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BOOK ONE: 
ORIGINS AND OVERTURES

To Clea, Audrey, and Grace, 

who were there when it started.
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BETTE

Somehow, after summer, spring shows up again. In Rose and Tommy’s 
front garden the roses bloom a second time, lush and heavy on their 
branches, and out behind Bette’s house sour little oranges fall. Bette and 
Rose gobble all the mulberries they can reach with half-hearted climbing 
and their hands are stained dark with sticky too-sweet fruit pulp. For the 
first time, Tommy doesn’t pick squirming silkworms off the mulberry 
leaves to keep comfortably in an ice-cream box until they’re ready to spin 
their small sleeping bags and grow into white-winged moths.

Bette assumes he’s grown out of it, though she doesn’t want to ask and 
know for certain. It seems sad that such a predictable routine can just 
stop and not exist ever again. 

They’re sixteen but Bette feels like she’s a million and like she’s a kid all 
at once, and it’s completely absurd that she and Rose are juniors and that 
in less than a year they’ll be seniors, because in Bette’s head they’re still a 
pair of five-year-olds in plastic sandals who’re scraping their elbows 
when they fall off their bikes. To be fair, Bette still has scraped elbows 
most of the time, but still. 

Tommy's a sophomore, even though he and Rose are twins. When they 
were eight he got really sick and missed so much school that they made 
him do third grade again. Rose pitched a whole lot of fits to get them to 
keep her back, too, but the teachers and her parents and everyone said 
she was too smart. Which is total bullshit, because she counts it as a 
victory if she gets a D in Chemistry. Her other marks are pretty okay, 
except for gym, but it's the principle of the thing.

Bette has heard her rant on the subject on many occasions. 

Tommy's health has never been all that great, even though it's half his 
life ago now that he got sick. Sometimes Rose and Bette remember to 
open the window in the basement if they've been smoking and Tommy's 
coming down to watch movies, and if they forget he makes a show of 
keeping his inhaler ready, which makes Bette feel like the shittiest friend 
ever. 

Bette lives around the corner from Tommy and Rose, same as she has 
since forever. When Rose finally got permission to turn the basement 
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into an art studio last year, they thought having movie nights during the 
school week would get easier, because Bette wouldn't have to climb the 
oak that reaches up to the second level of the house out the back 
anymore, but Rose's mom planted a whole bunch of new rose bushes 
along the side where the basement windows are, and Bette swears kind of 
loudly when she gets stabbed by thorns. So from a getting-grounded 
perspective, it's not any safer, and Bette's always getting injured one way 
or another so it's not like falling out of a tree would be some major 
disaster out of the ordinary. These days she goes with whichever method 
of breaking and entering appeals more at the time. 

Tonight's Thursday and they've got that gross old couch Rose and 
Tommy’s dad won't let Rose and Tommy’s mom throw out folded down 
into a bed. Bette and Tommy are lying on it and eating handfuls out of 
this giant box of raisins Tommy stole from the cafeteria when he had 
detention there. Rose is down on the floor in front of them, futzing 
around with her markers and a copy of last year's yearbook. She's turning 
a photo of the soccer team into a collection of creatures with kettles and 
teacups and sugar bowls for heads.

"Did you know Audrey Hepburn was a ballerina when World War Two 
happened?" Rose asks, watching the screen of the tiny TV. Bette knows 
that Rose keeps meaning to save up for a better one, but her money 
always ends up going on art stuff or comics or horror magazines. "She 
used to do fundraising for the resistance in basements, and nobody could 
applaud her because the Nazis would hear."

"You are so gay for Audrey Hepburn," Bette says around a mouthful of 
raisins. "This is at least the third time we've seen Breakfast at Tiffanys this 
year. I think it's only fair we watch Frankenstein next, or whatever 
Tommy's favorite is this week."

"Rec. The Spanish zombie one," Tommy answers at the same time that 
Rose says "No, no, there's a theme, see, it's movies that made a 
significant impact on sunglasses fashion. We've got this one, then The Lost  
Boys, then Terminator."

Bette snorts. "You're so full of shit. Hey, that looks awesome." She leans 
over the edge of the fold-out, looking at the teacup-people. "Do me 
next."
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"'kay." Rose leafs through the pages until she finds one with Bette on it. 
"What do you want to be? Wait, stupid question." She starts sketching 
stitched-up scars across Bette's olive-skinned arms and legs.

The Bette in the photo has shoulder-length white-blonde hair, with an 
inch of dark brown regrowth at the root of the paleness. The school kept 
getting nasty because the uniform regulations have this whole big thing 
about hair not being obviously dyed or unkempt. So Bette chopped most 
of it off and put black through it, and now it curls around her face like a 
flapper’s and the school is getting crappy at her for the cut instead of the 
color. Turns out the uniform regulations say girls have to have their hair a 
certain minimum length as well. 

