      “Dinner!” yells Mom.

      In a few minutes, everyone but Sam’s at the table.

      “Sam?” calls Mom. Then, two minutes later, “Samuel!?”

      “There’s, uhh, an issue,” I say.

      Mom turns her head toward me so slow she looks like an Indiana Jones statue trap. “What kind of issue?”

      “Oh, nothing too big. Sam’s currently possessed by a haunted doll.” I smile and shrug like I’m merely telling my mother he had pizza and isn’t hungry.

      “Jonathan…” Mom stares at Dad. “What is going on?”

      He winces. “Umm. As best we can tell, Allie, that doll the woman sent Sarah off to get had a spirit in it, and it’s kinda gotten into Sam.”

      “Let me try.” I head upstairs to Sam’s room. “Sam? Dinner’s ready. You need to eat.”

      Silence hangs in the air.

      “Sam?” I knock twice. “You need to stay healthy, right? You can’t skip dinner at your age.”

      The door opens. Sam, still in his PJs, looks up at me. “Okay.”

      He follows me back to the table, takes his seat, and proceeds to eat in a reasonably normal manner for him. My sisters both stare at him, barely touching their food. Of course, this gets Mom giving Dad and me an accusing glare.

      “Oh, wow,” says Dad. “This came out amazing.”

      Mom shoots him another look. She’s not jealous, more annoyed that he’s ignoring the whole ‘Sam being possessed’ thing to talk about my meatloaf. I’m sure she feels we’re playing head games with her.

      As soon as his plate is clear, Sam goes back upstairs without a word. Sierra and Sophia exchange worried glances, then seem to remember they have food in front of them.

      “What’s really going on?” whispers Mom.

      I explain everything that happened from the moment I woke up. Mom listens, mostly massaging the bridge of her nose in frustration. “And no, we’re not trying to prank you.”

      With dinner over, Sophia hovers near Mom, following her to the couch where they resume reading. Sierra, utterly unfazed, flops down in front of the TV and grabs the PlayStation controller. Dad helps me with the dishes, after which I head back to my room.

      My phone is metaphorically on fire from text messages. Ashley, Michelle, and even Hunter are in full panic mode at me not replying to anything all day. I send them all some variation of ‘I’m okay, too long to explain with a text.’ Waiting the few hours between dinner and sunset is maddening. Though, a three-way conference call where I share the doll story with them helps pass some of it. Michelle gets stuck on a loop of “nope” while Ashley wants to see the doll. Hunter’s most astute observation is a “whoa” worthy of Bill and Ted. Michelle drops off to deal with ‘parent stuff.’ Hunter leaves our conference call a few minutes after that for work. Ashley hangs on the line talking about random stuff about twenty minutes more before clicking off with a simple ‘gotta go bye’ before I can say a word.

      Two hours to stew. Restless, I wind up roaming the house, peering under beds, in closets, on shelves. Rebecca has evidently ceased to exist as a solid object—or she’s done something totally fubar and gone into the walls. Hmm. I used to be morbidly terrified of our attic. When I was six, I swore I saw a ghost up there.

      I shouldn’t be afraid of ghosts anymore, but when I stare at the trapdoor in the upstairs hallway, a shiver of dread runs down my spine. Of course. What sane individual willingly goes into the attic in the middle of a ‘haunted doll’ movie? Do people realize they’re in horror movies? I mean, I’m not in a movie, and my first thought was ‘shit, we’re in a haunted doll movie.’ Why is it characters from horror films never realize they’re in a situation that sounds just like a horror film?

      Sigh.

      I pull the cord and unfold the ladder. And yes, I’m a little embarrassed that my hands are shaking. I’m not six years old anymore, but I can’t shake the fear I have of this attic. A strong scent of damp wood and rainy air hits me. Crap. That’s not a good sign. Even if my senses are abnormally acute, that means there’s a leak up there. I creep up step by step, the rickety springs creaking with tension, until my eye level is a few inches above the attic floor. My legs wobble in fear, but it’s completely my childhood memory coming back to haunt me. As best I can tell, there are no ghosts in our house. Figure I’d have seen them by now, right? Well, Glim did say they can hide from me if they want. I remember a strong feeling of go away! when I came up here as a child, like the spirit was highly territorial.

      Or, I had an overactive imagination.

      Jaw clenched, I force myself to climb up. The attic isn’t big and the angled roof draped with pink insulation gives me about a two-foot-wide space where I can stand up to my full height. Pretty sure Dad has to stoop everywhere. I search around the various boxes and such for a while, but there’s no sign of Rebecca, or any disturbances in the dust that suggest something had been moving around here.

      I do, however, find a wet spot on the wall by the tiny window facing the back yard. Looks like today’s high winds forced some rain in the gap. Nothing some sealer won’t fix. I’ll tell Dad about it and see what he wants to do. For now, I—

      Wham!

      The crash of the folding stair/trapdoor slamming shut piles on top of my six-year-old brain’s fear of a ghost trying to kill me. I scream like death itself had me in a choke hold. Before I can even think what I’m doing, I dive headfirst out the little window, smashing it to pieces. My powers of vampiric flight cut out as soon as I’m exposed to the sun outside… and I fall straight down to faceplant in muddy grass.

      Ow.

      Like, seriously.

      Ow.

      It’s still windy, but at least the rain’s taken a break. Speaking of breaks, I’m pretty sure my left leg took one too. Possibly my jaw as well. And I’m one-hundred-percent convinced my right wrist is smashed.

      “Sarah!” shouts Dad.

      Having been in the kitchen, he had a front row seat to my epic feat of aerobatics.

      The patio door slides open and the splats of his footsteps rush up behind me… and straight on by. The mud takes his feet out from under him and he goes butt-sliding into the middle of the yard.

      I’d laugh, but it hurts too much.

      Not even bothering to stand again, he drags himself over to me. “Sarah, are you okay?”

      “Nope. I’m the avatar of pain right now.”

      “Umm. That leg doesn’t look right.” Dad prods me with a gingerly touch.

      “Ow. Quit it,” I deadpan.

      He cringes. “Umm. Should we… I mean, should I carry you inside?”

      “Nah. That’ll hurt way too much. How long until dark?”

      “Not long. Twenty minutes?”

      “Okay. Just leave me here then. It’s nice. The mud is squishy and soft. Oh, the attic window is leaking.”

      He pauses, probably looking up at it. “The attic window is gone.”

      “Sorry. It was leaking… before I leapt through it.”

      “Do I want to know why?”

      My right hand goes completely numb. That’s a good change. “Trapdoor slammed.”

      “Doll?” asks Dad.

      “I sure as hell hope not,” I mumble. “I’m thinking Sam or Sierra.”

      He pulls my hair off my face. “I hate seeing you like this, Sarah.”

      “Feeling’s mutual. I hate feeling like this.”

      Dad chuckles. “It’s only because I know you’re going to put yourself back together in a moment that I’m not a complete, panicky mess.”

      “You’re never a complete, panicky mess.”

      He pats me on the not-broken shoulder. “Well, I’m not as good in crises as your mother.”

      “She’s a lawyer. She thrives on crisis.”

      “What’s going on out there?” calls Mom from the patio door.

      I wince in pain as I lift my head and yell, “Getting started on college early with a lesson in applied physics.”

      “Pilot error,” says Dad. “When’s the sun supposed to go down?”

      “Soon,” yells Mom. “Hang on. I’ll look.”

      Dad pats me on the head. “Your clothes are soaked.”

      “That happens when you fall in mud. By the way, nice impression of an ostrich on an ice rink.”

      He laughs.

      “Six minutes,” calls Mom. “9:05 p.m. according to the web.”

      “Groovy,” I mutter.

      Dad sits with me, waiting. The sun dips out of view a little sooner than expected. Yay trees. A sharp snap comes from my left shin and my right wrist makes a sound like breaking a fistful of spaghetti in half.

      “Umm.” Dad cringes. “That sounds… painful.”

      “I feel nothing.” At a crack from my right shoulder, I regain feeling in the arm and push myself upright. “All better.”

      Dad walks me back to the patio door. “Hang on. Your mother will stake you if you go in there with all that mud.”

      I chuckle.

      He rinses me with the garden hose before handing it over and raising his arms. I return the favor. We trudge inside, dripping but mud-free. It’s probably a bad idea to take a shower in the same house as a haunted doll, but I’m drenched, freezing, and I want to warm up.

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m dry (except for my hair) and changed into a clean T-shirt with sweat pants. As fast as I can get to the phone, I call Aurélie.

      “Chéri, what happened? I had expected you to be back last night.”

      “I’m sorry. Met some Lost Ones in Portland and they kinda adopted me for the night. Wanted to show me how to have fun.” I explain making it back here with minutes to spare before sunrise… and the doll disappearing. “I think she’s somehow attached herself to my little brother. He’s not acting like himself at all.”

      “Hmm.” Aurélie makes soft humming noises of thought. “That is most peculiar.”

      Sophia’s voice says ‘ya think?’ in my head. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “If indeed the spirit has linked herself to Sam, the best thing would be to make her want to come here. Why don’t you bring your brother here so the spirit can see all the new friends she will have?”

      “Wait, so you seriously think it did possess my brother?”

      “Oui. It is possible, though I cannot say for certain without seeing him.”

      I sigh. “Okay. I might have to compel my mother to allow me to take him on a flight, but I’ll get him there.”

      “All right. I’m sorry this is causing you so much trouble. I thought this would be an easy thing. Your family must be adorable if she’s decided to stay there.”

      “Thanks… I think. See you soon.”

      My phone chirps with a text.

      “Be careful,” says Aurélie, then hangs up.

      I glance at the screen, preparing to disregard the text message as I have more important things to deal with right now—like a possessed brother—but ‹911 HELP 911› from Ashley stalls me cold. She’s also sent a geotag that points to the southern shore of Paradise Lake, which isn’t too far away.

      Sam’s not in imminent danger. I leap out of my sweat pants, trading them for jeans and yank my sneakers on without socks. After stuffing the phone in my pocket, I race upstairs, and trip over Mom who’s down on the floor sopping up the water we tracked in.

      I catch myself flying and hang upside down. “Ashley’s in trouble. Explain later. Gotta go.”

      Mom stares at me in total shock.

      Before my mother can even try to speak, I flip over and rush out the front door.
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      Ashley has never sent me a 911 text without a ‘lol’ in there somewhere. That she put 911 twice has me at the edge of crying in worry. The only reason I can think of that she’d be at the lake is going on a date, probably with River. I knew he was trouble. Okay, wait. Calm down. I might be thinking the worst of the guy. Maybe they went out on a boat and he almost drowned.

      I’m pretty sure I squeak past 150 miles an hour on my way there.

      Sure enough, River’s grey Camaro is parked near enough to the lake for a decent romantic view. He and Ashley are inside, and she’s pressed against her door. Grr. Sometimes the pessimists are correct.

      Seeing her alive at least lets me calm down enough go in with my claws retracted.

      I drop out of the air about thirty feet away, behind the car. Since everything but the ground in the headlights is black and white, I know it’s so damn dark here, there’s no way in hell they saw me.

      “Why are you being like this?” asks River, his voice muted by the closed windows, but still loud enough for my ears to catch. “Come on, baby. You know I need you. Right now.”

      “I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet, River. Please stop squeezing my knee so hard.”

      I reach the car and knock on Ashley’s window.

      She whips around, stares at me… and I’m going to kill him.

      There’s a bruise on her cheek.

      I yank the door open. Ashley scrambles to her feet, grabs me by the shoulders, and pushes me a few steps away, walking with me.

      “Please be a better friend than I was,” whispers Ashley.

      “What?” I look her over. “What happened to your cheek?”

      She stares at me half furious, half terrified. “I wanna leave this guy, but I’m scared to do it… like, you know. You were right. He hit me yesterday, and he’s pressuring me to have sex with him now. I don’t want to.”

      My eyes narrow. I pull her into a hug and whisper, “Don’t ever think I blame you in any way for what Scott did. You’re not a bad friend. You’re my bestie.”

      Ashley nods, her face mushed against my shoulder.

      “I got your back.”

      Like a character in a fantasy movie finding a potion of courage, Ashley goes from a shivering, sniffly mouse to the same fiery redhead who tried to kick the crap out of that inept vampire hunter a few weeks ago.

      River flies out of the car and comes stomping around toward us. He glares at me with thinly veiled contempt before grabbing for Ashley’s arm. She jerks back.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t think we’re working out.” She swallows. “You’re pushing me way too fast, and it’s just not gonna work.”

      “Hey now, baby girl. You’re talking crazy.” He lunges, this time grabbing her arm. “Now be a good girl and get back in the car.”

      She shoves at him, grunting, but isn’t strong enough to break away.

      I take a step closer. “Hey, asshole. It’s about time for you to go away.”

      River points at me. “You stay out of this, bitch. This is between me and my girl.”

      “Get off me!” Ashley punches him in the chest, though it doesn’t affect him much.

      He draws his arm back to slap her across the face, but I dart in and catch his wrist.

      “If you lay a hand on her again, police bloodhounds won’t be able to find what’s left of you.”

      River chuckles. He lets go of Ashley abruptly, causing her to fall seated on the grass, and faces me. “Oh, I just love it when bitches try to act all big and bad. Guess I need to teach you a few things, too.”

      He tries to pull his hand away from me, but I’m not letting go.

      “Something wrong, River? Not strong enough to get your hand back?”

      Anger and worry mix in his glare. “What the fuck is this?”

      “This is you going away, and forgetting you ever knew Ashley Carter.” I snap my hand open; the force he’d been pulling with sends him over flat on his back. “Oh, that was graceful.”

      River shoves himself back to his feet. A shift in his posture telegraphs him about to run at me. I save him the trouble, dashing in and grabbing him by the throat. An instant before I slam his face into the side of the Camaro, I hesitate. Much like Ashley, this car doesn’t deserve to suffer for being with an asshole like this.

      So, I swing him around and slam him face first into a tree trunk. Unlike the car, the wood doesn’t give much.

      “Ugh.” River groans and collapses down to all fours.

      “That’s for hitting Ash. Go away and don’t come back, or you will disappear.”

      “What the fuck are you, some kind of android?” River spits out blood. “This shit isn’t happening.” He springs to his feet, frothing at me. “What are you doing in my goddamned dreams?”

      “That tree is looking kind of lonely. Are you sure you don’t want to give it another kiss?”

      He glares at me. The urge to beat me for ‘talking back’ to him is strong in his thoughts, but he’s also confused and frightened at my strength—and quite pissed that a girl isn’t afraid of him. His smoldering, furious stare lingers a few seconds, but he rationalizes this to be a dream, and trudges off to the car.

      Ashley walks up behind me. “Make him forget. Please… I don’t want him to know who I am.”

      I glance at her. She’s worried, but not terrified.

      “He’s gonna come back and shoot me or something.”

      “Okay.”

      I sprint over to the Camaro and grab River before he can finish getting in. He screams in surprise as I haul him out and throw him to the ground on his back. He starts to sit up, but freezes when I loom over him. His face goes from red to purple to normal as the calming effect of my mental influence invades his thoughts.

      Images of Scott sitting in that Jeep, burning to his permanent death play across my mind. If I make this guy forget Ashley, what’s to stop him from hurting or maybe even killing some other girl? If I hadn’t put Scott down, he definitely would have killed people. Granted, River’s no half-vampire, but he’s still the kind of entitled shithead who’d shoot a girl for leaving him, especially if she did it in public. And of course, the news would say it’s the girl’s fault. Some bullshit like ‘After having his heart broken by this girl…’ Not, ‘insane jackass murders woman.’

      “Sarah?” asks Ashley, close behind. “Why are your claws out?”

      “I’m thinking that this guy is going to wind up hurting some other girl.”

      She gasps. “You don’t know that. He wouldn’t have hit me if I just did what he wanted.”

      I snap my head to the left and stare at her, a hint of snarl in my voice. “You did not just say that.” If this guy broke Ashley, he’s done.

      “I know… I know. That’s not what I meant. Like if he found someone who’d put up with that crap, he wouldn’t be violent.”

      “That’s bullshit, Ash. It’s not your fault what he does.”

      “I should have left him after our first date. I knew what kind of guy he was, but… I couldn’t stop thinking about Aurélie. I was hoping being with a guy would help me like hit the reset button or something. I know she kinda charmed me, but not in a mean way. So, you know, what I feel for her isn’t natural. I messed up.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “Sorry for not listening to you.”

      I sigh and glance at the lake. “You know it’s surprising how often careless swimmers can drown.”

      Ashley starts to giggle, but covers her mouth. “Are we seriously talking about killing him?”

      “He hit you.”

      “No way. You don’t mean that.” She goes wide-eyed. “That’s not Sarah talking.”

      I pull my claws back in and rub my forehead. “No, you’re right. I’m just really angry right now. He hit you.”

      “Sarah,” whispers Ashley, tugging on my arm. “You can’t kill him.”

      A moment of glaring down at him calms me—a little. “You’re probably right. Ten, hell, even five minutes from now, I’d regret killing this guy. Maybe.”

      “Can you like make him not into girls anymore?” She tilts her head.

      “Umm. I don’t think so. That’s some serious changing. Not sure I have that much power. Could probably make him into guys for a little while, but it would wear off. Plus that’s creepy and wrong and all kinds of messed up to do to the other guy.”

      She cringes. “Yeah, good point.”

      I storm around angry-pacing. Killing River is not a great idea. I don’t really want to do it. Because he hit Ash, the girl who tries to catch bugs and release them outside is teetering on the edge of murder. Scott doesn’t count. He was already dead. “Argh. I don’t know what to do. Killing this guy isn’t a good option, but if I don’t do something, I’m going to feel responsible if he kills someone.”

      “Dude needs some serious therapy,” mutters Ashley. “Someone messed him up when he was little.”

      I snap my fingers. “Great idea.”

      “Huh?” she asks.

      Grinning, I flop down to sit on River’s chest, grab two fistfuls of his shirt, and pull him up so we’re almost touching noses. A few minutes of thought-surgery later, he’s got a pronounced compulsion to see a psychiatrist and talk about his feelings toward women.

      “There.” I let go, dropping him flat to the grass, and stand up.

      “What does ‘there’ mean?” asks Ashley.

      I put an arm around her back and walk with her away from River, explaining what I did.

      She giggles. “That’s awesome. But, if psychiatrists could just fix people like that, there wouldn’t be any psychos left.”

      “Oh, even if it doesn’t help him, the stuff he’s going to say to that shrink is going to get him put on some kind of watch list—I hope. Anyway, it might be enough to protect whatever girl he could threaten in the future.”

      “Yeah…” Ashley bites her lip. “Thanks.” She clamps on with a fierce hug. “I’m so scared it would’ve been me dying tonight, like Scott killed you.”

      I hold her for a while until the tears slow. “Hey, none of that. I got your back.”

      She wipes her eyes again, smiling. “Thanks. Next time, I’ll listen to you if you don’t like someone.”

      “Works for me.” I wink.

      “So, umm…” Ashley looks around. “We’re out here in the middle of nowhere. How are we gonna get home?”

      “Hop on my back. I can give you a ride.”

      “Flying?” she whispers. “Eep. What if I fall?”

      “You won’t.”

      Ashley nervously steps up behind me and wraps her arms around my middle.

      “Higher. Over my shoulders.”

      She drapes herself on my back like a living cloak. “Okay. Hey, maybe you should tie my hands so I can’t fall.”

      “That would take this in a completely weird direction I’m not sure I’m ready for.” I snicker.

      “Butt.” She giggles, sighs, and lets her head thud against my shoulder. “Thanks. I needed that laugh.”

      “Ready? Sorry to push, but Sam’s possessed and I need to help him.”

      “What?”

      “I’ll explain on the way. Hold on.”

      She squeals and clamps down. I grab her legs behind the knees to support her weight, and leap upward. Flying with Ashley is a little more work than carrying Sam. She whines out her nose as we glide up over the treetops.

      “Okay, stop. That’s high enough. Oh! You’re still going higher. Why are you going up more?”

      “So no one sees us. Just relax. Close your eyes if you have to.”

      “I’m too scared to close them.”

      “Then keep looking.”

      “I’m too scared to keep looking.”

      I laugh.

      “So,” asks Ashley a moment later in a shaky voice. “What happened to Sam?”

      “There’s this doll…”
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      I feel like a pregnant gooney bird. Having Ashley clinging to me has more or less shot my speed and agility into the toilet. We’re probably still cruising around fifty or so, which beats walking. And crap. I forgot to implant a reason for River to be at Paradise Lake. He won’t remember ever having known Ashley, but I hope he doesn’t do something super screwy like thinking he’d brought his last girlfriend there and she left.

      Anyway… I swoop in for an ungainly landing in the front yard of a house at the northern end of our neighborhood. Twice the weight I’m used to flying with imparts more inertia. That imparts my face into the lawn.

      Ashley rolls over me onto the grass, and we both lay there trying not to laugh out loud and draw attention to ourselves. I don’t remember who lives in this place, but it would be my luck they’re a cranky old couple.

      “Wow,” says Ashley. “That was… different.”

      I sit up and wipe greenery and dirt from my cheek. “Not my best landing.”

      “Sarah?” She rolls her head to look at me, half her face blocked by grass. “Do you think maybe the universe is trying to tell me I shouldn’t date boys? It always ends badly.”

      “I don’t think it always ends badly.”

      She sighs at the stars. “Noah.”

      “Was an idiot. Did he honestly think he could bring some other girl along and the three of you would all wind up in bed together?”

      “Something like that. Because, you know, I’m bi, so I just can’t resist having a boy and girl at the same time.”

      “Idiot.”

      “Yeah,” says Ashley.

      “Okay. One moron.”

      “Kyle.” She pauses two seconds. “Williams.”

      “Oh, right. There have been multiple Kyles.”

      She gives me the finger, then giggles.

      “Which one was Williams again? The boy-band lookalike or the one with the motorcycle?”

      “Bike,” says Ashley.

      “Oh. He didn’t seem that bad.”

      She stares at me again with a flat expression. “He’s doing eight to ten for armed robbery.”

      I shrug one shoulder. “Okay, but he was never shitty to you.”

      “Fair point,” says Ashley. “Terrence.”

      “Ouch.” Okay… that guy overdosed and almost died in his bedroom sophomore year—while she was hanging out with him.

      “Wow, I sound like such a floozy, don’t I?”

      “Most of those ‘boyfriends’ lasted a week or two and you didn’t do anything with them more intimate than holding hands.”

      “True.”

      I sit up and smile at her. “And hey, it’s not like you need to keep even points or something. Girls, guys, date whoever you’re drawn to.”

      Ashley turns her head to look at me again, her face framed by a wild spray of red hair. Something weird hangs in the air between us for a few seconds.

      I bite my lip.

      She grins. “No, dork. I love you like a sister.”

      Pretty sure I’m blushing, but I giggle into my hand. “We should probably go before the neighbors call the cops.”

      Ashley sits up into a hug. “Thanks for tonight. And I’m really sorry for not having your back with Scott.”

      I pull her upright and start walking toward her house. “Well, I did sneak off without telling you. It’s not your fault at all. Seriously, Scott was a possessive, egomaniacal jackass, but I never imagined he’d try to kill me.”

      “You know that logic doesn’t really work as a counterargument for best friend guilt.” She emits a sad chuckle. “I still see that bear, you know. That’s how I remember it.”

      “Dalton was trying to keep our secrets. He expected I’d stay with him and let the normal world think I was dead.”

      Ashley pounce hugs me. She doesn’t need to say anything—not that she could. At that moment, I realize more clearly than ever that had I ‘died,’ she never would have recovered. Having someone so close to me that they would’ve been permanently shattered at losing me steals the words from my brain. All I can do is hold her in silence.

      “Sorry,” she whispers.

      “No need to apologize.”

      “I mean, about Sam. I’m keeping you away from that and he needs help, too.”

      We resume walking, side by side.

      “He’s not in danger. This is more of an otherworldly annoyance than a real threat. I need to take him to see Aurélie.”

      Ashley shudders.

      I glance at her. “What was that?”

      Her face flushes crimson. “Umm. As soon as you said her name, I got so turned on.”

      “That’s only a little bit creepy.”

      She peers up at me through her hair. “That’s some kind of mind trigger isn’t it?”

      “Maybe, but she didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “Ugh.” Ashley takes a few deep breaths. “I think I screwed up. Still not sure why I lost control of myself like that.”

      I shrug. “She has that effect on people.”

      Ashley laughs. “I still dream about her sometimes.”

      “Well, you had a rather memorable encounter.”

      She pokes me in the side. “What happened tonight with River is a ‘memorable encounter.’”

      “True. But not a good one.”

      “No shit…” Ashley pauses, staring into the distance. “Oh crap! Sare! Someone’s breaking into my house!”
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      Not far from where we stand, a man in dark clothes crouches by the front door of Ashley’s house, apparently trying to pick the lock. A beat up brown Chevy cargo van sits in her driveway, backed in, the side door open.

      Wow. Tonight’s not going well for her. First that mess with River, now someone’s about to rob her house? Seriously, Universe, give her a break.

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “Wait here. I got this.”

      She pulls her handbag around and reaches in for her phone. “Cops?”

      “Probably. Give me a few minutes though, I could use a snack.”

      “Okay.”

      I trot across the street, over her lawn, and walk up behind the guy. “Little trouble with the lock?”

      “Gah!” He jumps, fumbling a couple of thin metal tools which clatter to the porch.

      “You know they have these things called doorbells.”

      The man presses himself against the house, a manic look in his eyes. He pulls a gun from the back of his pants, but before he can point it at me, I dash in closer and kick it aside. His arm snaps to the left like a noodle, the gun whizzing off into the trees. The dude crumples to the floor cradling his smashed hand.

      I drop on him, one knee in his chest, and grab a fistful of shirt beneath his chin. As soon as he makes eye contact, he’s mine. His recent memories unfurl to my awareness. He’s not here to rob the place. He’s got four large gasoline cans in that van. What the eff? I burrow deeper and run into a gummy barrier across his mind.

      Ooh! That bitch. She’s gone over the line. As soon as this doll crap is straightened out, I’m going to deal with her. Going after Ashley—or Michelle—is way too far. She’s looking for loopholes in Aurélie’s protection. Technically, neither of my friends are ‘family,’ and she’s probably planning on using that as an excuse if Aurélie goes after her.

      Anger and protectiveness toward my best friend give me the strength to blast through the mental wall, revealing images of this guy meeting Petra at a club. She programmed him to torch Ashley’s house, preferably with her mother home. This poor dude isn’t even a criminal, merely a locksmith. Damn. Is she going to be even more irrationally upset with me for preventing her from ruining this guy’s life, or is he only a tool as opposed to another ‘project?’

      Since I’ve demolished her mental wall already, I wipe out the compulsion driving him to burn down my best friend’s house, and do my best to make him forget ever seeing Petra. I also give him a half memory that someone at that nightclub wants to kill him. Hopefully, that will protect him from bumping into her again.

      Mind surgery done, I go in for a bite.

      Grilled steak. Okay. That probably came from thinking of fire.

      Ashley squats nearby, watching me feed like she’s found a dead deer on the side of the road and is simultaneously fascinated and repulsed by the bugs all over it.

      I shift my gaze left, toward her. Do you mind?

      Her eyes flutter at my telepathic question. “Sorry. It’s still kinda weird seeing you do this stuff. Not bad weird. Just weird.”

      It’s even stranger for me.

      “I’ll bet. So, umm… want me to call the police?”

      I hold up a ‘wait’ finger. A few more sips, and I seal the wound, sit back, and wipe my mouth. “Nah. This guy’s a tool.”

      “So?” She tilts her head.

      “I mean a literal tool. Another vampire programmed him to do this.” I lick the blood off my hand.

      “Oh.” Ashley goes bug-eyed. “Seriously? Some other vampire’s coming after me and Mom?”

      Head bowed, I put an arm around her. “No. They’re after me. And they know we’re close. This is my fault. And I’m going to fix it.”

      “What about Sam?”

      “Yeah. I need to fix him, too. The vampire problem can probably wait long enough for me to help Sam. This bitch plays a long game.”

      She pokes the semiconscious arsonist in the head. “What about this guy?”

      “He’s no threat now. I have to help my brother, but I really don’t want to leave you alone after that River thing.”

      Ashley hugs me. “It’s okay. I know Sam needs you. I’ll be okay. Mom’s here. I’m more freaked out than heartbroken. I… didn’t really invest in that guy since I kinda believed you all along. Just didn’t want to let myself see it.”

      “What am I doing here?” asks the man I’m still sitting on.

      Oops.

      I blank him again, and carry him over to the van. After propping him up in the driver’s seat, I give him a compulsion to go home. He stares into space. It’ll be a little while before his head clears, so I slip out, shut the van door, and walk back over to Ashley, who’s still on her porch.

      “He’ll go home and forget ever being here,” I say.

      “What about his gun? Some kid’s gonna find that. And it might like trace back to him.”

      Crap.

      It takes me about two minutes to spot it in the undergrowth next to the house. Hooray for sharp vampiric eyesight. I use a twig to pick it up and carry it back over to the van. Since the guy isn’t an actual criminal, this is probably his gun. Or maybe Petra gave it to him to ruin his life more. Hmm.

      The van’s still there. Bet the guy’s trying to figure out where he is and why he’s here.

      I walk around to the driver side door, open it, and dive once more into his head. Drat. Option two. Petra strikes again. This guy doesn’t remember owning a gun at all. Okay, no problem. I shove the door closed, add the memory that he made a wrong turn on his way home, and return to Ashley’s porch.

      “Got a plastic baggie or something I can have?”

      “Yeah sure.” She unlocks the door and goes inside.

      Speaking of… I pick up the lock picking tools the dude dropped. Before I can take one step toward the van, he drives away. Hmm. Oh well. Maybe I’ll keep these. Couldn’t hurt to learn how to pick locks, right? I have the distinct impression Dalton would be able to teach me.

      Ash reappears at the door with a baggie. I put it over my hand like a glove and grab the gun with it. Much better than balancing it on a twig.

      “Okay. Gotta go. I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

      “Sure.” She hugs me tight. “Thank you.”

      “Hey. Sisters. No thanks necessary.”

      She grins, waves, and stands there watching me until I shoot skyward again. Even a few hundred feet away in the air, the soft thump of her door closing reaches my awareness. Damn detours. Argh! Anyway, I zoom over to Woodinville and cruise around for a minute or two until I spot a police car sitting in a parking lot. Probably a speed trap… or the dude’s taking a nap.

      I use my shirt to wipe the gun down—not wanting to get Mr. Locksmith in trouble—and place the weapon on the sidewalk a few feet past the corner of the nearest building. Then, I find a nice dark patch of shadow and stare at the cop until he feels watched and starts looking around. The second he’s looking at me, I will him to get out of his car.

      He does, a look of confusion on his face.

      That’s it. Walk a little forward. Look to your left… aha!

      As soon as he spots the gun lying on the sidewalk, I take off.
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        * * *

      

      It’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.

      My dad has that saying on a T-shirt. And in this case, I think I’m going to live by those words. I can’t envision any scenario in which Mom gives me the green light to fly Sam to Seattle to meet an elder vampiress, even if it’s a step toward de-possessing him. Okay, maybe I could make the argument, but I don’t feel like wasting the half hour it would take.

      So, I sneak into my own house, slip into my li’l bro’s room, and essentially kidnap him from his bed. The doll’s nowhere in sight. I peek in on Sophia. No doll there either, but she’s curled up in a ball in the middle of her bed, completely under her covers like a terrified cat hiding from a thunderstorm. Sierra’s room is also Rebecca-less, though my other sister is unfazed by the thought of a cursed doll in the house. She’s sprawled on her bed like a college student after a night of hard drinking, big stereo headphones askew.

      Not gonna peek in on the ’rents. They might be awake still, and seeing me carry Sam around would start that argument I’m trying to avoid. Besides, I only need to ask forgiveness if they find out about it, right? And the only reason I’m doing this at all is to help Sam.

      Hmm. He’s still barefoot in his pajamas. Maybe I shouldn’t take him out of the house like this, even in summer. After a quick stop in his room to grab his blanket, I carry my burritoed brother out the kitchen patio door, and leap into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, I walk through the doors of Aurélie’s apartment tower, Sam wriggling in my arms.

      He woke up during the flight and got into a war with himself. Sam adored being in the air, while the doll’s spirit expressed her displeasure at me removing him from our house. Fortunately, this place doesn’t have a security guard in the lobby to question why I’m clamped onto a struggling boy who doesn’t appear to want to go with me.

      At least he’s not screaming.

      I duck into the elevator and push the button for Aurélie’s floor. As in, the whole floor is hers. I don’t even want to know how much her rent is. Downtown Seattle, entire floor of a new, super-modern building? Yeah. Probably makes our house look cheap.

      “Hello, chéri!” chimes Aurélie from an overhead speaker.

      A beep follows as she approves my request to come up.

      Sam goes still, staring at the spot where her voice came from. A little of him comes through, and he struggles to cling to me. I’ve kinda wrapped him up in the blanket the way vet techs use towels to contain uncooperative cats.

      “Where are we?” asks Sam.

      “We’re going to visit my friend Aurélie. She’s really nice and wants to meet you.”

      His wide eyes, the same shade of dark brown as his hair, throw off fear in buckets. It’s strange and alarming to see him obviously emotional. I’m sure it’s not being here as much as it’s him knowing something’s gotten into him he can’t control.

      “It’s gonna be okay, Sam.” I squeeze him. “No one is going to hurt you. That new friend of yours isn’t bad. She’s just lonely.”

      The doors open, and I carry him into Aurélie’s lavish home. The sight of a television almost as big as the entire wall of his bedroom makes his jaw drop open. Since he’s kinda contained in here what with the elevator and all, I set him down on his feet and unwrap the blanket. He gravitates straight to the television, staring up at it like some ancient tribal primitive finding a statue of his god.

      “There you are, chéri. Oh, he is completely adorable.” Aurélie glides in from the double doors. Her white dress drags on the ground, its silver floral pattern glinting in the light as well as the rose-shaped pins in the corset. It’s elaborate, but this is her version of lazing around the house in sweat pants.

      Sam gawks at her. He’s way too young for her charms to trigger any carnal desires, but it’s obvious her ridiculous beauty has derp-slapped him senseless. He does manage a whispery, “Wow…”

      She swoops around the sectional and crouches eye level to him, and proceeds to dote on him like Ashley finding a box of kittens. He stands there stiff as a mannequin, wide-eyed, and totally unsure how to react to her. For a moment, I almost feel like he’s a baby field mouse staring up at an eagle.

      “Your little brother is so cute,” says Aurélie, offering him a hand. “Please, Sam. Follow me. I have something to show you.”