Rose sometimes tells her that it looks gorgeous, but when she tries to 
say that Bette always just rolls her eyes and makes a face, because Bette 
wants to be a badass punk and badass punks aren't meant to be gorgeous. 
She even pierced her nose with a thumbtack and put a ring through it, 
which is either the coolest thing she’s ever done or the grossest, 
depending on how squeamish she’s feeling on a given day.

"I want to get a tattoo just like that," Bette says, nodding at the 
lacework of sewn lines now decorating her arm in the photo. "That's 
amazing."

Rose shudders. Bette knows how much Rose hates pain. Rose even 
hates having to tug a brush through the knots in her hair because it hurts 
when she pulls, so mostly she doesn't bother and lets it knot. 

Bette grabs another fistful of raisins and walks on her knees to the 
backrest at the head of the pullout, which she then sits on, wriggling her 
bare toes against the rumpled sheet covering the mattress. Her toenails 
are painted black, as always, and there's sticky residue of a lost bandaid 
bracketing an old scab on the inside of one shin. 

"I want Frankenstein patchwork all over my arms, just like that," she 
repeats, gesturing to the currently ink-bare skin from her shoulders to 
wrists. "I wish people still gave a shit about Frankenstein." Her 
longsuffering sigh hopefully makes it plain that the lack of interest 
exhibited by the general population is a personal affront against her. "But 
there's nothing scary anymore about sewing a dead person's hand on your 
arm, or putting a new heart in a chest, or new eyes or lungs or anything. 
That Australian scientist lady invented those spray-on skin graft things 
and won tons of awards. Oscar Wilde was right when he said science is 
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the record of dead religions. Frankenstein's not scary anymore because 
he came true."

Tommy rolls his eyes. "You can't quote Oscar Wilde to prove your 
point. The guy made a career out of saying things that sounded good and 
were totally meaningless once you thought too hard about them." 

Rose swaps the DVDs over. “I really dig The Lost Boys,” she says, ignoring 
the argument going on behind her. “If I wore skirts and dresses I'd 
absolutely get one just like the floaty, silver-threaded one that the girl in 
this movie has.”

"See, now, vampires," Bette says, interrupting her argument with 
Tommy to gesture at Kiefer Sutherland on the DVD menu screen. 
"They're still scary, because blood's scary or dirty or whatever now. AIDS 
turned being queer into this giant freaky thing where you were in danger 
because the people you slept with might have this deadly infection in 
their blood, and if you got it then you're not properly alive anymore."

"You sound like a psych 101 student from 1987," retorts Rose, 
reopening the yearbook and beginning work on a picture of herself. 
"Anyway, I don't get it. Frankenstein's not scary because now we're all 
Frankenstein, but Dracula still is because only queer people turned into 
him?" She darkens her gray-hazel eyes to black in the photo, and neatens 
her straggly hair into soft black waves. "Should I dye my hair darker, you 
think? Anyway, vampires aren't scary, they're sexy, duh. This one -" Rose 
gestures to the TV. "- is basically an undead John Hughes movie." 

With a few strokes of her pen she adds tiny sharp fangs peeping over the 
plump skin of her lower lip in the photo.

"Neck-sucking is sexier than transplants, it's true," Tommy agrees. 
Bette throws raisins at them both.

"What're we doing tomorrow night? There’s a new club opening 
downtown, but we've got a Chem exam on Monday that we should at 
least try to avoid fucking up on."

Rose squints at her self-portrait critically. “The vampire embellishments 
look pretty cool, but underneath I can still see boring old me staring up.”

The Rose in the photo is dressed in the gray slacks, white shirt, black-
and-white tie and red blazer of the boys' winter uniform. Bette knows 
that Rose hates wearing red; it makes her fair skin look ruddy. Now Rose 
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colors over it with her black marker. “That’s a small improvement, at 
least.”

According to Rose, Bette looks great in red, because according to Rose 
Bette looks great in anything Rose has ever seen her wear. Bette's still in 
most of her uniform now, the red polo and black skirt of the girls' 
summer outfit, her white knee-socks under the foldout somewhere. 
Rose and Tommy usually change as soon as they get home, and are both 
in jeans and cruddy old band t-shirts now -- Blondie for Rose, Misfits for 
Tommy.

Tommy wears glasses, and Rose probably should as well, but she's 
managed to bluff her way through eye tests so far. Bette’s got excellent 
eyesight and probably won’t need glasses until she’s super-old, which is 
probably for the best. She gets beat up enough at school as it is.

"Let’s go to the new club," Tommy answers. "I told Michelle I'd see her 
there."

Rose and Bette learned long ago not to bother keeping track of whether 
or not Tommy and Michelle are a couple at a given moment, so they 
don't press for details. Bette shrugs. "Okay. New club it is. The Chem 
stuff will all just be acids and bases anyway. Boring." Bette is revoltingly 
good at Chemistry, which she’s perfectly aware is not fair at all. She's just 
as slack at studying for it as Rose is.

She just gets it, that’s all. It’s one of the only things she can rely on to 
always make total sense to her. 

"You'd need the full-on Jekyll and Hyde to keep you interested, right?" 
Rose teases. Bette nods. 