      He takes her hand, despite an expression that says he expects to be led off and baked into a pie.

      I follow the two of them through the double doors and into the hallway beyond, trying not to step on the gown. Yes, my patron is wearing a dress with a train in her apartment. Probably for the lols. She leads him past several guest bedrooms, a dining hall, two sitting rooms, library, and finally into the room adjacent to her master bedroom full of dolls.

      Sam scrunches up his nose in an expression of ‘dolls, really?’ A moment later, he appears dizzy, and his pronounced disinterest becomes awed curiosity.

      Aurélie again crouches beside him and peers into his eyes. “Hmm. Oui. Rebecca is quite fond of him.”

      My brother regards her with the most adult expression I’ve ever seen on him. Almost a ‘why are you looking at me like that’ face. Subtle eye motions and faint smiles give away an unspoken conversation occurring over the next few minutes.

      “Let your brother stay with me for the time being. You will find Rebecca in his closet. Please go retrieve her.”

      “Okay. Oh…” I scowl at the wall. “Petra sent someone to burn down Ashley’s house.”

      Aurélie springs up to her full height and gasps. “What?”

      I’m not entirely sure how to take her sudden spike of protectiveness toward my best friend, but I nod and explain what we found with the locksmith and his van full of gasoline cans. She paces back and forth, quietly fuming.

      “Be careful,” says Aurélie, her voice low and tinged with anger. “The others know of the protection I have given your family. Alas, I neglected to specify non-blood family.”

      “Yeah. I already thought of that. She’s skating on technicalities.”

      “If we act against her, it could worsen the situation. However, if this Stanovaya woman harms Ashley, or your other friend, I will cease caring about niceties. Alas, were I to make an official statement extending my protection to your friends, it would create the appearance of weakness or impermanence, suggesting I could not make up my mind. That could lead to greater risk for your parents and siblings.”

      With Sam here, I can’t use the words I really want to. “I’m not going to let that woman nearly burn Ashley’s house down and not answer for it. I’m going to… to… do something!”

      Aurélie glides over and grasps my shoulders. “Remember what I told you before. Try to ignore her as much as you can. Her goal is to drive you to despair or madness.”

      “I can’t ignore her sending someone to torch Ashley’s place. And maybe kill Mrs. Carter. She’s almost like my second mother.”

      “The woman is poking you in a sensitive place. Go. Find Rebecca in your brother’s room, and bring her back here. I will think on the best way to deal with this succubus.”

      “Wait, she’s an actual succubus?”

      Aurélie laughs. “No, child. I mean that as a metaphor.”

      “Are there actual succubus?” I scrunch up my nose. “Succubuses? Succubi?”

      “Succubi, dear.” She shrugs. “Perhaps. I never involved myself with demonology. Too many risks.”

      “Okay.” I nod. “I’ll try to keep it together. Be back soon, Sam.”

      My brother looks at me like he’s confused at being called by that name. Oh, wonderful. I guess Sam’s not here right now. A shiver runs down to my toes and bounces back up. Yeah. I need to get my brother back before I do anything else.
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      Aurélie’s building seriously needs patios or something. I’m starting to hate this elevator.

      I dash into the alley behind her apartment tower and hurl myself into the air, flying home as fast as I can will myself to move. It might not be a bad idea to warn Michelle and Hunter to watch out for crap like strange men in vans, but both of them are asleep now. It’s almost too tempting to go check on them, but… Sam.

      Once I get home, I race up the stairs to my brother’s room and go straight to the closet. Aurélie said she’d be in there.

      When I yank the door open, my brain feels like a tomato hitting the windshield of a semi-truck.

      Instead of Sam’s closet, I find myself staring through a doorway at a grassy meadow. All the colors are washed out and desaturated, like an ancient color photograph left in the sun. The scenery is definitely not from around here. It’s so damn flat. Grass and fields as far as I can see, except for a three-story white house in the distance. Okay, this is an entirely new level of messed up.

      Did the doll get into my head? Is this what Sam’s been seeing?

      Distant child voices shout over the meadow. I can’t spot the kids running and playing, but they sound happy. This whole scene is like something out of a Hallmark card—from seventy years ago. I don’t have time for this. I hang my head in frustration, but my exasperated sigh dies in my throat.

      My jeans are gone. I’m staring down at an old-ass child’s dress and scrawny, bare legs. Oh, what the f—hell is going on now? Seconds tick by as I raise and lower my toes, or rather the toes of some long-ago little girl. When I look up again, the meadow is still inside Sam’s closet, but the doorknob is at eye-level to me.

      Great. I’m like five or six years old.

      Nope.

      I try to push the closet door shut, but it’s as immovable as a wall. Everything I’ve ever learned from horror movies tells me not to go in that door. It also makes me not want to look behind me. Somehow, I know Sam’s room won’t be there anymore. I look anyway.

      Sure enough, black void.

      At least there’s no monster ready to chase me.

      Well, Aurélie said I’d find Rebecca in Sam’s closet. Silly me, like I expected to find the actual doll sitting in the actual closet. What was I thinking? Normal? Hah. My reality has driven ninety miles an hour off a cliff.

      I really should’ve bought a squirrel.

      A quick pat-down confirms my suspicions. No boobs. Missing front top teeth. Light brown hair down to my (or this kid’s) waist. She’s almost as skinny as I remember being at this age, but Dad’s genes have hers beat for the whole stick figure thing. Fortunately, around like fifteen, I filled out a bit. ‘A bit’ being the operative word here.

      Standing here isn’t going to accomplish anything.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll play your game,” I mutter, and step into the grass.

      As soon as I’m in the closet (literally, not metaphorically), the weight of a hot, humid summer day falls on me. Some little part of my brain recoils at the brightness, but nothing happens. A vampire can’t commit suicide by dreaming of a sunny day. Or hallucinating. Or whatever the hell I’m experiencing.

      I’m pretty sure this is some kind of dream or vision, since there’s no way that doll has enough power to make a literal time portal in my brother’s closet. No, I’m seeing out of the eyes of someone else. But it’s odd that I have control. More like I’m playing a video game based on this kid’s life. Oh, shit. I wonder if I’m seeing the memories of the old woman who owned Rebecca when she was tiny. Or maybe some other kid from the same time?

      And what’s the point of this?

      “Ooo-kay. This is weird.”

      My voice even sounds like a six-year-old’s. Distant, too, foggy and echoey like nothing here is quite real. That works, since I’m sure this is not real. With nothing else coming to mind to do, I walk toward the house. The dry grass comes up to my chest and in some places, is too tall for me to see over.

      Eventually, I stumble onto a dirt road, rutted with narrow tire tracks. Something trying to be a pickup truck is parked quite a ways ahead where the road ends by the house. Its tires look more like they belong on a bike than a car, and a couple bales of hay sit in the tiny bed. Yeah, I’m seeing way in the past. Like the twenties or so.

      Since the house is the only object of note within miles, I walk down the road toward it. The occasional bug drones by, about as interested in me as I’m interested in being here. A few minutes into the walk, the clanking and scuffing of shovels comes from the right where a group of men in filthy coveralls and white shirts dig post holes and carry lumber around, continuing the path of an incomplete wooden fence. None of them look like they’ve seen the inside of a bathtub for months, shaggy, sweaty, and weary. Of the seven or so guys, most glance at me only out of reflex at seeing someone moving and go back to their work. Two smile and wave, one making goofy faces at me. The last guy, however, sets my skin crawling. He’s frozen still with his shovel stuck in the ground, staring at me with an unsettling intensity.

      Whatever child I’ve embodied thinks she’s annoyed him for interrupting their work, but my read on his body language is much darker. This guy wants to hurt me. Like this child’s mere existence offends him on some deeply primordial level. Maybe if I were really six, I’d take his glare the same way this kid does. But I know this guy is bad news. As much as I want to run away, my feet remain rooted to the dirt.

      The other workers briefly talk about how cute I am, and how lucky Mr. Westcott is to have such a beautiful family. At that, the man giving me the look of death clenches his grip on the shovel so hard his knuckles turn white. Any second, I expect him to run over and take my head off with it.

      Come on, kid. Run the hell away before this guy snaps.

      “Bye,” I say, though I don’t.

      I mean, the voice came out of me, but I didn’t do it.

      Guess that’s my cue to walk onward.

      My feet break free from the force holding me still, and I run down the road. Inside, I’m frightened for this kid, but she’s singing to herself and trying to chase tiny white butterflies on the way to the house.

      Two somewhat older girls, I’d say around eight and nine, sit on the porch steps, both in dresses and barefoot. All three of us have the same mouse-brown hair, long and straight, and equal amounts of dirt. The oldest girl’s dress appears to be made from a cloth flour sack. The middle girl has a store-bought one, but it’s well worn. Mine’s even more threadbare, so I’m guessing clothes make their way down the family line and the girl whose memory I’m seeing is the youngest.

      The other two barely acknowledge me as they continue to play with their dolls. I don’t get a note of hostility, or even deliberate indifference. It’s almost like I really am in a video game and I don’t exist to them until I try to interact. Whatever. I’m not here to play. I need to find Rebecca and go home.

      I scoot past them and struggle to push the front door open. Two men stand in the living room, arguing. One is reasonably well dressed for a farmer, with the slightest bit of a belly. Something tells me that’s my father. The other guy’s skinnier, dressed somewhat like a cowboy, but his shirt and jeans look like he’s been wearing them nonstop for years. Neither man pays me any attention, their argument continuing in distorted warbling tones rather than voices, almost like I’m in a Peanuts cartoon. While I can’t understand words, I have the feeling they’re having a dispute about money. He’s late paying workers.

      Considering this kid’s older sister is wearing a flour sack for a dress, yeah I think there’s probably some financial issues going on. The doll’s got to be somewhere in the house. I bet as soon as I find it, I’ll get out of here. With any luck, all of this is happening in the span of a few minutes while I’m really standing in Sam’s room like a zone-out.

      I follow the hall out the back of the living room. Admittedly, it is kinda cool and interesting to see a house as it looked so long ago. After roaming a study, a small sitting room, and a little bathroom with a giant wooden tub, I wind up in the kitchen.

      A beautiful raven-haired woman who looks younger than Mom, barely thirty if even that old, smiles at me. Her dark blue eyes sparkle with love. “There you are, Sally Ann. Where have you been? I’ve been worried to death.”

      “Out in the field,” says my avatar. “Chasin’ butterflies.”

      She pulls me close and pats me on the back. “I told you to stay close to the house, okay? At least until the work is finished.”

      “Why?”

      The woman glances nervously at the window. She knows. She’s probably noticed the way that man looks at her, looks at the kids, too. “Because they’re doing dangerous work, and I don’t want you to get hurt. Okay? Stay near the house.”

      My avatar child grinds her toe into the kitchen floor and emits a sulky, “Okay, Mama.”

      I can’t help but get the feeling that something bad is going to happen, and soon. “That man’s going to hurt us!”

      “What’s that, sweet pea?” asks the woman.

      “I said, that worker is going to do something bad to us!”

      She smiles, brushing my hair off my face. “I’m sorry, sweet pea, I’m not sure what you said.”

      Oh. Grr. Damn. This dream isn’t going to let me change anything, is it? Of course not. What happened, happened already. Maybe it’s because I’m not talking like a six-year-old.

      “Mommy! I’m scared of that man. Make him go away,” I wail.

      A note of mourning flickers across her eyes, as if she’d hoped to keep her youngest child oblivious to that. “I am as well, sweet pea.” The woman stoops and hugs me. “But your father needed work done, and we don’t have the money to hire the usual people. Stay in the house, okay?”

      “I will, Mama,” says my avatar without me prompting her.

      The woman returns to her work at the counter, likely preparing food.

      I wanna get the hell out of here.

      Dad enters via the back door, pulls his hat off, and wipes a rag around his forehead to clear it of sweat. I slip out of the kitchen and hide in the archway, eavesdropping as Sally Ann’s parents get into an argument of whispers. Argument is perhaps too strong a word for it. More like she’s pleading with him and he’s blowing her off. Mom doesn’t trust some of the workers near the girls, the way that one man looks at them makes her skin crawl. Dad dismisses her, saying she’s ‘overly delicate’ and shouldn’t be so suspicious. While he pours himself a cup of water, she continues asking him to at least get rid of that one man who I didn’t like, but he says he can’t spare the labor.

      After he walks back outside, Mom paces, kneading her hands at her apron and muttering to herself. It almost sounds like she’s going to do something about him herself, but she chickens out, afraid of angering her husband. I don’t get the sense she’s worried he’d be violent with her, more she doesn’t want to be at odds with him.

      I scowl, but the mood doesn’t translate to Sally Ann’s face.

      For the next like, hour it feels, I race from room to room hunting for the doll. Sally Ann, the girl whose memory I’m experiencing, grows increasingly desperate to find her favorite doll. Hmm. We have that in common at least. A secondary parlor with a giant radio as big as a dishwasher has no doll. I can picture the whole family sitting around listening to it, parents in the chairs, kids on the floor. Argh. No nostalgia. Find that doll!

      Having no luck on the ground floor, I head up to the second story and check bedrooms, another big bathroom, sitting rooms, and a study. Rebecca’s nowhere to be found there either, so I go back to the stairwell.

      A boy of about eleven who bears a striking resemblance to Sam sits at the top, shirtless, in a pair of tan shorts. His hair is lighter brown than Sam’s, but other than that, they have a striking resemblance. Having been around Sam his whole life, I can clearly see the difference, but this kid hasn’t been a child in a long time. It’s easy to see how Rebecca mistook the two boys.

      He bounces a ball and catches it, over and over again, like a video game NPC in a loop animation. Eldridge looks bored. Wait. How did I know his name? Oh, right. I’m his sister. Or at least inside his sister’s head.

      “Hey Sally Ann,” he mutters as I go by.

      “Hey,” I reply. “Have you seen my doll?”

      “Nope. Mama’s gonna be cross with you if you lost it again.”

      “I didn’t lose it. Someone took it!” snaps Sally Ann.

      Eldridge stops bouncing the ball and frowns at me. “Did you bring it out in the field?”

      “No. She doesn’t like to go outside. She’s too delicate. I don’t want her to break.”

      He stretches tall, peering around as if to make sure no one can overhear us. “Maybe one o’ them workers took it. I heared Pa having words with Mama about it. He spent all that money on it for yer birthday, an’ couldn’t pay the men on time.”

      “They wouldn’t!” says Sally Ann, shaking her—my—head rapidly. “They simply wouldn’t hurt her!”

      Eldridge hugs me, patting my back and trying to calm me down before I burst into tears. “It’s all right, Sally Ann. She’ll turn up.”

      Sniffling, I nod, and my avatar plods past him into the third floor hallway. Like a video game cutscene ending, I find myself once again in control of her and able to move rather than simply watching.

      The third floor has three bedrooms, another bathroom, and a space full of bookshelves with a small fireplace. A door at the end of the hall leads out to a balcony overlooking the field. It really is quite beautiful and peaceful scenery, which makes the eerie mood of imminent danger all the more unsettling.

      I rush from room to room, digging through cabinets and toy chests. Despite the size of the house, it looks like Sally Ann shares a room with her sisters, and Eldridge has the one across the hall. Of course, all the rooms are pretty large. They could fit three beds in here, but the girls have a single queen.

      Sophia would love the three of us sharing a bed like that. Sierra, not so much.

      Still. No doll. Dammit. Where the hell are you?

      “Sally Ann?” calls the woman from downstairs. “Come on down here. It’s time for dinner.”

      Oh, please tell me I’m not running out of time or something? Did I screw up or am I stuck watching this movie ’til the end? I stand up from inside the giant toy chest and gasp at the window. It’s gone dark outside. Like minutes ago when I climbed in here, it felt like late afternoon.

      You know, I should probably stop calling anything that happens in here ‘weird.’

      Sighing, I climb over the wall of the chest and make my way downstairs.

      The parents sit at one end of the table, the kids arranged close. Nine men, the fence workers plus three others I don’t recognize, join us for dinner. The one who gave me the evil eye sits at the last seat, as far from the kids as possible, drilling holes in his plate with his eyes.

      I hop in the chair beside the woman, trying to send as much of a message as I can by appearing frightened of that guy. This dream thing isn’t letting me talk at the moment, but I can stare pleadingly up at her and cower from the end of the table.

      She pats me on the head and encourages me to have dinner. Ham, mashed potatoes, and some green leafy stuff I don’t recognize. For a while, I’m a passenger along for the ride as the family eats. Few words are exchanged, though the father does assure the men that they will be paid soon. He says something about selling land or livestock to generate money, but the details sail over the head of six-year-old Sally Ann, so the memory of it is more blurry warbling rather than speech.

      After dinner, my sisters help the woman gather dishes and plates. She ushers the three of us into the kitchen fast, clearly trying to keep us away from that one particular man. The workers gather around ‘Dad,’ who hands them each some bills from his pocket as a deposit on their pay.

      We wash dishes, Sally Ann helping out by drying the occasional item that wouldn’t break if she dropped it. Eventually, the family winds up in that radio room. I head over and sit in Mom’s lap, watching her knit, wholly uninterested in whatever the radio is talking about.

      “I can’t find my doll,” I say.

      “It’s around somewhere,” whispers Mom. “Don’t say that too loud or your father will get upset. That doll cost a lot of money.”

      “She’s in the house. I know it. But I wanna find her.”

      “We will, sweet pea,” says the woman.