"Yeah. But, see, science has ruined that one too, because altering your 
personality with drugs is normal now." 

Tommy smacks Bette with a cushion. "Shut up, metaphor girl, I just 
want to see some monsters. Is that so much to ask?"

~

The next day, Bette gets a detention in Math for sleeping, but the 
detention's in the library so it's no big drama. She knows the fucking 
alphabet, so she can shelve books fine, and finds the monotony of it 
relaxing. 
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Rose and Tommy are eating cornflakes in the kitchen when Bette gets to 
their place. Tommy's shirt is wrinkled and Rose has got a long purple 
bruise blooming like camouflage along the line of one cheekbone. 

"They might not've jumped us if you'd been there," Rose grouses. 
"Safety in numbers." 

Bette makes a face of disagreement and turns on the coffee percolator. 
"Nah. They'd've taken us all on. Who was it this time?"

"Jerrod and Bill and those football douches. I can't believe they still hit 
girls. They're such classy dudes.”

“Did you guys use all the milk?” Bette grumbles. “Damn. Black coffee 
makes me crazy."

"You're crazy anyway,” Rose answers mildly. 

“And you’re a fucking sexist. I don't want any different treatment just 
because I'm female," snarls Bette. "I can handle myself fine. Your mom's 
gonna lose it when she sees your face."

"I'll put concealer on it."

"Oh, like you own concealer." Bette gulps her coffee, ignoring the burn 
in her throat. "How you doing, Tommy?"

Tommy shrugs. "Fine, I guess.” He turns to Rose. “I borrowed your 
Batman."

"The new issue?" Rose asks. Tommy nods. "Okay. Lemme know what 
it's like. I haven't had a chance to read it yet. Who's playing tonight? Is 
anyone playing tonight? I hate it when it's just a DJ. They turn it up too 
loud and it's boring and shitty."

Bette giggles. "You're such a stereotype. Batman comics in the 
basement and you hate going anywhere fun."

"No, no, I hate it when it sucks. Seeing bands is fine," Rose protests, 
shaking her head. "I need a cigarette. Come with me?"

Tommy sighs pointedly. "I guess I'll go up to my room. Alone. Shunned. 
Abandoned." 

Bette pats him on the shoulder. "Buck up, little camper. You'll be able to 
laugh over our graves when we die before you."
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"But that's still so far away." Tommy sighs again. "Come get me before 
you go?"

"Of course, dork," Rose promises. Tommy walks to the door through to 
the entryway and staircases, then pauses and digs a crumpled piece of 
paper out of his pocket. 

"Ms Rush told me to give you this." He hands it to Rose. "Have fun 
murdering your lungs."

The basement smells a little funky after being shut up all day, but Rose 
is used to the smell and Bette loves having an excuse to whine and bitch. 
They have matching lighters, cheap black plastic ones that Rose has 
drawn tiny winged skeletons on with silvery paint. Rose lets her cigarette 
droop indolently between her lips when she's not inhaling, but Bette likes 
the feel of her own held secure by the knuckles of her outstretched 
fingers. It makes her feel worldly and effortlessly elegant, instead of the 
awkward way she usually feels, which is more like she's ill-fitted inside 
her own skin. 

"What's the flier?" she asks Rose, blowing out a thin stream of smoke. 

"Huh?"

"The paper that your brother gave you ten seconds ago. Jesus, Rose, 
what's your deal? You're even vaguer than usual."

Rose opens the paper as she answers. "I dunno. General ennui, I guess. 
I'm bored. So who's playing tonight?"

The paper is one of the photocopied ads for school musical tryouts, 
same as the ones that've been stuck in the halls all week. Below the date 
and time for auditions Ms Rush has written 'Rose - give it a try!'.

"A new band. I haven't heard anything about them yet. Then Remember 
the Stars."

"A band you don't know about? I'm shocked, and a little alarmed." 
Rose grins crookedly. Bette punches her on the shoulder.

"I said 'yet', bitch. And just because you're a shut-in freak doesn't mean 
there's anything weird about how many bands I see. Is that one of those 
dorkass things about the musical?"

"Yeah." Rose shoves the paper into the pocket of her slacks. "It might 
be okay. Maybe I'll try out."
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"You hate being the centre of attention. Being onstage generally 
necessitates that." Bette taps her cigarette it into the chipped mug Rose 
uses as an ashtray. "You know what we should do? We should start a band. 
You sing, and Tommy can drum, and I'll do bass. We’ll find someone to be 
guitar and we’ll be set."

"I don't know if Tommy's ever held a pair of drumsticks, so I'm at least a 
little bit concerned that you haven't thought this through."

"Please, it's drumming, how hard can it be?"

Rose rolls her eyes. "You know you're a cartoon character, right?"