      “She’s possessed my little brother.”

      The woman peers quizzically at me. “What’s that dear?”

      “Never mind.” I fold my arms and grumble. No one in this dream-vision-whatever is going to understand me if I say anything that doesn’t belong coming out of this kid.

      Over the next frustrating hour, I get the sense that Sally Ann and her mother were quite close. She adores sitting here learning to knit, far more thrilled with spending time with her mother and yarn than Sierra getting a new PlayStation game.

      Eventually, bedtime happens. Since my wants and Sally Ann’s mood line up perfectly, we explode in a mini-tantrum about the missing doll, refusing to go to bed until the doll is located. This might be my last chance to ‘beat’ this weird-ass video game before something bad happens. Going to sleep sans doll might fail whatever test Rebecca is putting me through now, so I lay it on thick, sobbing like someone ran over my dog.

      “It’s just a doll,” says the father. “It’ll turn up. No need to carry on like that.”

      Sniveling, I wail, “I know it’s only a doll. But you gave it to me. I love it because you got it for me even if it cost a lot.”

      His annoyed expression softens, and he pats me on the head. “Go on to bed, hon. We’ll find it.”

      “Where did you leave it last?” asks the mother.

      “I don’t know.” I stare at her for a second before blurting, “If I knew that, I’d still have her.”

      Dad laughs. “She’s got your mother’s sharp tongue.”

      The woman sighs and ushers me upstairs to our bedroom. My sisters try to comfort me as we change from our day dresses to nightgowns. Geez. How can they sleep in these things? They’re ankle long and made from heavy cotton. This has to be like Kansas or Oklahoma—not the coolest climate during summer.

      We pile in bed, which isn’t as uncomfortably warm as I expected. Refusing to let sleep take me, I stare at the ceiling. The parents pop in after a while, still no doll. Mom glides over to the bed and brushes her hand over my head.

      “Go to sleep, sweet pea.”

      “I can’t sleep without my dolly,” I whisper. “Please find her.”

      The woman looks exhausted, but nods. “All right. I’ll go look right now.”

      I smile. She returns a grin, forces herself up to stand, and trudges out. Sally Ann teeters on the verge of crying while I feel kinda bad for making that woman (who so clearly wants to go to sleep) set off on a treasure hunt for a doll.

      Patches of moonlight gather on the ceiling over the bed. “Wow. I thought being turned into a vampire would be the most WTF thing to ever happen to me.”

      “Don’t be silly,” whispers Camilla, the older sister, an old maid of nine. “You’re not a vampire.”

      Celia giggles. “She’s pretending.” With that, the eight-year-old leans up and play bites me on the neck.

      “Ow,” I say, deadpan.

      “Stop it,” whispers Camilla. “We’ll get in trouble. Be quiet and go to sleep.”

      “Okay,” says Celia, wriggling back into place between us. “Do vampires sleep?”

      “Yeah, when the sun comes up,” I say.

      “Stop being silly.” Camilla leans over and pokes me in the head. “Vampires don’t exist.”

      I sigh to myself. Obviously, Sally Ann wouldn’t have had this conversation. I bet she’s supposed to be sleeping now, so I’m in control again. I debate continuing the doll hunt, but various thumps and thuds in the house hint that Mom is already looking.

      The bed is kinda comfortable. Guess I’ll wait here and hope she finds it.
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      Time drags to an intolerable standstill. Sally Ann’s older sisters are lost to their dreams beside me. Camilla’s arm lays protectively over Celia, her hand resting on my—well, Sally Ann’s—shoulder. Celia holds my hand under the covers, but her grip is loose in sleep.

      I swish my feet back and forth under the blankets, listening to the distant sounds of the girls’ mother rummaging the house. The woman’s been searching for what feels like hours. Am I supposed to get out of bed and go help? Is some other closet going to open a portal to another time or place? Well, I do know one thing for sure: lying here is not getting me anywhere.

      When I try to get out of bed, I find myself about as flexible as loaf of rock. I can’t sit up or shift my weight in any way that would take me off the mattress—the body ignores me. It’s a little too close to the paralysis I felt when I first awoke as a vampire for my comfort. Grr. I guess I’m only watching the past now, aka ‘cutscene time’ in video game speak. Most likely, Sally Ann was asleep at this point when it happened in reality. Minutes crawl by like ants across syrup. No, make that unmotivated ants across syrup. Restless, I keep trying to escape the bed, but I may as well be a sentient stone—awake and aware, but unable to move except for blinking my eyes.

      After an eternity of boring silence, the floorboards in the hall creak in the pace of footsteps coming closer to the bedroom. Oh, good. Mom found the doll.

      I can’t even lift my head to peer at the door. Damn this is frustrating. All I want to do is get out of here and go back to my reality, but I’m stuck. Mom hesitates, then advances again at half the speed. Umm… why is she trying to sneak up on us? That gets the hairs on the back of my neck standing up, but maybe the woman is trying not want to wake us up.

      The door knob rattles. Anticipation stalls the breath in my throat.

      A faint squeak grinds out of the hinges as the door eases inward. Too slow. Far too slow to be Mom checking on us. A shadowy figure, taller than a woman, leans in. At once, I recognize that worker. He extends only his head past the door, staring at the three of us in our bed the way a coyote might eye baby rabbits.

      Despite knowing I’m not the six-year-old I appear to be, his stare fills me with bed-wetting terror. Only, Sally Ann doesn’t soil the bed, since she’s supposed to be asleep. Somewhere between feeling tiny and paralyzed, my mind runs away with panic. I need to scream for my parents, but no matter how hard I try to force air out of my mouth, I can’t move. The body my thoughts have somehow inhabited is asleep; I’m a mere spectator. In my mind, I scream and shriek, but no sound reaches the outside.

      The man steps in, his lip twitching. A manic smile flickers into existence for seconds at a time before the wild, emotionless mask overpowers it. Moonlight makes him seem as pale as a vampire, and his yellow eyes only add to the otherworldly effect. Right as I start to wonder if Rebecca had a reaction to me because I’m a vampire and she already met one, the man hefts an enormous axe.

      Oh, shit. He’s not going to feed from us… Nor is he planning to molest us as I initially thought from the way he stared at me.

      This is about to become the kind of movie I refuse to watch under any circumstances. Nothing with children being killed. Again, I try to scream, “No!” or force myself to unplug from the horrible vision I know is coming. In that instant, it hits me: Rebecca had a dark burgundy trim around the collar of her dress. That isn’t dye—it’s dried blood.

      Probably Sally Ann’s.

      Lost to panic, I feel like I’m strapped down to a table with a psycho coming toward me. I can’t move, scream, or even whimper. I don’t want to watch this, but I can’t escape. Fear overwhelms me and my mind voice shrieks so loud my throat hurts for real. Come on, Sally Ann! Wake up. Please wake up. Please scream or something!

      The man edges closer, squeezing and relaxing his grip on the axe handle. He glares at us with unbridled malice, as if we’re the reason he has no money. He’s going to show Finch Westcott what happens to men who cheat him. His ‘beautiful family’ is about to become a beautiful memory.

      I’m ready to pass out from pure fright, but one tiny hope keeps me sane. The old woman who owned the doll had to be Sally Ann. She had to live right? Or did she die and go into the doll? Could the doll’s owner be one of her sisters? But… no. Rebecca said her son looked like Sam.

      My eyes go wide.

      Eldridge, Sally Ann’s brother, looks like Sam.

      The man reaches the side of the bed and looks down at me. He stares with an unreadable expression, the venom in his eyes lessening. Part of me hopes seeing three little girls asleep and defenseless tugs at something human inside him. Maybe he can’t do it? His humanity doesn’t last but a few seconds before blind rage takes over.

      Muttering incoherently, he raises the axe.

      I try to scream, but little Sally Ann is really asleep, and can’t.

      The door flies open.

      “Found the damn thing!” The girls’ mother strides in, Rebecca dangling from her hand.

      The man whirls, glaring at her, axe poised over our bed.

      Time freezes as the killer and Mom process each other.

      “Fitch!” roars Mom.

      The man whips his head around to stare down at me. He heaves the axe even higher, about to drive it down into my face, but Mom leaps on him from the side. The axe swerves to the right, missing the bed entirely, and gouges a chunk of wood out of the night table. The clonk jars Sally Ann awake. She sits up, out of my control, and blinks, still half-asleep. Moonlight flashes from the axe blade as Mom and the killer struggle. He throws her aside and spins, staring death straight into my soul. With a snarl, he raises the axe again.

      Sally Ann cringes back, trying to guard her face with her arms, and shrieks.

      Mom rushes him again, knocking him away from the bed. The axe hits the mattress inches from my foot. Growling, the man whirls; he and Mom spin around and around. A soft, fleshy thud accompanies a moan of pain from Mom. She rolls off to the side and collapses to the floor, the doll still clutched to her chest. Blood smears over Rebecca’s face.

      The man curses and pulls his axe out of Mom’s side, raising it to finish her off. She only stares up at him, making no effort to move out of the way.

      Howling in anger, the girls’ father rushes through the doorway and plows into the worker, knocking him against the wall. The crash of bodies wakes my sisters. Camila grabs me from behind and pulls me back, hiding me against the wall before using her body to shield Celia and me.

      “Don’t look,” whispers Camila, trembling. “Don’t look.”

      “Mommy!” wails Celia, erupting in sobs. “Mommy’s bleeding!”

      Men grunt and struggle. Dad howls in pure rage. Both men blur into a tornado of fists and flailing arms that blows out the door. Sprawled on the floor, Mom gurgles and rasps for air. I crawl around my older sisters and peer over the edge of the bed. Blood seeps from Mom’s mouth and gushes out of a huge wound in her side. She clutches Rebecca tight to her chest, the woman’s eyes as glassy and unfocused as the doll’s.

      “Mommy?” whispers Sally Ann.

      Behind me, Celia and Camila cling to each other sobbing. One of them keeps trying to grab my shoulder and pull me back. Mommy meant everything to Sally Ann. The two had been inseparable for six years. This girl I’m inhabiting can barely process what she’s seeing.

      I feel her little heart shatter into a thousand pieces.

      I can’t even breathe.

      Dad staggers into view, catching himself against the doorjamb, face bloodied, but no worse than what a fistfight can do. “Becca!”

      His fury becomes grief in an instant. Wailing and sobbing, the man collapses to his knees and cradles the woman’s hand.

      “Becca,” he whispers, cradling her. “Girls. Get back! Don’t look.”

      Camila’s hand closes around my shoulder, trying to pull me away from the edge. Sally Ann is too broken to move, or even breathe.

      “Finch,” wheezes the woman. “I’m still here. Get Doc Kennedy. I swear that nothing will keep me from my children. I’ll be with them always.”

      Eldridge skids to a halt, gripping the doorjamb, staring in horror at his mother lying on the floor.

      Dad stifles a sob and tears at Mom’s dress, exposing the wound. “Oh God! Becca.” His eyes blurred with tears, he works feverishly to make a bandage from the ripped shards of fabric.

      Camila and Celia both grab me and try unsuccessfully to pull me away from the gruesome sight. My older siblings cling to me, all three of us sobbing and screaming for our mother.

      “Always…” wheezes Rebecca Westcott.

      She slumps, lifeless.
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      The anguished scream that might have come from Sally Ann Westcott’s lips comes out of mine.

      I spring upright, sitting on the floor in Sam’s room, back in my body. Sobbing and shivering, I curl into a ball, trying to process the emotional sledgehammer that hit me. That little girl saw her mother die. The woman threw herself in front of an axe to save her children. I’m not sure how I know, but Finch killed that man. Beat him to death with his bare hands.

      Of course. Rebecca. The doll is that woman—she couldn’t have been older than thirty. Way too young to die. I want to reach back into that dream world and cradle those three girls, make them forget that sight. Take away all that anguish. No, I wanna go back there as me and tear that man’s head off before he sneaks into the house.

      “Sarah?” asks Mom. My mom.

      I peer up at her. She’s leaning in the door, half awake, and looking far too much like Rebecca Westcott for my emotional state to handle. Not that they resemble each other, but the way she’s leaning into the room in her nightgown.

      “Mommy,” I mutter, before flying into a hug. My headspace at the moment is some bizarre tangle of six-year-old Sally Ann watching her mother gasp for last breaths and me trying to cope with sharing her emotions.

      “What’s wrong?” asks Mom, squeezing me back.

      I can’t talk, too constricted with grief.

      “Sarah?”

      After a few breaths, I push back enough to make eye contact. “Mom…”

      “Are you all right? What’s happened? You’re shaking.”

      Feeling her here gives me something real and physical to cling to, firm ground to pull myself back together. “It’s, umm, kinda hard to explain. I had like a vision or something. The spirit in the doll… she died protecting her kids from a guy with an axe. I just watched the whole thing happen.” I shudder. “No, more than watched. I was there.”

      “Where’s Sam?” asks Mom.

      “I’m working on that.” I retreat into the room and approach the closet, mercifully back to being a normal closet.

      Rebecca, the doll, sits on the floor, partially concealed by a shoebox full of GI Joe stuff. Hmm. I wonder if my being able to see the doll—her revealing herself at last—means she’s no longer possessing Sam. Probably. Oh, crap… Sophia said she saw a guy with an axe. Did this doll give her that same ‘video game’ like dream? Couldn’t have. No. If Sophia experienced what I just did, she’d still be hiding under her bed crying. I take a knee and shift the box of little plastic men and vehicles out of the way.

      “Hello, Rebecca,” I whisper as I pick her up into a hug. “Sam’s okay, right?”

      Though the doll doesn’t move or speak, the strangest sense comes over me that she wants me to know my little brother’s back to normal. I pat the doll on the back and stand.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” Mom walks around the bed, arms folded. “Where is Sam?”

      “He’s at Aurélie’s. I thought she could maybe help convince Rebecca to break her attachment to him. She did, but Rebecca needed me to see what happened to her. Sam’s okay now.”

      Mom shifts her jaw side to side. “You left him there? She’s not going to bite him, is she?”

      “No, Mom. Aurélie is a friend. I’m sorry for taking him somewhere without asking, but I’m having a crazy night, and I’m sure there aren’t many places he’d be safer than with her at night.”

      “I suppose that’s true. Still, I’m not entirely comfortable with him away from home at his age with a woman I’ve never even met.”

      “Sorry. Everything’s going crazy again all at once. Some guy almost burned Ashley’s house down and she thought her ex-boyfriend might hurt her when she broke up with him.”

      Mom gasps. “What happened?”

      I cradle the doll close, trying to comfort her. “Would you prefer I bring Sam back right away, or can that wait for like a three hour conversation?”

      She rubs her forehead, sighing. “Fair enough. Go get him and we’ll talk tomorrow afternoon.”

      I hug her again before making my way outside to the backyard. My thoughts swim with sorrow for Sally Ann. Without a doubt, I’m sure she knew her mother resided in the doll. As close as they’d been, I can’t imagine the grief that poor kid had to live with. Heh, kid indeed. It’s weird thinking of her that way. That little girl I momentarily embodied would’ve been in her nineties when she died a few years ago.

      “I understand,” I say to the doll. “I’d do the same thing to protect my siblings. Don’t take Sophia being afraid of you personally. She’s afraid of everything. And wow, yeah… Eldridge does look a lot like Sam. You kept your word. You were there for your kids, always. You knew that man was trouble, but Fitch not listening to you and getting rid of him wasn’t your fault.”

      Either Rebecca snuggles against me, or I’ve gone nuts.

      I don’t know if there’s any sort of afterlife, or reincarnation, or what. Maybe Sam is Eldridge reborn for another trip around the Earth. He was the eldest sibling, so he surely died before Sally Ann. It could be simple coincidence how closely they resemble each other. If there is an afterlife, wouldn’t Rebecca want to go be with her kids? Or maybe she can’t escape the doll. Or maybe her kids are with her somehow as ghosts.

      Ugh. I’m too wound up to think about this stuff.

      After making sure I’ve got a good grip on Rebecca, I zip into the air, flying straight up a couple hundred feet before angling toward Seattle. The flight is silent and somber. I can’t stop thinking about Sally Ann realizing the mother she loved so dearly had died right in front of her. How that girl managed to get past that grief, I have no idea. Maybe she didn’t get past it. Though, once she realized her mother was still with her in the doll, perhaps it became easier to live with.

      If my mother died like that when I was six, I’d probably still be in therapy, and while I love my mom, I can’t say we have as close a bond as Rebecca and Sally Ann did.

      By the time I get to Aurélie’s, I’m crying again. I mostly get myself under control when the elevator doors open to let me out at her apartment. Sam lays on the sofa by the huge television, asleep, covered by the blanket I brought him in. Aurélie waves from a chair nearby. She sets her goblet of blood down and smiles. It’s bizarre seeing her dressed like she’s from the 1800s while holding an e-reader.

      “You found her,” says Aurélie, standing.

      “Yes. She decided to let me bring her here.”

      “What’s wrong? I can feel the sorrow wafting from you like smoke.”

      I hand Rebecca over as gingerly as if I’m handing off a live baby. “It’s the most bizarre, saddest thing I’ve ever experienced.”

      We sit on the sofa, near Sam, and I tell her what happened in the dream. Aurélie dotes over the doll the whole time I talk.

      “Fascinating. This is the first I have heard of a living doll being infused without the use of more elaborate means.” Aurélie smiles at Rebecca. “Yes, dear. I know you are no child… but to me, you are. It would be wonderful of you to help me take care of the others.”

      “Any idea what that was?” I ask.

      “She showed you her past. Part vision, part dream. Rebecca trusts you.”

      I tilt my head. “But wouldn’t that have made me see out of their mother’s eyes? The vision was all from Sally Ann’s perspective.”

      “The child had a strong emotional attachment to the doll, even before it contained her mother’s soul. Over the years she kept it, she, too imprinted on it. I think the energy within Rebecca has become a combination of both of them… or perhaps there are two souls in there.”

      “Whoa,” I whisper. “I’d believe it. That girl was way close to her mother.”

      Aurélie stands, holds the doll out at arms’ length, and spins around like an oversized child playing. Her incredibly long, snow-white hair trails after her. After a few twirls, she swooshes over to me, her sapphire eyes sparkling with glee. “Oh, you simply must pose again for another painting with Rebecca.”

      “Sure.” I shrug. “I can do that.”

      Sam mutters in his sleep.

      “But…” I point both thumbs toward the couch. “I need to take him home.”

      “Of course.” Aurélie leans close and kisses me once on the cheek. “Be safe.”

      “I’ll feel a lot safer when the Petra situation is put to bed.” I cross the room and scoop Sam up.

      “We will get there.” Aurélie heads for the double doors, bringing Rebecca to the doll room. “Do not let that woman get under your skin. If you take the fun from the game, she will cease playing it.”

      Right. I head for the elevator. “Somehow, I doubt it’s going to be that easy.”
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      Mom’s still up when I get home. She helps me put Sam back in bed, then seems to relax enough to return to sleep herself.

      I don’t have enough time to accomplish much before sunrise, so I decide to try and recover from the crazy emotional roller-coaster tonight has been with a nice hot soak. The timer I set on my phone goes off way too fast for my liking, but I force myself out of the tub since the bathroom window faces east. If the sun came up strong, I’d be toast. My parents could not handle finding my charred skeleton in here.

      Not to mention, Mom doesn’t allow smoking in the house.

      I dry off and wear a towel for the quick dash down to the basement from the second floor. Once in my room, I work another towel through my hair, slip into a big T-shirt, and crawl in bed. On a morning like this, being a vampire is a real help. No way would I ever be able to sleep after all the crap that happened if I were still mortal.

      As soon as that sun comes up, I’m out.

      Time skips forward. In what feels like mere seconds, I’m awake again and it’s 2:04 p.m. Slight stiffness warns of a sunny day, but it’s probably not too bad. Going upstairs in the house would be draining, going outside would suck—a lot—but, I think it would be possible for emergencies. Suppose I’m getting the hang of how to vampire, at least a little, if I can measure daylight by how stiff I am.

      I grab the phone and call Michelle, warning her to be on the lookout for possible threats. Of course, she asks why I would say that, so I explain the firebug we found at Ashley’s. Michelle proceeds to chew me out like I did something wrong, but I let it wash over me. She’s frustrated at being frightened and being in a situation she couldn’t possibly explain properly to her parents. Mr. and Mrs. Gerard are out of the loop insofar as the whole ‘v-word’ goes, and they’re going to stay that way.

      Her mother doesn’t handle spooky well. A flickering light bulb once made her want to sell the house. And her father? If we managed to convince him that vampires exist, he’d probably try to kill me. He’s way too into the whole Baptist thing. Anything he can’t explain is the work of Satan or something like that. He wouldn’t see me as Sarah Wright anymore, I’d be a demon pretending to be me. Yeah. The dude like literally believes in demons and stuff. I could so mess with him if I had telekinesis or something.

      “What the hell am I supposed to say to them?” asks Michelle. “What possible explanation could I give them that someone’s trying to hurt us because they want to get at you?”

      “I dunno… your father blames the Mafia for everything. Use that?”

      She sighs. “Not funny.”

      “I’m working on it as fast as I can, okay? Just… stay alert.”

      Michelle grumbles. “Yeah. Easy for you to say. Now I’m gonna be a paranoid mess ’til you give me the all clear.”

      Alas, she’s at work, so we can only talk for about fifteen minutes before she’d get in trouble for being on the phone. I check in with Ashley next. She’s off today, so our call lasts only five minutes before she decides to come over.

      Okay. I lied. It should last only five minutes since she lives so close, but we do limit phone time to about a half hour. When she arrives, our conversation picks up where it left off. I make sure she’s okay emotionally after the situation with River, then go into my weird-ass experience visiting the 1920s. I can’t adequately put into words how Sally Ann felt the moment her mother died, and I don’t want to send the thoughts into Ashley’s head. She’d sob for weeks. Hell, for the next like month or so, I’m probably going to randomly think about it and wind up needing to hold my mother. Ash will have to make do with a basic explanation. Mostly because I don’t want to make myself think about it too much.

      “Wow. That’s so…” Ashley shivers. “Such small things. That doll saved those kids.”

      “Huh?”

      “Well, if the kid didn’t insist on having the doll, their mother wouldn’t have looked for it and she would’ve been asleep in bed, right? The woman would never have walked in before that guy, umm, like axe-murdered them.”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      Ashley grabs my teddy bear and squeezes it. “I’m going to be one of those overprotective mothers who wraps my babies in packing foam.”

      I chuckle. “Well, you’ll probably not wind up marrying someone who has to hire random people to build a fence on your ranch.”

      She grins. “That’s true.”

      We hang out in a state of relative normality for most of the afternoon. Once the daylight begins to weaken outside, I go upstairs. At the realization the clicking of Dad’s keyboard is the loudest sound in the universe, it occurs to me that the house has been unusually quiet all day.

      Worried, I do a quick pass around from room to room and discover all siblings unaccounted for.

      Dad looks up when I stick my head into his workspace. “Hey, Dad. Where’s everyone?”

      “Well, your mother’s at the office. The girls went to Nicole’s. Sam, last I saw, was out in the yard with Darryl and Jordan.”

      “Hmm. Okay.”

      “Sarah,” calls Ashley from the kitchen.

      I shrug at Dad and walk out, across the living room, and down the main hall to the kitchen, where Ashley’s standing, a cup of iced tea in her hand. “What’s up?”

      She points at the patio door. “Why is Sophia tied to a tree?”

      “What!?” I blurt, and run over to the glass.

      All the way at the back of our yard, Sophia stands against the trunk of a tree, squirming, trying to escape an almost cocoon of clothesline lashing her to a tree trunk. She isn’t screaming and throwing a fit, so I assume there’s some ‘princess about to be eaten by a dragon’ situation going on, but the way she’s fighting to get loose doesn’t look like she’s playing.

      “Good question…” I slide the door open and step outside.

      There’s still enough sun in the air to make my everything hurt, but I grit my jaw and hurry across the yard to her.

      “Sarah!” says Sophia. “Help. This isn’t fun anymore.”

      “What happened?” I have a little trouble seeing in the bright light, but fortunately, the knots are the sort of thing annoying little brothers come up with.

      “Sam and his friends needed a princess for the giant to kidnap.” She huffs as I pull the clothesline off her. “They were supposed to like play fight the giant and then save me, but they ran off and left me here.”

      “What? Why?” I scratch my head.

      “Sam was yelling at them to come back, but they didn’t.”

      I brush bits of bark off her shirt. “Why didn’t Sam let you out?”

      “They dragged him with them.” She folds her arms. “I think the boys are fighting, and not for a game.”

      “Where’s Sierra? Weren’t you two at Nicole’s?”

      “We had a fight, too.” Sierra starts crying. “Nicole said mean stuff about me and Sierra hit her. Nicole told us she hates us and never wants to see us again. We’re not friends anymore.”

      I gasp and pull her into a hug. “Sophia?”

      “Yeah?” she snivels.

      “I think that wasn’t really Nicole talking.”

      “Is she possessed too?”

      “Kind of.” I scowl at the forest. “There’s another vampire who’s upset at me, and she’s trying to mess everything up that I love. If she can hurt you guys, that will make me sad.”

      Sophia sniffles, but calms. “You think she made Nicole hate us?”

      “You and Nicole are pretty good friends, right?”

      She nods.

      “You guys didn’t do anything that would have made her mad, did you?”

      “No.”

      “I think so. I’ll check when it gets dark.”

      “Okay. Umm, Sare?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You’re on fire.”

      She points at my forearm, hazed with smoke.

      “Crap.”

      I race across the yard and into the kitchen, swatting at my arms. Sophia sprints after me and pulls the sliding door closed once we’re inside, then waves at the fumes.

      “When did you take up smoking?” asks Dad.

      “Not funny,” I mutter.

      Ashley coughs and swats at the fumes. She looks worried for me, but also frightened. Ugh. I need to change. These clothes smell like burning meat.

      Dad leans close, looking me over. “Something wrong?”

      “Sophia needed a little help. Bit too bright for me out there.”

      He looks at her. She re-explains her fight with Nicole and the boys essentially tricking her into allowing them to tie her to a tree, then dragging Sam off. He frowns. “What’s gotten into them?”

      “Petra,” I mutter.

      Mom shows up while I’m in the midst of explaining the whole Alex situation. She demands more details about what happened with Sam. Speaking of my brother, he drags himself up to the patio doors, bloodied and bruised not a minute after I start telling my mother about re-homing Rebecca with Aurélie.

      My ’rents scramble to open the door for him and go ballistic. Evidently, he got into a scrap with Daryl and Jordan over them being buttheads to Sophia. They left him trapped in a giant trashcan that took him over an hour to get out of because they wedged it against a wall. Ashley proceeds to play nurse since she’s ‘experienced.’ Not sure how scooping animal poop from kennel cages counts as medical training, but whatever. It’s not like she’s reaching for a needle and thread. They didn’t rough him up that much.

      Mom starts to fume about involving the cops, but I cut her off.

      “It’s not them. I’ve got a nemesis.”

      “What?” asks both parents at the same time.

      And, so I spend the next half hour talking about how much I want to tear Petra’s face off.

      Dad winds up ordering pizza since no one has the time or inclination to cook.

      “Sierra’s on the way home,” says Sophia. “I just called her.”

      “Where was she?” asks Dad.

      “In the woods, being sad. I told her what Sarah said about Nicole not being really mad at us, so she’s gonna come home.”

      Mom can’t stop pacing for the almost fifteen minutes it takes Sierra to arrive at the front door. Seeing her with a backpack full of canned food does not help Mom’s mood. We run over and pull her into a group hug. Evidently, whatever Nicole said to her after the fight had Sierra convinced she’d go to jail, so she’d decided to run away and hide from the cops.

      A short while later when the pizza guy rings the doorbell, Sierra about faints, expecting the police to drag her away. Sam refuses to come out from behind Dad’s recliner. He looks stoic, but I can tell he’s destroyed over his two best friends deciding they hate him.

      While the rest of the family, including Ashley, have pizza, I sit on the rug and try to make him feel better. Generic cheerfulness works about as well as trying to get a cat to eat granola. In as kid-friendly a way as possible, I explain about Petra. As soon as I mention that she basically mind-controlled them, he brightens up.

      “You gotta fix ’em!” he says in kind of a whisper-yell. “Please! I want my friends back.”

      “I will.” I ruffle his hair. “You know I can’t do anything until it’s dark. Now eat.”

      I’m too angry to have a slice. The only reason for me to take normal food is to enjoy the flavor, and that’s not possible right now. As soon as the sun sets, Ashley decides to run home and keep an eye on her mother in case something else happens.

      And, it’s Mission Possible time.

      I head out the door and go straight to Nicole’s house. Her mother answers the doorbell after a minute or so. The ‘you got a lot of nerve being here’ expression tells me she’s also been tampered with. I don’t bother talking, and dive straight into her thoughts. Yeah. Petra was here. The woman’s been compelled to regard us as bad people for unspecified reasons. I wipe that thought out, as well as her memory of Sierra going full rabid wolverine on Nicole.

      When most people think of tween girls fighting, they probably imagine a lot of shrieking and hair pulling—kinda like how Petra and I got into it. Not Sierra. She punches, and she’s pretty damn strong for a skinny thing, too. With Mrs. Pierce dazed, I barge upstairs and find Nicole sitting on the floor in her bedroom staring into space. I approach and sit next to her before gazing into her eyes. She’s heartbroken that Sierra and Sophia hate her, but also filled with a false need to insult them constantly.

      Oh, holy crap. That woman made Nicole accuse my ten-year-old sister of doing it with a boy from school that Nicole likes—in the bathroom at school. What the hell, woman!? These kids aren’t old enough for that crap!

      “Hey,” I say.

      Nicole looks up at me. “Your sister’s a whore.” She blinks and clamps her hands over her mouth, cowering away like I’m about to give her a second black eye.

      “I know you don’t mean that. And they don’t hate you.” I dive into her head again and hit the erase button.

      A few minutes later, she doesn’t remember anything more than Dad calling my sisters home early for some reason. To explain the fat lip, bloody nose, and black eye, I insert a bicycle accident. I feel bad for her, but also just a little bit proud of Sierra for being such a tiny force of nature. Considering what Nicole had been programmed to say about Sophia, she restrained herself quite a bit.

      Anyway. None of them are going to remember those accusations. I may break my rule and snip that little memory out of my sisters’ minds, too. In fact. Yeah. Sorry guys. I’ll let them remember the fake fight, but no talk of having sex in the school bathroom or stealing boyfriends who aren’t even boyfriends yet.

      I leave Nicole in a happy daze and dive out her window to fly home. While explaining to Sophia and Sierra that Nicole is back to normal, I rework their argument to give a nice G-rating to their memories: Nicole called Sophia adopted and said our parents don’t really want her. There. Nice and tame for young minds—and still worth Sierra giving her a shiner.

      Sophia bursts into tears of happiness that her best friend is still her best friend, but Sierra looks guilty.

      “She doesn’t remember you hitting her.” I squeeze Sierra.

      “I still remember hitting her after she said Soph was adopted.”

      I press a fist to her chin and give a playful shove. “Hey, if anyone said that about you guys, I’d hit them too. Don’t feel guilty over protecting your sister. And remember, Nicole didn’t say anything. That came from that woman giving me trouble. Your friend doesn’t remember anything.”

      Sophia sniffles. Sierra still looks guilty as hell.

      “Okay, guys… I’m trusting you here,” I say. “Nicole does not remember you fighting. She thinks she tried to jump, and the bike ramp you built fell apart so she went face-first into her mother’s car. Got it?”

      Sierra and Sophia nod again in unison.

      “Great. Now cheer up. She still likes you.”

      “Whew.” Sierra exhales with relief.

      Sophia, however, melts into a puddle and starts crying. I don’t panic because that’s her form of ‘extremely relieved.’ Instead, I pick her up and hold her until she calms down, which takes only a few minutes.

      Now for the boys.

      Leaving Sophia to her Kindle and Sierra to the PlayStation, I head outside via the kitchen patio door and go on the prowl. From the air, I find them pretty quick, together in Daryl’s backyard fooling around with a remote-control drone. They don’t notice me swoop in for a landing behind a giant Ford pickup. Much like the night hunter I’ve become, I ambush and grab them both in a double headlock. Their startled screams last only seconds before their brains turn to jelly at my command. Petra gave them both a compulsion to harass and bully Sam every time they saw him, as well as to be generally nasty to my sisters.

      Oh, this bitch is done.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have a little temptation to pay them back for beating Sam up, but I force myself not to. It really isn’t their fault. They wind up with a memory of my Mom having to take Sam to the dentist to explain why they stopped hanging out with him early today.

      With the immediate damage under control, and my siblings’ friends back to normal, I return home to pass along the good news to Sam.

      About an hour or so later, Mom shoos the sibs to bed. I’m tempted to call Aurélie and insist she do something about Petra, but I don’t want to become annoying. I already asked for help, and nagging an almost 400-year-old vampiress is probably not smart. Getting to it a year from now is fast to her.

      Since I’ve got the fires at home put out, I decide to surprise Hunter at work. It’s getting close to 10:00 p.m., the time his shift ends. It’s kinda weird, but helping Ashley the other night makes me want to take Hunter to a lakeshore and stargaze. Maybe I’d even be open to making out with him in the grass. Or doing more. I doubt he’d go for that though. He’s way too shy. Kissing at the concert almost exceeded his comfort level. No way would he want to go all the way in the grass by a lake. And come to think of it, I should be mortified at the idea too. Dammit, what is wrong with me? Alcohol is supposed to reduce inhibitions… is vampirism like being permanently drunk?

      Anyway… after the day—err night—I’ve had, I need to spend some time with him.

      I step into my sneakers and go outside, around back, and fly.

      Orange and green lighting makes Mi Tierra stand out quite obviously from 200 feet up, not that I could ever forget this part of Woodinville. My first full night as a vampire, I got stuck outside with no clothes, walking down this street right in front of the place he works. Ugh. There has to be hundreds of cell phone pictures of me. Or not. My Facebook page hasn’t exploded with teasing. Okay, maybe my luck isn’t all bad.

      I land in a secluded part of the shopping center and jog across the parking lot. I don’t really notice until the door refuses to open that the restaurant is black and white (hence, dark) inside. Whoops. It’s a little later than I thought. Damn. I guess he went home already. I’m about to call him from my iPhone when I catch sight of Hunter’s land boat of a car still parked around behind the building. Oh, he must be inside doing cleanup or something with the rest of the crew. Might as well go wait by the Buick.

      About halfway down the side of the building, I freeze at the sound of his voice calling someone beautiful. A girl coos in response. Slurping and kissing noises fill in the silence.