"Yeah, but you're the one who's friends with me, so joke's on you." 
Bette plants a gloss-sticky smooch on Rose's cheek. "Let's go breathe on 
your brother and make sure he gets to his skinny hipster playdate."
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JAY

As these things go, Jay is having a really good night. The band in the 
corner looks conservative and boring in their expensive dark suits, same 
as everyone else here, but they're playing jazz and it's actually good for a 
change. The usual quotient of assholes has been rude to him, the kitchen 
staff snapping and harried and harsh because they're overworked, the 
guests out on the ballroom floor alternating between ordering him 
around and acting like he's invisible. 

Daughters and sons sometimes get dragged to these things with their 
parents, and sometimes they give Jay small skewed smiles as they take 
portions of finger-food off his serving tray, as if to have a moment of 
connection and shared boredom with him. As if he has anything in 
common with them. 

Tonight he's had that moment with two of the guests, early in the 
evening. With a pair of skinny, pretty sisters, who hung out on the 
balcony of the ballroom with him for a few minutes in their pale, petal-
like party dresses. They offered him some pills but Jay doesn't like 
chemicals; he prefers pot but none of them could risk going back in 
smelling like smoke. Later the elder of the two sisters, the blonde one, 
found him again and they went to the cloak room and among the coats 
and wraps that smelled of Chanel and Yves St Laurent and Ralph Lauren 
and other rich dull perfumes named for rich dull people she said quietly 
"I'm Jenna," and he said "I'm Jay," and they kissed for a while. The taffeta 
of her dress rustled like crumpling paper when he touched it, and she 
had a tiny rebellious tattoo of a fairy on one shoulder. 

Jenna gave him her card as they went back to the party, clothes carefully 
straightened and cheeks still flushed. It had her name and number, email 
and screen-name listed, and a picture of a fairy in one corner. 

"Drop me a line," she said, and went to find her sister, and Jay went to 
the kitchen to get another serving tray. 

They'd left hours ago, though, the sisters, and now Jay's mostly just 
waiting for the night to be over so he can go home and get some sleep. 
It's been a really good night, but it's had its best and he's getting a 
headache. He wishes he'd taken the pills when they were offered. 
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Glancing around to make sure he won't be caught at it, Jay escapes back 
out to the balcony for a breath of air. The park the next block over is a 
lightless blotch, and most of the office buildings are dark now. The hotel 
ballroom is on the tenth floor, just high enough for Jay to consider what 
he'd think about in the airborne seconds on the way down. 

"Don't jump," a voice behind Jay suggests. Jay damps down irritation at 
having his moment of quiet interrupted, and turns.

The vampire is taller than Jay, and if he was human Jay would think he 
was about twenty-three or twenty-four. If he's a guest at this party he's 
probably much older than that, because vampires with influence and 
power are almost always old vampires. That much, at least, Jay hasn't 
forgotten. 

"Climbing over the handrail would be too much trouble," Jay replies, 
leaning his back against said handrail. "Is there something you need my 
help with?"

"You're the food, are you?" The vampire gestures to the serving tray 
which Jay has put down on one of the small wrought-iron tables scattered 
along the balcony's length, a fraction too late after the words. Jay snorts. 

"Only if you buy me dinner and a movie first," he says dryly. The 
vampire tilts his head a little in surprise, giving Jay a second and more 
searching look. 

"You're welcome to try the appetizer if you want, though," Jay goes on, 
picking the plate up and holding it out. "It's quail wrapped in bacon. I've 
been told it just tastes like dark chicken meat."

"You haven't tried it yourself?" The vampire makes no move to pick up 
any of the food. Jay would have been very surprised if he had. 

"Not allowed," Jay explains. "I'm Jason. Jay." He puts the tray down 
and holds out a hand. The vampire takes it and shakes. Vampire skin is 
cool and soft, and Jay had forgotten how lovely it is to touch. 

"Blake," the vampire offers in return. 

All vampires are beautiful, and Blake's no exception. His hair is a deep 
brown and curls at the nape of his neck, and makes the dark of his eyes 
look less uncanny. Fair-haired vampires always stand out as strange more 
obviously, because of those dark, dark red irises. He's tall and what a 
certain type of English teacher might call 'imperially slim', almost as thin 
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as Jenna and her sister, but he died just old enough that his body had time 
to grow into its shape and so he wears it elegantly, not with the almost 
clumsy coltish charm of the girls. 

His suit is charcoal and simple enough that Jay guesses it must be very 
expensive, and his shirt is a warm bone color which gives a little life to 
the whiteness of Blake's throat and face. His eyebrows and nose are 
straight, his teeth slightly crooked when he smiles along with his 
handshake. His canines are just a fraction longer than a human's, and 
taper to sharp points. 

"You smell like a girl's perfume."

Jay laughs. He can't help it. "You really suck at pick-up lines."

Blake's smile gets wider, and Jay can't help glancing at his teeth again, 
either. He's got poor impulse control at the best of times, and while it 
may not be the best of times, it's still a pretty good night. 

"I can't tell if your hair is like that because you've been kissing someone, 
or because it's meant to look like that," Blake goes on, sounding 
genuinely perplexed. "There's an awful lot of... stuff in it." He steps in 
closer to Jay, into Jay's personal space, on the pretense of getting a better 
look at Jay's hair. "There's some carpet lint here, you know. Cloak 
room?"