      “Really?” I mutter, staring at the stars. “Does she seriously expect me to flip out and blame him for this? I’m not in a stupid teen movie.”

      I seethe in anger that she actually thinks something this obvious would bother me. I’ve seen enough of those movies, the ones where the good guy love interest winds up stumbling accidentally into a situation that makes it look like he’s cheating, and the girl invariably assumes the very worst about him and breaks up before he can explain himself. Yeah. That’s stupid. And cliché. And infuriating.

      I storm around the corner and stop short at the sight waiting for me.

      Hunter, and that hostess girl I got into a little tiff with the other day are making out hot and heavy by the dumpsters. His hand’s way up her shirt. Her hand is down his jeans. And their tongues are doing a re-enactment of Darth Maul vs. Obi Wan. They’re all but screwing standing up.

      “Charlotte, you’re so damn hot,” rasps Hunter.

      She gasps into his mouth, whatever she tries to say muffled by their lips sealing together.

      As much as I know this is Petra’s doing, seeing this happen in front of me still hurts. An emotion that starts off as the urge to cry explodes into anger. I storm over and pull the two of them apart… maybe shoving Charlotte a little harder than necessary. She spills over backward, legs in the air.

      “Hey, what the fuck?” barks Charlotte.

      Hunter’s expression is ‘who the hell are you’ for two or three seconds before it goes pained. He tilts his head. His thoughts say he should know me but he doesn’t remember who I am. The conflict—that he’s challenging her implanted programming at all—reassures me. Granted, I haven’t been a vampire for long, but I’ve never seen a mortal even come close to breaking a compulsion before, or even doubting one.

      “You, sit still for a bit,” I say, glaring at Charlotte.

      Her furious glower melts into placid calm. She sits on the ground, shirt askew, one boob exposed, as calm as if she’s in a doctor’s waiting room. With her on pause, I turn back to Hunter and dive into his thoughts.

      The bitch, Petra that is, showed up at the restaurant only an hour ago and ambushed him in the back hall. He’s been conditioned to attempt sleeping with as many women as possible. Find one, work on her until he gets her in bed, then forget she exists and look for the next one.

      Oh, this rampaging c… Sorry. Mom would kill me for even thinking that word.

      Hunter gasps from the force with which I strip that shit out of his brain, like ripping duct tape off a kidnap victim’s mouth—a male kidnap victim who used to have a mustache. Before he can stumble over a ridiculous attempt to explain himself, I make him forget what happened with Charlotte. I wish I could do the same for myself.

      Speaking of her… right as I finish up erasing their make-out session from Hunter’s brain, she launches herself at me. Remember that thing about how people expect tween girls to fight? Yeah. That’s this woman. She goes straight for my hair. Fortunately, I’m a little faster.

      I catch her by the throat and wrist, swing her around, and press her back against the wall of Mi Tierra. Her eyes bulge in shock once she realizes her feet aren’t touching the ground anymore. She strains to look down, then shifts her gaze back to mine.

      Her mind jams to a halt, unable to explain how ‘this skinny chick’ is holding her airborne with one arm. I stifle the urge to make a Terminator joke—thanks Dad—and proceed to work on her head. As soon as the dazing effect of mental surgery kicks in and she goes limp, I let her down. When I’m done poking and prodding her grey matter, she believes she and Hunter were here late together after the shift ended because her car wouldn’t start and he helped her. That done, I fix her shirt back into place.

      I stand there, staring down at the pavement, seething as anger and irrational heartbreak get into a catfight. Charlotte wanders away in a mild daze, thanks Hunter for the jumpstart, and gets into her car.

      “Jumpstart?” asks Hunter. When I don’t react, he walks over and puts an arm around me. “Sarah?”

      That he wants to hold me, no hesitation, is as wonderful as it makes me feel like a horrible person for making him forget what happened.

      “Yeah.”

      “I didn’t give her a jump,” whispers Hunter. “Something bad happened.”

      “Yeah. Something bad happened.”

      “Are you okay?” His arms tighten around me. “Hey, are you crying?”

      I don’t resist as he pulls me in close, my face against his shoulder. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That I’m upset. It’s what she wants. I know what happened and it’s still bothering me.”

      “Well.” He chuckles. “That’s one of us.”

      “Huh?” I lift my head to look at him.

      “Who knows what happened. It must’ve been really bad if you zapped it out of my head.”

      “I’m sorry. That’s why I’m upset. I told you I’d never do that, but I couldn’t help myself.”

      He glances at the little Toyota speeding out of the lot. “You caught us kissing or something, didn’t you.”

      “Yeah. Kinda obvious, huh?”

      “Well, that and I don’t generally wear peach flavored lipstick.”

      I cringe.

      “I much prefer strawberry. You know, when I feel the need to be fabulous.”

      A giggle-sob barks out of me.

      “Hey. It’s fine. Some other vampire forced me to do that, right? I’d have asked you to make me forget.”

      “You’re not upset? Not worried you can’t trust me anymore?”

      “Not at all.” He traces a finger along my jawline. The fragrance of fake-o peach hits me in the nose as strong as a punch. “You wouldn’t be so upset otherwise. I know you only did it for my sake.”

      I reach up and wipe the smear of pale orange from his face. “I don’t want to kiss Charlotte.”

      He chuckles into a wince. “Neither do I. And I’m sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing. I’m the one who messed up.”

      Hunter sways side to side, holding me. “You didn’t mess up, not at all. In fact, I think you got here right in the nick of time.”

      I offer a cheesy smile. “Wanted to surprise you at work.”

      He brushes the tears from my cheeks. “Color me surprised.”

      “Wanna go somewhere and stargaze?”

      “I’m already looking at the prettiest thing in the sky, but if you want, we can go look at the drab ones, too.”

      “Okay, now you’re trying a little too hard.” I playfully punch him in the side. “But that was cute.”

      Chuckling, Hunter gestures at his beat up old Buick. “Your humble chariot awaits.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

        

    

    







            Risk Management

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Not taking chances, I insist Hunter comes back to my place when it gets late.

      Unfortunately, he insists on going home because he needs to do a lot of stuff around the house to help his mother out tomorrow. And holy shit. Saturday snuck up on me. Nothing like having an old vampire going out of their way to destroy everything I love to make a week fly by.

      A little past four in the morning, Michelle texts me.

      ‹Yo. There’s some messed up white dude in my backyard kicking his own ass.›

      Okay… That’s only a little weird. ‹Kicking his own ass?›

      ‹Call?›

      I send back ‹sure› and wait, answering as soon as the screen lights up.

      “Hey.”

      “Sare, this dude is like losing his shit on my lawn. Running in circles, like judo-flipping himself. And whoa…”

      “What happened?”

      “Umm. He just like floated off the ground.”

      I think for a moment. “Does it look like someone’s maybe holding him by the throat?”

      “Yeah I guess, but there’s no one there.”

      “Heh. Yeah, there is. Friend of mine. Nothing to worry about. You can go back to bed.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yep.”

      She yawns. “Okay. Night.”

      That’s gotta be Glim. I’m not entirely sure how the Shadows hear stuff, but he’s evidently found out about Petra coming after me. Honestly, I don’t mind the help. Though, that woman is going way too far. Aurélie wants me to ignore her, but she’s not only targeting me, she’s messing with my siblings and friends. The next thing I know, I’m going to find some strange woman in bed with my father right as Mom gets home from work.

      Ugh. No. Brain bleach. I did not just picture that.

      Though the odds of her compelling my dad to do something messed up are pretty low. The man doesn’t leave the house too often. I doubt she’s brazen enough to come here. My mind races with all sorts of things she could do to us that could skate around the ‘harm’ clause of Aurélie’s decree. Get one or both of my parents fired, send social services after my siblings, do all manner of who-knows-what to Ashley or Michelle. No, I can’t let this fester. Ignoring her is not an option. This woman thinks it’s ‘art’ to destroy the lives of mortals, but I’m no mortal.

      It’s on, bitch.

      Tomorrow.
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      I roll out of bed at 2:30 or so the next afternoon to a nice gloomy day.

      That doesn’t help me too much yet, since I have no idea where Petra sleeps. In theory, I could break the universe by becoming a vampire who hunts vampires. I could sneak in there during the day. But, she’d definitely wake up if I tried to stake her or something. Besides, the staking deal is a fairy tale. Doesn’t work. Well, barring witchwood and certain bloodlines. But I’m no ritualist and I wouldn’t have the first idea where to get witchwood from.

      My best weapon would be to attempt dragging her into the sun, but that also presents the biggest risk. While she would be on fire, other bloodlines don’t lose all their powers in the daylight like I do. If she got her hands on me when we stood in the sun, I’d die for real. No, I need to be more careful about it. Or more reckless if I really think about it. She handed me my ass last time, but at least confronting her at night puts us on more even footing. I can’t really die. Maybe I can think about how angry I am over what she tried to do to my sisters that I’ll at least fight her to a stalemate and she’ll think I’m too much work.

      I’ve also got a few hours to try and come up with a better plan than that.

      So, I head upstairs. Everyone’s noticeably unnerved by the events of yesterday. Jordan and Daryl are over, hanging out in Sam’s room. But he’s still a little strange around them. The boys are totally normal, so hopefully, Sam will be okay. My sisters have invited Nicole over here for a change, along with two other girls. The living room is loud. Five tweens in one room… this is the kind of day mortal me would’ve gone to Ashley’s to escape. Speaking of Ashley, she arrives unannounced at three, hoping I’d be awake.

      Good news: no further dangerous goings on with her or her mother.

      Dad’s out back, tinkering with the grill. Guess he’s planning to make dinner tonight. Considering we have half the kids in Cottage Lake in our house, maybe it’ll be a backyard party. Mom’s in mission mode attacking windows. I’d help, but if I stick my face anywhere near a window, my father won’t be the only one barbecuing.

      Sierra pitches in to give her some help, probably still having guilt issues over punching Nicole. She cringes every time she looks at her friend’s bruised eye. I debate taking that pain away from her, but I already did more than I promised by altering the nature of the insult. Some things are better left to work out naturally. Mind control can’t solve everything.

      For the rest of the day, I hover around on high alert. Everyone else has a pretty fun day, and I hide my anxiety well. If not for my rather pronounced sun allergy, I might’ve stopped by Hunter’s to help him with whatever he’s doing at the house. At least he understands why I’m such a hermit during the day. I don’t regret letting him in on my secret. It would’ve been next to impossible to carry on a relationship with a normal person and not tell them. Coming up with new and believable excuses for not being around until dark wouldn’t have been possible for too long.

      I can’t help but laugh to myself when Nicole complains that her mother is forcing her to wear a helmet whenever she rides her bike now. She hates the helmet, but it’s not like it’ll hurt her. Sophia’s a little weepy-clingy with Nicole, which causes a few “what the heck is wrong with you” moments, but after a couple hours, the girls are more or less back to normal.

      Eventually, the food is ready and we migrate to the backyard. By that time, it’s not bright enough to smoke me, but I still haunt the kitchen doorway as much as possible, close enough to feel like part of the goings on—and to keep an eye out for problems—without slow-roasting myself.

      Much later, after all the guests have gone home and my siblings are preparing for bed, it’s show time. I close my bedroom door, strip to my underwear, and stand there thinking about what I could wear that I won’t mind losing. Bad enough that anything I have on when I go out at night already runs a high chance of being shredded, but tonight I’m intending to pick a fight with a vampire, so I know someone’s going to wind up half-naked before the night’s done. Vampire claws are worse than swords in that regard. Five blades per hand plus grabbiness. One of us is going to wind up tits-out before the blood stops flying.

      Hmm. Maybe I should compel a cop to give me a Kevlar vest?

      Ashley swoops into my room. “Oh hey.”

      I glance at her. “Eep. I thought you went home.”

      “Nice rack.”

      I fake a gasp and cover my bra with my hands, but we both giggle.

      “Didn’t leave. Just in the bathroom. Umm. Planning to get a job as a lingerie model? You do show up on cameras, right?”

      “Yeah.” I laugh.

      “So, what’s up? Is Hunter hiding in the closet? Am I interrupting?”

      “No. I’m about to go after that bitch causing all the trouble and I know whatever I wear is probably going to be destroyed. Trying to decide what to sacrifice to the claw god.”

      “Oh. Hmm. Maybe that’s why old vampires wore those elaborate outfits? Much harder to shred off.”

      “Hah. I’m sure they wore them because that’s what people wore back then.”

      “Plain white T-shirt, easy to replace, and those hippie LuLaRoes you wore once?”

      I shiver. Those things are so loud they can be seen from space. “Tempting, but Mom gave them to me, so there’s sentimental value there. Right. Generic stuff with no emotional value.”

      Plain white tee, black yoga pants, short denim skirt. No bracelets, earrings, hairbands, or anything she can grab, rip off, or turn against me. I again wish I had a pair of shit-kickers, but sneakers will have to do.

      “So what’s your plan?” asks Ashley. “Flying in circles until you find her?”

      “Yeah.”

      She raises an eyebrow.

      “Hah! Got you.” I wink. “I do have a plan, but it’s not that much better than random flying. She programmed that dude that tried to burn your house down at this club, Odyssey. I’m going to start there. Scan brains until I find someone who might know where to find her.”

      “Okay. Need help?”

      I grasp her shoulders and stare into her eyes. “I need you to stay safe.”

      “I hate this,” she mutters. “I feel helpless just sitting here.”

      “This isn’t your issue, Ash. You’re tangled up enough in this mess just from being part of my life. You know what I can do. This bitch is a little stronger. I don’t want you getting hurt.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m too low level.” She raspberries at the wall. “Hey. Send me a text every fifteen minutes. If you miss one, I’ll call Aurélie.”

      “Okay. Good idea.”

      We bump fists. She manages a nervous smile and sets up our ‘vampire command center’ at my computer desk. I’m scared, but I’m also more pissed off than I am afraid. Fists clenched, I make my way upstairs and take off. I know two things for sure about this ‘game.’

      One, I can’t keep letting Petra make all the moves.

      Two: this is going to hurt.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Club Odyssey occupies a giant, lavender building in the south part of Redmond. The place looks like an enormous square cake, if cakes had multicolored lights around the outside. Two large bouncers flank the door, attending to a modest line of twentysomethings waiting to get in.

      Not wanting to create a scene yet, I add myself to the line and wait.

      A few minutes later when I reach the end, the huge, bald guy stares at me, blinks, and laughs.

      “Nice try, kid. Come back in six years or so.”

      If they made the T-800 an African American guy, the other bouncer would’ve been perfect. He peers at me over his sunglasses and shakes his head. “Kid, there ain’t any fake ID in the world good enough to get your butt in this place. At least wait ’til you’re in high school before you try.”

      My eyebrows narrow. I don’t care if he really thinks I’m still in eighth grade or if he’s insulting me on purpose. I hold up an empty hand. “Guys, knock it off. I’m twenty-one.”

      “Oh. Wow. You look young,” says the bald one. “Go on in. Sorry.”

      “Damn. Some serious chemicals in the water around here.” The black Terminator waves me by with a smile and reaches for the next person’s ID.

      Cool. Figures I get the ability to fake my way into any bar while underage after drinking no longer works. The place is pretty big, almost a single humongous room. Dance floor on the left, tables in the middle portion, and the left side is basically a bar. Well, might as well get started. Spacey electronic music pulses from speakers above the dance floor, which swims with gyrating rainbow-colored lights in little spots. Whoa… staring too long at that half of the room gives me vertigo.

      Blinking away the floaty rainbow spots, I head left toward the bar, earning a ‘yeah right’ stare from the tall brunette pouring drinks. I ignore it since I have no intention of trying to buy anything to drink. However, I still check her head for any knowledge of Petra. She’s seen the woman, but doesn’t know her or where to find her. No one seated at the bar does either.

      At the end of the bar area, I find a hint of her in the head of a guy wearing a cheap suit. He’s either a used car dealer or an insurance salesman based on his outfit, and fiftyish. He thinks her name is Anastasia and he’s gearing up to leave his wife for her. Other than a phone number, he has no idea where she lives. I pause long enough to type that phone number into a note file on my phone in case I need it later. While I have it out, I send Ashley an ‹I’m okay› text.

      I also try to fix this poor dude, but without the added emotional boost of protecting my friends or family, I’m not quite powerful enough to dislodge Petra’s work on a complete stranger. Grr. After a few minutes, I give up mashing my face into a wall of gummi bear stuff and keep searching the room.

      Upon reaching the tables, I catch a surprising break.

      The three vampires I met at the Foo Fighters show are there, doing pretty much the same thing the Portland Lost Ones did: hanging out with humans who get drunk, and sipping from them to inherit the buzz.

      I hurry over to their table and fall into the only empty chair. “Hey.”

      “Oh, wow. They let you in the door?” asks Amy. She’s added a blue streak in her blonde that wasn’t there last time.

      “We’re above IDs,” I say, parodying her line from the concert.

      “Hey kiddo.” Luke winks.

      Dante mumbles while giving me a thumbs-up, since he’s got a woman’s wrist in his mouth.

      “I’m trying to find someone. Do any of you know where I can find Petra Stanovaya?”

      “Oh, yeah, that messed up chick,” says Luke.

      Amy shakes her head with a clearly displeased throat noise. “I really hate arrogant people. Please tell me you’re not like trying to suck up to her or anything?”

      “Yo, that bitch is weird,” says Dante.

      “No, we’re having a bit of an… issue. I need to convince her to forget I exist.”