"Cloak room," Jay agrees, mouth dry. Blake smells really, really good, 
like expensive shampoo and laundered clothing and warm dark. 

"Pity." Vampires breathe when they speak, because their voice boxes 
don't suddenly change design when they stop being human, and Blake's 
breath ghosts on Jay's cheek with the word. "I rather fancied the mental 
image of your tryst taking place out here on the balcony, under the 
stars." 

Jay forces himself to break the intensity of Blake's eye contact and looks 
up. "Under the cloud cover and smog, you mean. It's a little too public 
with the party going on inside, anyway. Anybody could come out and 
see."

Blake's thumb presses lightly into the dip below Jay's lower lip, tilting 
his face back down so they're looking at each other again. Typically, 
vampire lips are pale, barely darker than the skin around them, but 
Blake's are flushed and full and almost red, and his eyes catch the light 
like a cat's. 
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"What about a private room? This is a hotel, after all. There are 
balconies with no interruptions on many of the suites."

Jay feels drunk and giddy, almost dizzy, lightheaded. He forces himself 
to blink, and the tiny movement takes supreme effort. The giddy feeling 
fades, a little. His heartbeat feels fast and heavy in his wrists and throat. 

“I have to go,” Jay makes himself say, stepping away from Blake before he 
can change his mind. If he’s getting eaten by a vampire tonight then that’s 
seriously shitty luck, but Jay’s not going to fall swooning into the arms of 
death like a Hammer Horror starlet.

He tells the head waiter that he feels sick. He’s not sure if the lie is 
convincing, but he doesn’t really care. If the worst thing that happens 
tonight is that they dock his pay, he’ll call that a victory. He changes out 
of the mandatory outfit the wait staff is forced to wear and back into his 
own clothes, jeans and a fraying t-shirt from some underground band. Jay 
thinks the shirt might’ve belonged to Michelle originally, but he stole it 
long ago. Jay knows better than to think that he can throw a vampire like 
Blake off a hunt this easily, but he’s. Well. He’s not dying in an ugly 
uniform for a job he doesn’t like, at least. That’s something.
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BETTE

The new club is made out of a modified cinema. The original movie 
theatre went bust when TV came along, and it lay empty and decrepit 
until it got bought in the seventies and turned into a club. Then the club 
went bust, too, and it went back to showing movies until it got sold again 
and closed down for renovations eight months ago.

The sign above the front entrance has “Entartung” painted on it in bold 
black script, with thinner letters underneath reading “Long Live 
Degenerate Art”. Bette can see that the projection screen from the old 
theatre is still up on the wall, a blank white rectangle against the newly-
papered high black walls. 

They get in free because Tommy knows the guy on the door, a college-
aged Samoan dude who gives Tommy a smile that is way, way too much 
information for Bette and Rose. Seriously, Tommy and his friends could 
be a really slutty mafia if they wanted to be, they've got connections in 
every industry that counts: they get free tickets at all the late-night 
horror movies, they know pretty much every single waiter and waitress 
in the greater metropolitan area, they can usually get into clubs without 
paying the cover. 

The security dude draws thick black Xs on the backs of their hands, the 
standard sign for “we’re underage, don’t give us alcohol”. There’s always a 
mark of that sort on Bette’s hand; she’s not away from live music for long 
enough for the old ones to get scrubbed off completely before a new one 
takes its place. 

"I know your parents are, like, progressive and shit, but they did explain 
to you that you don't have to share your special magical intimate privacy 
with every single person you think is cute, right?" Bette teases as they 
head inside. The place is still mostly empty, but everyone who's there 
seems to be having fun, so it'll probably fill up as the evening progresses. 

Tommy shoots her a puzzled look. "Huh?"

Bette shakes her head. "Never mind." She'd probably sleep with a heap 
of people too, if she knew how to be chill about it like Tommy, but 
mostly she thinks guys are jerks and so it's a better use of her time to 
fight with them than to think about the best ways to get them interested 
in sex, and they don't typically want to have anything to do with her after 
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she's broken their nose or cracked their teeth anyway. Bette would rather 
just hang out with Rose and go see bands and stuff like that. Sex is pretty 
overrated. 

Tommy wanders off to where Michelle is chatting to one of the band 
techs by the stage. Michelle and Tommy are both skinny-hipped and 
deadpan and monosyllabic. Michelle’s dad is black and her mom’s white, 
and her skin is on the darker side of in-between. She wears her hair 
braided back in cornrows, the severe style making her wide-lashed eyes 
look even more striking. Tommy’s got one of his hands on her shoulder, 
stroking the skin of the side of her neck with his thumb. 

"Sex is so completely overrated and lame." 

Rose pats Bette on the shoulder. "I'm sure the guy on the door would 
help you out if you asked."

"What? No, no, I'm... sex is lame. That's all I meant."

Rose shrugs. "Wouldn't know."

Bette can feel her eyes going wide. "Seriously? Okay, I guess the special 
privacy talk sank in for one of you, after all. Seriously?"