      “Right on.” Amy grins. “Yeah, we know her. That’s the odd thing about outcasts. Yeah, we’re trying to avoid that whole society mess, but we keep tabs on each other.”

      “Well, it’s still us against the norms,” says Luke.

      Of course, he means humans, but we’re in mixed company.

      “You’re still kinda young, aren’t you?” asks Dante. “She’s been around the block a few times.”

      “Yeah. Our last meeting didn’t really go much in my favor.” I rub my shoulder. “I’ve got a new advantage tonight.”

      “Which is?” asks Amy.

      “I’m really pissed off.”

      Dante laughs.

      I start to shoot him a hurt look, but when he keeps on grinning, I tilt my head in confusion. He doesn’t seem to be making fun of me. You know, like the kitten trying to be angry but their little growl comes off as cute.

      “Maybe I can help you out a bit.” Dante scratches at his chin.

      Amy scribbles an address on a napkin and slides it to me.

      “Help me how? And what am I going to have to do in return?” I ask.

      He pats the table while laughing. “Nah, girl. I like you. Call it a welcome to this side of life present.”

      “What he means to say,” says Luke, “Is that we’re not terribly fond of this woman either, and the idea that one like you might get the upper hand on her is too delicious an opportunity to waste.”

      Amy laughs, and sinks her teeth into the neck of the woman next to her.

      “All right. So what is it?” I ask.

      Dante holds out his left arm. “I’m a Fury. Take a mouthful. For a little while, your anger will literally make you stronger.”

      “Umm.” I stare at his hand. “You want me to… you know. But you’re… you know.”

      He nods.

      “Won’t that have weird side effects? And is it that easy to just ‘borrow’ stuff like that?”

      Dante leans forward, gazing one after the next at the humans sharing the table. All at once, the people get up to go use the bathroom. Once they’re out of earshot, he shakes his head. “It’s not that simple to take, but we can give if we so choose. I will allow you to taste of the Fury within me for a short time. Were you to simply chomp down and drink, it wouldn’t work.”

      “And no, ain’t nothing to worry about,” says Luke. “You probably heard stories about some of the Academics. They can do funny stuff with drinking blood. Control others of our kind, control mortals, make thralls, and so on. Mike’s blood won’t do anything to you. Or damage your ‘Innocence.’”

      “It’s Dante, Luke.” He smirks.

      “Mike was too plain a name for a vampire,” whispers Amy.

      “All right.” I gently take his arm and bite him on the wrist.

      The taste of blood—actual blood, not some translated food—erupts into my mouth. I almost gag on it, but manage to keep a (mostly) straight face. An unusual electric tingle sweeps over my tongue. That’s new. I didn’t feel that when I siphoned blood off of that vampire bitch who tried to hurt Sophia. Dante nods at me once I’ve taken a few sips, so I release his arm and let the fang holes mend.

      “You’re about to ask me what that Pop Rocks thing was, aren’t you?” asks Dante.

      “No, I’m about to ask you what Pop Rocks are.”

      “Poor, deprived, child,” says Luke.

      “Old candy. They kinda fizz and crackle in the mouth. Anyway, that tingle, that was the gift.” Dante grins. “You’ve got maybe two or three hours. The angrier you get, the stronger you’ll be.”

      The taste of blood lingers, heavy and metallic. I can’t help but grimace at it. They find my reaction cute.

      “You guys taste random stuff, right? Not like blood all the time?” I ask.

      “Yeah. Don’t work on other vampires.” Luke scratches at his chin. “Probably means we shouldn’t feed on each other.”

      “Might make you a little upset in the stomach,” says Dante. “That’s why you only drink a little bit, so you can keep it down.”

      I grab a red drink off the table and slug it. Strong alcohol tinged with cinnamon scorches my throat and turns into a fireball in my gut.

      “Oh, you shouldn’t have done that,” says Amy. “Now you’re gonna throw everything up.”

      “Nah. I’m good.” I cough twice, one eye closed. “Wow that burns. I can do food.”

      They all stare at me.

      “Innocent, remember? One of my superpowers is… food eating.”

      Amy and Dante laugh, though Luke rubs a finger over his lips, staring at me with mild jealousy.

      I glance down at the napkin. “Okay. Since I’m on a timer, I should get going.”

      “Happy hunting,” says Luke.

      Amy swats me on the butt when I stand. “Go get her, tiger.”

      I sigh at the ceiling. These guys are going to treat me like I’m a little kid for the next century.

      “Thanks for the info, and the boost.” I wave and head straight for the exit.
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        * * *

      

      Petra Stanovaya lives—check that, she occupies—a house in Medina, right on the water. It’s like a mini-mansion, but I don’t see any servants or anyone patrolling the grounds. I circle around the place a few times, noting lights on in a ground floor room at the north end of the house, facing the bay. The rest of the house is dark.

      There’s probably an alarm on the door, but a second story balcony with an open window gives me a better opportunity to go inside unnoticed. I land on the patio and step into a bedroom, where a man reclines on a bed of red satin. He’s in his later twenties, movie-star hot with long, brown hair, and the only thing he’s wearing is a steel collar chaining him to the wall.

      Holy shit. This woman is fubar.

      I could break him loose, but that will make noise and he’s probably enthralled, meaning he’d actively fight me trying to set him free. Trying my best not to look at him, I skirt around the bed and head to the door. The upstairs hallway looks like something out of a European castle, complete with suits of old armor holding giant sticks with axe blades on the end. Lovely. Counting various swords on the walls, there’s at least thirty weapons in sight. This hallway looks like the ‘arms and armor’ section of Dad’s D&D manuals.

      He would totally lose his mind in here. My father loves medieval weapons. If I wasn’t such a good girl, I’d be tempted to steal one or two. Anyway, bigger fish. I creep down a long curving stairwell into an atrium. A chandelier of like a million little crystal shards hangs above me at the peak of a vaulted ceiling. It’s not on, but it still catches moonlight in a dazzling display like fireflies on the walls. The faint odor of man-sweat hangs in the air, dueling with lemon furniture polish.

      Petra’s voice, cooing like she’s being affectionate with a dog, emanates from an archway along the wall to my left. I just know she’s got people in there. Probably more guys like the one upstairs, reduced to pets.

      While creeping down the hallway toward a set of dark wooden double doors, I think about the guy who almost burned Ashley’s house to the ground, and what Nicole accused Sophia of doing. When I reach the doors, I don’t bother hesitating. I shove them open hard enough to break the lock and pound the doors into the walls on either side with a bang that echoes like a cannon blast over a large, rectangular chamber with a marble tile floor. Four large columns, also covered in rose marble, stand in the center, amid an epic amount of red silk pillows and Oriental rugs.

      Petra, reclining near the closer column on the left, jumps with a mild shriek of surprise, and whirls to stare at me.

      “Bitch!” I shout.

      Eight men lounge on the expanse of cushions. Like the guy upstairs, they’re all nude, and leashed two per column. None are as smolderingly handsome though. They’re far from ugly, but the guy upstairs is ridiculous. One looks about eighteen, the rest between twenty and thirty. No two are the same ethnicity, but they’re all rather, umm, gifted.

      Petra narrows her eyes at me once the shock of my sudden arrival wears off. I’m not sure what I’m interrupting, but her outfit is making statements I’d rather not contemplate. It’s some gauzy almost see-through nightie with a trailing cape, an inch-wide gap open down the front. She’s barefoot, and I’m gonna bet she’s not wearing anything under that nightie.

      For once, I’m not the one who isn’t dressed for a fight.

      “What are you doing here?” snaps Petra. “This is my private sanctum. Since you are so beholden to the rules, you should know coming here and threatening me is going to cause more trouble for you.”

      “Bullshit,” I say. “You’re an outcast. The rules don’t apply to you.”

      It’s a complete guess, but the glower she shoots me tells me I’m right.

      “You’re going to leave my family and friends alone, or I’m going to end this right now.”

      “Ooh, I hit a nerve, did I?” Petra smiles, sashaying toward me, as if I’d be at all interested in those hips. “Perhaps I could be convinced to consider a negotiation. I’ll leave one of your friends alone but destroy the other. You pick which one I forget about.”

      “You twisted bitch.” I clench my fists. “Can’t you like do actual art instead of messing up people’s lives?”

      “Did your father’s new lady friend show up yet?” Petra taps a finger to her lips. “Your stuffy old patron says your family can’t be harmed, but… there are many other ways to ruin than physical injury or death.”

      “Back off, bitch.” I narrow my eyes.

      “Do you think your little siblings will enjoy school once all their teachers despise them?”

      “Fuck you!” I shriek, and launch into a right hook.

      The explosion of rage is so sudden and fast, Petra’s expression doesn’t change until my knuckles mash into her face. She does a spot on impression of a badminton birdie, flying headfirst across the room, legs and arms limp, her gossamer cape trailing behind her. She lands on her chin and tumbles over a few times before rolling to a stop against a cold fireplace.

      Snarling, I storm after her. None of the men react to me, all gazing vacantly into nowhere.

      Petra pushes herself up from the floor. Her jaw hangs on tendons, touching her collarbone, both cheeks ripped open. The arrogance in her eyes has notched down a bit, and her expression takes on a note of wariness. We stare at each other for a long silent moment, her jaw reeling itself back into place. Her face knits back to rights, undamaged, smeared with blood below where the rip had been.

      I can’t help but snarl and breathe in hard rasps. Anger boils inside me, slipping free from my control. Every little thing pisses me off more. The little roses embroidered across the top of her neckline—or chestline in this case, since it’s way low—infuriate me. The red tint in the marble on the floor annoys me. Petra’s damn face annoys me.

      On one level, I understand it’s probably the Fury blood I drank that’s doing it, but on the other hand, I don’t really care.

      “You will leave my sis―”

      Petra zooms airborne, flying at me. Oh, bring it, bitch. I launch myself at her and we crash together in midair. We sail past the columns toward the double doors, rolling over and over. I pound my fist down on her back. Two ribs explode out the front of her chest. She twists to the right an instant before we crash to the floor and go sliding. I grab for her, but she’s faster to her feet and kicks me in the tit, sending me in a backward midair somersault.

      I slap face first into a column and fall on top of one of her feeder slaves. He ignores me completely, even when I grab something I regret touching in my effort to scramble away and get to my feet. When I stand, wiping my hand on my leggings, Petra cackles.

      “Aww, poor little girl never saw one of those before?”

      “Plenty. And I don’t need to use mind control to get a man to come near me. I’m wiping you off my hand.”

      She growls.

      Screw it. I’m pissed. I charge at her again. She ducks my overly telegraphed punch and rakes her claws down my side. Shrieking in pain, I spin toward her and repay the favor. She ducks away from my flailing impression of a cat saying ‘F that’ to a bath, but I leap at her as she turns, planting both hands on her shoulders and ripping ten deep shreds down her back. Her nightie’s cloak comes off in my hands, and there’s not a whole lot left of the rest of it. I did enough damage that fabric scraps fall around her ankles, leaving her wearing only blood.

      Petra screeches, walking up on tiptoe for a few steps before she collapses to the ground, shivering in pain. “I-if you wanted me naked, you should’ve…”

      “Claws hurt, don’t they?”

      I stalk after her as she crawls away, her body wracked with involuntary tremors from the agony of what I did to her back. The four gashes she sliced into my side burn like hell, but I’m up by six if we’re keeping score. This being super angry thing is kinda helpful.

      She drags herself over to one of the men and bites him on the thigh.

      “Oh, really?” I look around. “Is this like the boss fight where I need to kill these guys before attacking you, so you can’t keep getting your health bar back?”

      She lifts her fangs out of him long enough to give me a look like I just spoke Swahili, then resumes drinking. Seeing the guy sit there and take it also pisses me off. But then again, at the moment, the sight of my own claws enrages me, too.

      “Grr!” I sprint the ten or so feet between us and pounce on her back, dragging her away from the guy into a spinning throw that launches her across the room.

      Her pale, skinny, naked ass bounces a few times on the floor and slides to a halt in a puddle of blood. She’s starting to look like cherry vanilla ice cream. Of course, she doesn’t have the decency to roll over and die. After slipping once in blood while trying to stand up, she flies off the ground and comes at me again.

      I dash to the left, but she’s faster by a hair. Her claws dig into my chest at the collarbone. I grab the base of her neck, squeezing my claws in as deep as I can. Blood sprays out both sides of her throat. She screams, more blood welling up out of her mouth. Fangs out, she hisses at me, eyes glowing red. I’m sure mine have been out for a while already.

      Not being the only one in here with fangs pisses me off.

      Having her tits in my face pisses me off.

      What she’s doing to my family pisses me off the most.

      We spin around a few times before her eyes bulge in panic at the amount of force I’m squeezing into her neck. She distracts me with a quick claw flick to the nipple. The instant the unexpected pain in a sensitive place makes me cringe, the bitch flings me into the wall. As soon as my shoulders hit, she swipes at my face. I duck; she rips out a handful of plaster that rains down on my head. I spring at her, claws going for her face, but she gets her arms inside mine to block and grabs me by the throat. Before I can savage her abdomen, she lifts me off my feet by a two-handed strangulation grip. In a moment of trapped panic, I kick her square in the groin as hard as I can.

      Petra flies straight up like a rocket, bounces off the ceiling, and crashes down a few feet away, cradling her crotch. A long, low moan comes out of her.

      Remind me to burn these sneakers.

      At a loud crack from her pelvis knitting back in one piece, my knees go weak in sympathetic discomfort. I almost feel sorry for doing that. Almost.

      “Last warning,” I say, my voice part growl. “Stop fucking with me, or I’m going to end you. You messed with my siblings, and that is way over the line.”

      “The dude abides,” drones one of the men.

      “No…” I pinch the bridge of my nose with my bloody, clawed fingers. “Not that over the line. I mean she went too far.”

      Petra drags herself away from me, heading toward another of her captives.

      Bitch does not get the message.

      I jog up behind her and grab her ankle, dragging her back with a squeak of bare skin on cold marble. She flips over and flies at my face, fangs out. With a startled yelp, I leap backward. She fly-tackles me against the wall, her razor-tipped fingers clamped around my throat again. Gurgling, I slash at her stomach. Petra howls in agony and grabs my wrists, swings me around, and hammers me into the wall, pinning my wrists on either side of my head. Fangs bared, she goes for my throat. Snarling, I ram my knee into her side, crushing ribs, but it’s not enough. She misses my neck, but still chomps down on my shoulder.

      Pain makes me scream louder than I’ve ever screamed in my life. Her fangs hurt worse than that rebar, like someone’s stabbed two white-hot soldering irons into my flesh and left them there to burn. Desperate to make that stop, I ram my knee into her side over and over again.

      She holds me pinned, our physical strength roughly even. Maybe she’s so close to perma-dead that she’s gone freaky strong from terror. I attempt to speak, but my throat’s too shredded to do more than make this airy whooshing sound.

      “You’re cute.” Petra sneers. “But you’re still just a weak little Innocent. This visit of yours is only going to make me work harder. You like my pets? How about I keep you here like one of them.” Her eyes flare manic, glowing bright red. “Do you know how much it hurts to starve of blood? That can kill us, my dear, but it’s agonizing. And it takes decades. Better yet, when everything you love is in ruins, I won’t let you walk into the sun like you will oh so much want to do. Your precious little siblings will all wind up homeless, on drugs, selling themselves to survive to their next beating. Oh, the things I will send mortals to do to them. Your parents will go to their graves hating each other. And you… you’ll be nice and safe here to enjoy it all. You will suffer for centuries.”

      A spike of rage whistles out the hole in my throat instead of the snarl I wanted. Visions of my family in ruins floods my veins with lava. I force my arms away from the wall, overpowering her hold. She tries to crush my wrists, but I keep pushing her back, glaring into her soul. Her milky-white cheeks darken to crimson in the glow radiating from my eyes. There’s so much I want to scream at her, but all I manage is wheezing puffs or wet gurgles. With every inch I shove her back, her realization that I’m not as weak as she thought changes her sanctimonious expression of victory into one of worry.

      Seconds before I lunge forward and tear her throat out with my teeth, five sabers erupt some six or more inches out from the middle of her chest. All the fight leaves her at once; I fling her limp arms aside, but she doesn’t fall over. Stunned, Petra gazes down at the bloom of spikes protruding from her body, gurgling in agony as she rises off her feet, all her weight hanging on the claws impaling her.

      Glim fades into view behind her, appearing as if out of thin air. He pivots, easily holding her up with one arm, and throws her aside like he’s flinging a bit of steak off a fork. Petra hits the floor with a wet slap, laying on her side, arms limp, one knee slightly bent. The glow has left her eyes, but her jaw continues moving. Her far-off stare tells me she’s in an amazing amount of pain.

      I stare at Glim, who turns his hand side to side, admiring the blood smeared on the ten-inch-long daggers attached to his fingers. Dalton said something about Shadows having wicked claws, but eek!

      Wow. Are you happy to see me, or did the manicurist screw up? I ask, telepathically.

      He chuckles, slinging his hand a few times in an effort to clean them of blood, then retracts his claws back to their mere three-inch normality.

      “…” I say.

      “Your throat has a rather large, painful looking opening that should not be there. Give it a moment,” says Glim. “Perhaps feed a little?”

      I glance at the nearest man and cringe. Yeah right. Not only is it so creepy to keep people like pets, Petra’s touched him.

      “Perhaps I misunderstood the outcasts. I thought they disliked politics.” Glim strides across the room, picks up the abandoned cape, and uses it to cover Petra’s nakedness. “And this one in particular should probably have a date with the sun.”