"Can we not?" Rose looks embarrassed. "My virginity is not a topic of 
public discussion!"

The opening act is putting their stuff together onstage, two lanky dudes 
fiddling with the microphones and drums, and a tall girl wearing an 
oversized red hoodie which is so big on her that only a few inches of 
black hemline show of her short dress. She has the hood pulled low on 
her face and is biting her nails as she talks to a middle-aged, neatly-
dressed guy with a thinning salt-and-pepper ponytail. 

“That must be the owner,” Bette says, nodding toward him. Rose follows 
the direction of her gaze. The guy leans in and pecks a kiss on the tall 
girl’s forehead, patting her shoulder like he’s encouraging or comforting 
her. “I guess that’s his kid. How awesome would that be, to have a dad 
who owned a club? She doesn’t look any older than us and she’s opening 
for Remember the Stars.”

“She looks nervous.” Rose sounds sympathetic. The girl is still mostly 
obscured by her hoodie, so they can’t see her expression, but her posture 
is most certainly not that of someone feeling at ease.  One of the lanky 
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guys gives her the thumbs up and sits down behind the drum kit. The 
other picks up a guitar bearing remnants of old band stickers. 

The girl nods, unzipping her jacket as she climbs the stairs, discarding 
the hoodie behind her as she steps into the stage area. 

"We are The Cretins And Whores," she says, not bothering to approach 
her microphone. Even without help, her voice carries through the club’s 
high-ceilinged space easily; bold, a little deeper than expected, and 
carrying traces of a European accent.

It's the perfect voice for her painted red lips, her white, sharp-chinned 
face, and her loose coal-black hair, her short satin dress and her heavy 
boots and ox-blood bass. "Thank you for listening." 

"I'm in love. I'm going to marry that woman," Rose tells Bette with 
total seriousness. Bette rolls her eyes, just a little. 

"Are there any brunette girls on the planet that you're not a total 
queermo for?"

Rose pretends to ponder the question seriously for a long beat. "You?” 
She grins, and grabs Bette’s hand. “Come on, come with me. I want to go 
meet her after they finish." 

"Okay, okay, god, don't pull my arm out of its socket, you violent little 
psychopath," Bette complains as she's dragged along.

The band are okay, not great, though Bette doubts Rose would notice if 
they were the worst band on earth with the way she’s staring starry-eyed 
at the bassist. The bassist is easily the best player in the band, but she 
seems more interested in having fun than being good, bopping her head 
and ginning and, after the first song, winking at Rose. 

“Don’t have a heart attack,” Bette warns, laughing, as Rose pretends to 
swoon. 

They play five songs, all essentially forgettable but the last, which is 
when Rose’s bassist steps to center stage, and the band launches into a 
raunchy, grinding version of “Anything Goes”, the girl’s smoky voice 
growling out the lyrics like she’s daring the half-interested crowd to try 
to stop her from doing whatever the hell she wants. 

“I could never sing like that,” Rose says, awed, as the song ends and the 
band thank the audience for listening. Bette punches her on the arm.
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“Whatever. Your voice is great.”

The bassist is winding cables into a haphazard coil when Bette and Rose 
approach her. Bette elbows Rose forward, making  a small noise in the 
back of her throat which she hopes effectively conveys "talk to her, 
seriously, I promise she won't set fire to your hair or rip your throat out 
or break your legs or anything scary". Rose throws a nervous, slightly 
cranky glance over one shoulder at Bette, and then turns back to the girl.

"You're great," she manages to say, voice squeaking a little with nerves. 
Bette grins. So does the girl.

"Well so are you, for saying so. Thank you. I'm Gretchen."

"Rose, and this is Bette."

Bette gives a wave, staying a step and a half behind Rose. "Howdy."

"I wasn't sure about being the first ones up here on the new stage, but it 
didn't go so badly," Gretchen says, coming down the stairs to the main 
floor level where Bette and Rose are. She retrieves her hoodie on the 
way, knotting the sleeves of the jacket around her waist to keep it handy. 
The impromptu belt pulls her dress up shorter, revealing more of her 
white, soft-looking thighs. 

"Are you guys new? I haven't seen you play before," Bette offers, 
knowing that keeping a sane and socially acceptable conversation going 
with a stranger isn't Rose's favorite thing to do, even when said stranger 
is cute. 

Gretchen nods, pushing her long hair off her shoulders so it falls darkly 
down her back almost to her waist. "Yes. Assembled just this afternoon, 
which is why we weren't very good. Aaron and Joey are Ewen's sons. It 
was their idea to do this, after they heard that there was only one band 
lined up for the night. I guess there are perks to being the children of the 
owner." 

"We saw you with him before the show. We assumed that it was you 
who was his kid," Rose admits. There's a faint and utterly charming blush 
creeping up her neck and cheeks. Gretchen touches her arm lightly as 
she answers. 

"No. Ewen is the son of my grandfather." 

"Your uncle, then?"
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Gretchen mustn't have heard Rose's words very well -- the volume of 
the crowd is picking up to a pretty steady din around them now -- 
because it takes her a second to answer. "Yes, my uncle, of course. That is 
a beautiful design." She’s gesturing to the scrap of paper tucked into the 
clear plastic front of Bette’s shoulder bag. It’s a picture of a bird, a 
sparrow done all in blues and made out of a patchwork of squares in 
different shades, stitched together with visible lines. Like a ragdoll, or a 
Frankenstein monster. Bette’s had it in the there pocket since forever. 

“Oh, yeah. Rose drew that. I’m going to get it as a tattoo as soon as I’m 
old enough,” Bette explains. 

“You’re a very talented artist,” Gretchen appraises. Rose wrinkles her 
nose.

“I’m not that great yet. I want to be, one day.”  

The conversation lulls, Gretchen and Rose just staring at each other 
with slightly goofy smiles on their faces, and Bette's between thinking it's 
adorable and thinking that it makes her want to vomit. 

"Rose was wondering if she could have your phone number," Bette 
prompts, because what are best friends for if it's not being totally 
mortifying all the time?

"Oh!" Gretchen pulls a tiny, sleek little cellphone out of a seemingly 
impossible pocket in her clingy dress. "Right. Yeah." She presses a few 
buttons, obviously looking through the stored list of numbers. "Sorry. I 
always forget my own number because I go through phones so quickly. I 
lose them all the time. Do you have your phone, or a pen and paper?"

Rose never charges her phone. Bette gives her shit about it, and Tommy 
seems baffled that anyone can survive without a keypad in their hands, 
especially someone so closely related to him. But her habits stay exactly 
as they are, absent-minded and infuriating and quintessentially Rose. 

"Oh, I, um," Rose stammers now. Bette takes pity, and comes to her 
aid. 

"Here, put it in mine," she says, handing the phone over. "Take mine 
too, if you want. I'm usually near Rosie outside of school hours."

"Thank you." Gretchen busies herself with the process of swapping the 
numbers. 
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"Do you go to school?" Rose asks. Gretchen shakes her head, still 
looking down at the phones.

"No. I write a little. My family has money, so. You know," she says, as if 
Bette and Rose could have any idea what that kind of life would possibly 
be like. Bette can't even imagine what it would be to exist without 
worrying about money and bills and how to earn enough to stay alive. 

"Gretch," one of the boys from the band says, nodding his head toward 
the backstage area. "Come on, Dad says he wants us cleared out so 
Remember the Stars can set up. Come get your bass."

"It was great to meet you," Gretchen says to Rose and Bette, touching 
Rose on the arm again and then repeating the gesture to Bette. "I'll call. 
Or you can call me. I forget to get things done, sometimes."

When she's gone, Rose squeezes Bette's hand in her own. "Oh my god! 
Did that really happen?"

Bette laughs. She can't help it. Rose gets crushes easily, but Bette's never 
seen her actually follow through to getting a number before.

"Yeah, it really happened, and now the two of you are going to get 
married and have a million adopted babies and be sickeningly cute 
together."

Rose giggles, blush still firmly in place on her usually pallid cheeks. "I'll 
settle for a date, to start with," she says.  

Remember the Stars are, as always, good. They're better than good, and 
Bette doesn't say that about many of the bands she sees. Bette sees kind of 
a lot of bands, because she goes to see the bands she likes as often as she 
can, and they're usually playing with two or three other bands, and if she 
likes one of those other bands she'll add them to her 'see often' list, and it 
just branches and branches and branches off like that. 

If more math involved concrete examples of this sort, Bette would 
probably be passing it without the usual pulling-teeth sensation that it 
takes to get through her homework. Who even thought of that as a simile 
anyway, 'pulling teeth'? It's fairly horrifying, as images go. Bette's never 
had teeth pulled, but she remembers when Rose had to get a root canal 
and then that didn't work and they had to just yoink the whole molar out. 
It had been totally revolting, a little rotten tooth in a zip-lock bag, and 
Rose's eyes had both gone bruised-black like she'd broken her nose or 
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something. Actually, it was all pretty excellent and cool, but still. That 
didn't mean it hadn't been totally revolting. 

Bette's shitty at math, which is funny, because she rules at Chemistry. 
Chemistry is like math, if math had any kind of practical application 
whatsoever in the real world. Which, okay, it does, but not all that often. 
The branching good-bands tree in Bette's head is the first time she can 
think of in the recent past when knowing how to count past four has 
been useful at all. 

Remember the Stars are one of the best local bands. They're too good to 
just be local, but Bette's given up trying to find logic in the randomness 
of which acts hit it big and which ones stay at the level of playing tiny 
clubs.

The lead singer, Lily Green, flashes the still-side-stage Tommy and 
Michelle a giant bright grin as she steps up to her microphone. Lily's hot, 
in a too-cool-for-you way that Tommy and Tommy's loser friends all think 
is, like, icy and sophisticated and whatever but is actually kind of 
pretentious. That's what Bette thinks, anyway, but Tommy says she's just 
being a bitch because Lily is who Bette wants to be. 