      Petra closes her eyes and forces out a breath. “This isn’t politics. She interfered with my art.”

      “… …!” I yell. Argh. I sound like an inflatable raft with a leak. Oh, screw it. I stomp over to the healthiest looking guy and take a few mouthfuls of blood from his neck. He’s covered in body oil and some obnoxious perfume. His blood winds up tasting like one of those weird candies they have at Japanese restaurants. Something vaguely fruity with an unrecognizable twang.

      My first sip spills straight out the front of my neck, so I clamp a hand over the hole so the blood goes where it’s supposed to. Ugh. Vampirism brings catfight to a whole new level. The claw wounds on my side burn like mad, and my throat? Yeah, that I don’t really feel at all—since I pass out.

      I regain consciousness flat on my back, peering up at Glim. He smiles his toothy mess of a mouth at me. Two dull points of pain throb in my shoulder from where she bit me.

      “You should have your voice back now.”

      “How,” I croak. “How long was I out?”

      “Only a moment.”

      “It’s wrong,” wheezes Petra. “You don’t interfere with a Sybarite’s art! Don’t you understand?”

      I roll to my knees, stand, and trudge over to her. “Can’t you just leave me the hell alone? I had no idea Alex was your project or anything. His dead grandfather asked me for help.”

      She struggles to lift her head off the floor, peering up at me. “You would’ve left him alone if you knew you were messing with my art?”

      “No.” I fold my arms. “I couldn’t leave anyone to suffer like that when it’s not his fault. What you did to him is not art. What I mean is, I didn’t fix Alex to deliberately screw with you. You are a really sick, twisted person. Did you forget how to really be an artist? What happened to you that you lost the urge to create? Art is not destruction.”

      Petra chuckles, spitting out a glop of thick, dark blood. “You’re so naïve. You think you’re simply going to say a few noble words and I’m going to be like”—She puts on a fake innocent high voice—“Gasp! You’re right! I’m evil and I need to change?”

      I shrug. “Well, yeah… I was kind of hoping I could monologue you into an epiphany.”

      She squints at me. “Are you for real?”

      “Stupid claw wounds hurt so damn much.” I attempt to rub my side, but ooh. No touchie.

      Glim steps around to stand at my side, his heavy boot hitting the floor near her face with a thump. He raises a hand, examining his claws. “Perhaps you should regard the matter as settled. I consider this girl a dear friend.”

      Petra shies away from looking at him. She shivers, clutching her hands to her chest. The gossamer cape has soaked through with blood, clinging to her chest and hip. “All right. Fine. I will forget she exists.”

      I blink and peer at Glim. Wow, that was fast.

      He indicates the door out with a nod. “Sarah, your business here is concluded.”

      “Yeah.” I glance at the captive men. “Glim?”

      “Yes?”

      “Will you do me one small favor?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Carry me out of here and hold on. I can’t bring myself to leave those guys captive. I’m gonna try to break them out. That’ll probably piss her off and start this whole mess again.”

      “As you wish.”

      I turn and let him grab me from behind. He carries me out, despite me genuinely trying to get away from him. Everything flashes pitch dark, even to my vampire eyes, and freezing. Like wow. I haven’t truly felt cold since waking up as a not-quite-dead girl. The change stuns me motionless. A sense of weightlessness lingers for a while, and the next thing I know, we’re standing in the woods.

      “Whoa.” I gaze around. “Did we just like… teleport?”

      He chuckles and releases his grip. “No. I flew with you, similar to the way you fly, only we traversed the Shadow.”

      “That’s pretty damn awesome. So, umm. Do you think she’s going to really stop coming after me?”

      “Most likely.” Glim nods. “Vampires who wind up on our bad side tend to vanish quietly. One thing about Shadows, we are viewed as legion. When one of us speaks, it is assumed that carries the weight of all.”

      I swallow hard. “Umm. Wow. Thank you. I don’t know what to say that you’ve committed all your friends to a blood feud over me.”

      He smiles. “It is not as significant an undertaking as you are making it out to be. Petra would simply cease to exist, and none, even elders, would be able to determine what happened.”

      Remind me never to piss off the Shadows.

      “Thank you.” I hug him, clinging tight. “Thought I was about to lose that one.”

      “I believe you had the upper hand at the moment I arrived.” His posture stiffens, but not as much as the last time I hugged him.

      It doesn’t matter what he looks like. I don’t see that part of him at all. He’s a true friend, and one I hope to have for a really long time.

      “Are you all right?” he asks after a few minutes.

      “Yeah.” I release the hug and take a step back to check myself over. Aside from a new ventilation flap on the left side of my T-shirt, my clothes are surprisingly intact. Blood will wash out, but the shirt’s too ripped up to save. “Amazing! I still have clothes.”

      He chuckles. “The same cannot be said for her.”

      “Yeah, well, she went into that fight with almost nothing on. I don’t think she was expecting ‘fight’ to be the word starting with f for tonight’s activity.”

      “Indeed. Are you sure you’re well enough to get home?”

      “Yeah. I’ll probably spend the next two days in hiding until I don’t look like I got run over by a train, though.”

      He bows. “Consider feeding on the way. Drink until the thought of one more droplet makes you ill.”

      “Okay. Will do.”

      Glim smiles, and vanishes into a cloud of black smoke, starting from the feet up.

      That is a neat trick. Okay, gorge myself on blood and then go home to bed. That, I can do.

      That, I can definitely do.
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      Four days later, I stop hiding in my room.

      Well, more accurately, I stop wearing a turtleneck sweater to conceal the hideous purple marks on my throat and shoulder. She didn’t get me in the face, so the high neck with long sleeves conceals everything. I still stay in the house though.

      But yeah, four days later, I’m back to normal. Petra’s fear of Glim appears true, as nothing else has happened to my siblings or friends. Besides, if what Dalton said is true, she’s probably going to enjoy a few months of agony before Glim’s claw marks are healed. I’ll call that payback for what she did to my siblings and Ashley.

      Maybe it counts as me giving up, considering she’s still out there doing shitty things to people, but she’s leaving my family alone, so I’ll pretend she doesn’t exist. Maybe Ashley’s right and I do have an overdeveloped ‘help people’ complex. I mean, Petra existed for decades before I was even born, doing the same stuff. If I’d never met Alex’s grandfather, she’d still exist doing the same stuff. Not like it’s my cosmic responsibility to ‘punish evil’ or anything.

      I step out of Michelle’s downstairs bathroom in my bathing suit, a little purple bikini, and pad down the hall to the kitchen and the patio doors leading to their deck. Did I mention Michelle’s parents have a ridiculously nice house?

      “Good grief, Crystal,” says Mr. Gerard as I enter the kitchen. “Why is that girl naked?”

      I blush.

      “Oh, stop it, Will.” Michelle’s mother swats at him. “These are the sort of swimsuits they wear these days. And the girls are eighteen now.”

      “Damn girl,” says Mrs. Gerard. “Are you feeling okay? You look so pale?”

      “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “If you’re so alarmed by what she’s wearing, why do you keep staring at her?” asks Mrs. Gerard with a smile.

      Mr. Gerard huffs and looks away, making a show of being embarrassed. The guy’s sweet and funny, but he’s not the sort of man I’d ever want angry with me. Ex-Army, muscular to the point he almost doesn’t have a neck, and okay, a little bit of a beer gut. He is, after all, old. Forty-one I think.

      When Michelle walks by out on the deck in a black bikini that’s only slightly more modest than mine, Mr. Gerard feigns heart palpitations. That must be a dad thing… Ashley’s already in the pool, so pale she looks like someone dropped an iceberg in the water after wrapping it in a green bathing suit. Heh. We have something in common.

      Hunter and Corey, both in swim trunks, sit next to each other by the patio table, sipping tea and talking about something football related. While Hunter’s not that into sports, he can hold his ground in a conversation about it. I make my way outside, still amazed that Michelle’s parents don’t find anything strange about our having a swim party on such an overcast day. Hey, we’re already in the pool, what’s more water if it starts raining?

      Did I mention they have an awesome house? In-ground pool with connected hot tub.

      We hang out, swim, and have fun for a while. Eventually, Hunter takes my hand and pulls me over to the hot tub. The warm water is amazing, and sucks all the energy straight out of me. I partially float, neck deep, savoring the tranquility. He threads his arms around my middle and pulls me back against him.

      Ashley swims over the barrier separating the pool from the hot water, and glides with the grace of a mermaid to sit opposite us, a big grin on her face. A few minutes later, Michelle and Corey join us, gasping and oohing as they adjust to the heat. Ashley’s without a date, but she doesn’t seem to care. In fact, she’s rather chipper for flying solo.

      Random conversation about the future, mostly school, drifts in and out with talk of movies, music, and idiots from their respective jobs.

      “Back in a sec. Need to use the facilities.” Corey grabs the rim behind his back and pulls himself up out of the hot tub.

      Ash and I both watch him walk around the pool.

      “Wow,” says Ashley, once he disappears into the house.

      “Hmm?” I ask.

      “I just realized, Sarah doesn’t have to breathe.”

      “You just realized that?” I chuckle.

      “Umm?” asks Hunter. “That’s kinda random.”

      “Well, I was thinking that skill could come in handy when in a hot tub with your boyfriend.” She wags her eyebrows at me. “If I’m doing the third wheel thing, I can give you some space.”

      “Eww.” I cringe.

      Ashley perks up, wide eyed. “Eww? You wouldn’t?”

      Hunter fidgets. Keeping wisely silent.

      “No. Yuck.” I stick my tongue out.

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” says Michelle.

      Ashley scrunches her face. “Chelle, that’s a little strong isn’t it? It’s not that much fun to give.”

      Michelle examines her fingernails, overacting her ‘street voice.’ “I ain’t talkin’ about no givin’.”

      I giggle. “Corey would shatter into tiny pieces of embarrassment if he heard you say that.”

      “Give me time.” Michelle leans back, smiling. “I will loosen that boy up eventually.”

      “Hunter,” calls Mr. Gerard from the deck. “Mind giving me a hand with the food?”

      “Yeah, no problem.” Hunter eases me to his left, stands, and climbs out of the hot tub.

      Ashley glances after him, admiring the view.

      I lean back and stare up at the heavy clouds before she sees my face, not trusting myself as to what might be written on it. A war starts up in my head. Would I be selfish for going all territorial on her over Hunter? I know her well enough to trust that she would never try to steal him from me. Not for a second do I even worry about that. But she’s also alive. So is he. Am I being crappy to him? What if he wanted kids or a normal family life? He hasn’t given me any reason to doubt he’s completely at ease with my vampire nature, but he is shy and awkward. Would he say anything even if he felt that way?

      If anything starts up between them, should I step back and let things happen as they may? Hunter would be good to her. He’d definitely treat her properly. And they’re both caring, nice people. Every way I mentally approach the scenario, I keep coming back to being so tight with Ashley since we were little. I’ve only known Hunter for two months. I mean, sure we went to the same school for four years, but we barely said ten words to each other the whole time.

      My death would’ve shattered Ashley, forever changing who she was. I’m sure had I been dating him when I was alive, my death would’ve messed him up for a while, but not to the same degree. Shit. I gotta stop being so morbid.

      And no, I’m not going to push him away or try to set them up. But if a conflict starts, my loyalty lies with my best friend-slash-third-sister. I suppose that would also be giving Hunter what’s best for him, too. He deserves a mortal girl if that’s what he wants. Maybe they should be together.

      I want them both to be as happy as possible. He doesn’t deserve this weird half-life he’s got with me. But, he loves me, and he’s been in love with me for years. He didn’t even care when I told him I was basically dead. Hey, if we get married someday, how does that whole ‘until death do you part’ thing work if one of us a vampire?

      My mood shifts from gloom to giggling.

      “Hey guys. Food,” says Hunter. He waves a hamburger at us.

      Michelle and Ashley scramble out of the water like a pair of wild dogs smelling meat.

      I’m alone with the water jets massaging my toes. Hunter barely waits a full minute before he gives me the ‘hey get over here’ wave, his mouth full.

      Reluctantly, I climb up out of the wonderful hot water and stand there dripping on the concrete. I should eat something, too. Her parents don’t know about me and I need to keep up the illusion. Dealing with Petra’s claws was painful enough.

      I am not going to mention the V word to Mr. Gerard.

      Besides… this house is way too nice.

      Wouldn’t want any blood on the walls.
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      Friday brings another annoying bright day. It’s not so bad I can’t go upstairs, but I am avoiding moving within five feet of any windows on the ground floor. It’s nice enough weather that even Sierra is out back jumping around in the sprinklers. Either that or Dad demanded she get some ‘outside time’ or the PlayStation would vanish for a week.

      I flop sideways on the living room sofa, watching the kids through the sliding glass door and vicariously playing in water with them. My parents could’ve afforded a pool, at least I think so, but we never got one. Not sure if it had something to do with the property, or the town, or merely them not wanting to blow through that much money. I’ve spent many past summers running around that backyard in lawn sprinklers.

      But, I’m not a little kid anymore. Even if nothing supernatural had happened to me, I doubt I’d be frolicking with them. No, had I not died, I’d probably be off somewhere with Michelle and Ashley now, ignoring my siblings. Or at some lame summer job, anxious as hell about going to USC. It’s weird and paradoxical, but my mother’s dark thought had a lot of truth to it. My death might really have been the best thing that happened to our family. We wouldn’t be anywhere near this close otherwise. Not that we fought or anything, but still.

      It’s kinda nice being so tight knit.

      Dad wanders in. He stops at the end of the couch, lifts my feet up, sits, and rests my legs across his lap. “Hey, Sarah.”

      “Hey, Dad.” I smile. “What’s up?”

      “Well, I was just thinking. It’s the middle of July already and we haven’t even brought up the subject of the family road trip.”

      Oh. My smile dies. “Hey, Dad, It’s fine. You guys go. Enjoy yourselves. I’m too old for that anyway. I don’t want the rest of the family to miss that because of me.”

      “Dad,” says Sierra, creeping in from the kitchen. She’s in a bathing suit and soaked, shivering at the air-conditioning. “We don’t have to go. I’m okay staying home this summer.”

      The fridge closes with a whump. Sofia and Sam, both holding juice boxes, walk in. They’re equally wet, but only Sophia is shivering.

      “It’s fine, guys,” I say. “Do the road trip thing. Tradition.”

      “But Sarah can’t go out in the sun,” says Sam. “We should stay home.”

      “Yeah.” Sophia nods.

      “Guys.” I wave both hands around. “Please stop acting like I’m dead. Go forth and have fun.”

      Dad sighs. “This probably would’ve been her last road trip since she’s all grown up now. Last summer before college.”

      “Dad… I’m still going to college.”

      “College has summer break,” says Sierra. “She could’ve come home to go on the road trip.”

      “But she’ll melt,” whispers Sophia.

      “I mean before, dork.” Sierra pokes her in the side. “We don’t need to go on a trip. It’s only a tradition because you said it was. Since Sarah can’t go, we should stay here and make a different tradition. Like ‘opposite week’ where we all sleep during the day and stay up at night.”

      Dad groans. “Changing sleep schedules like that is murder after your twenties.”

      “Argh. Guys… It’s fine. Yeah, I’ll miss it, but it would make me sadder to ruin it for you.”

      Sierra spears her straw in the juice carton, but looks up with big eyes before taking a sip. “Hey! I got an idea. What about a box like what we picked Dalton up with? Sarah could hide in that if it’s too bright.”

      I tap my feet together, thinking. “Hmm. I dunno. Being trapped in a box for a long drive would probably kinda suck. And if you go somewhere sunny, I’ll be stuck in there the whole time anyway.”

      “Being trapped in a car for a long drive probably kinda sucks,” says Sierra. “Especially since Dad always drags us to exciting places like the ‘museum of Civil War underwear’.”

      “Fair point.” I hold up one finger.

      “Hey,” says Dad.

      Sam and Sophia laugh.

      Dad chuckles. “I could try to work something out if you want to go. We could pick a place where we can do stuff in the day and at night, or something with an indoor component. You know”—he snaps his fingers—“we could rent an RV instead of taking the Yukon. Black out the window on the rear bedroom.”

      “Rear bedroom?” I ask. “Dad, those things only have one bedroom.”

      “Well, then that would be your chamber during the day.”

      “We could all share the bed at night,” says Sophia.

      That makes me think back to Sally Ann and her sisters. For a week’s vacation, I think it might be kinda cute to try the ‘family bed’ thing. Living that way? Not so much, but for a week?

      “That’s an idea.” I shrug. “The RV.”

      “Great.” Dad slaps his palms down on his knees. “Let me do a little research.”

      Sophia grins at me and darts back outside.

      “Dad…” Sierra plods after her. “Make sure you get one with a satellite dish or something so I can still PlayStation on the road.”

      Sam stands there silent for a moment more looking at us with a neutral expression. Without a word, he shrugs and walks outside to play in the water some more. He really wouldn’t care either way if we skipped the road trip or managed it.

      “Don’t worry, hon.” Dad pats me on the shin, then moves my legs so he can get up. “I won’t pick anywhere too boring.” He wags his eyebrows. “Maybe the museum of Vietnam War era underwear this time.”

      “Hah.” I laugh.

      He winks at me and trots off to his office, no doubt to go online in search of the ‘perfect’ vacation road trip destination. My luck? He’s gonna pick Wally World.

      I lean back and sigh at the ceiling. Family road trip, vampire style.

      What could possibly go wrong?
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