It's true enough that Lily's short spiky hair, dyed bright red at the front 
and black at the back, is excellently cool, and that she's got three rings 
through one dark eyebrow and thick black eyeliner and mascara and her 
lips are pale pink and her skin is just a shade or two darker than Bette's 
own olive complexion, and her clothes are always effortlessly stylish in a 
funky alternative way and, okay, maybe Bette has a tiny bit of envy going 
on, but that's only because Bette knows in her gut that she would make 
an awesome rock star if she ever got the opportunity to prove it. 

Lily's got the charisma and the voice, but it's the musicians who make 
Remember the Stars a cut above the other bands Bette regularly goes to 
shows for. The drummer, Will Cooper, is steady and reliable and solid, 
but then sometimes he gets a smirky little grin on his face and does some 
incredibly fancy and flashy riff on his kit that sounds like it belongs on a 
classic metal album. He's tall, especially beside Lily (who's short, but not 
quite as short as Bette, which is another thing Bette envies her for), with 
light brown hair and the kind of peach-colored skin Rose would probably 
have if Rose ever left her basement voluntarily. 

Anna, the bassist, is possibly technically hotter than Lily, but she doesn't 
do the flashy, show-off, frontwoman stuff that gets Lily noticed by every 
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set of hormones in the room. Anna's got blonde hair pulled back into a 
ponytail high on the back of her head, and deep red lipstick, and glossy 
red nails, and a little red dress that shows off her long, long legs. She likes 
to be barefoot onstage, and her toenails are red too. The guitarist, Russ, 
is the oldest member of the band -- Bette thinks she heard Lily tell 
Tommy once that Russ is twenty-eight. He's darker-complected than Will 
but has similar features; Bette's not sure if they're related or if it's just 
coincidence. Tonight Russ is wearing a Nirvana t-shirt, which looks faded 
enough that he might actually have bought it while Kurt Cobain was still 
alive. Bette wonders if Russ has ever thought about the fact that at least 
half the kids who come to his shows weren't even born when 
“Nevermind” was released. 

Their music is rocky with a little more pop in it than Bette would 
usually listen to, but Lily's smarmy charm carries them through the 
cheesier lyrics and the more obvious melodies. Mostly, Bette likes them 
because they're fun. It's impossible to associate Remember the Stars with 
anything more serious than nights out with friends and giggling and 
dancing around and having a good time, and Bette appreciates that. 
There's too much depressing shit in the world as it is; she doesn't need to 
spend her time listening to stuff that'll make her feel even worse about 
the world. 

The other great thing about Remember the Stars is that their fans -- 
with the exception of Tommy's little poser crew who like to spend their 
time looking disaffected off to the side of the stage -- like to have big 
noisy happy dance pits at the band's shows. Bette loves nothing else about 
life nearly so much as she loves throwing herself into a throng of people 
who will throw themselves at her right back, all of them jumping and 
pushing and laughing and letting all their energy and aggression out in a 
way that feels a lot more creative and satisfying than the fights Bette gets 
into at school. Contrary to what most of the people at her school think, 
she likes dancing a lot more than she likes punching asshole jock losers.
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JAY

Jay walks a block and a half from the hotel to his bus stop, which is one 
of the brick-walled shelter sort with a seat and a trash can and half-faded 
tagging sprayed on the timetable. Jay’s heartbeat stutters (if he’s being 
honest, the truth is that it hasn’t gone back to normal since he walked 
away on the balcony) as he approaches the bus stop. Blake is already 
there, leaning elegantly against the wall. He’s got an honest-to-God top 
hat on now, the same subtle dark grey as his suit, and soft-looking light 
grey gloves on his hands. He straightens as Jay approaches, and nods 
hello. 

Jay is an expert in the art of blanking people. It's one of the core skills 
required to be truly cool; how will people know that you're better than 
them if you don't pointedly, icily ignore them? So he knows the power of 
his dull, deliberately unseeing gaze. He can make prom queens crumble 
and develop spontaneous eating disorders from the barest glance. 

Blake just stares right back, demanding eye contact, and smiles a little. 
Eventually Jay gets bored of the contest, and breaks the moment by 
looking away. 

"What." Jay keeps his voice so flat that the word isn't even really a 
question. "You're going to follow me around until I go somewhere 
private enough that you can kill me, is that it?"

"My calendar has no appointments for tonight, apart from the party 
we're already done with. Stalking someone as delightful as yourself 
sounds gloriously entertaining."

"Delightful," Jay repeats scornfully. "You can't think of a better word?"

"Monotone, maybe," Blake concedes. "A little inflection won't be the 
death of you."

"I think you're generating quite enough inflection for the both of us."

Blake's eyes narrow and Jay smirks. If he's about to get murdered by a 
bloodthirsty creature of the night, at least he's going down getting in a 
few good jabs. 

His phone buzzes in his pocket and he pulls it out, ignoring the way 
Blake's still watching him unwaveringly. The message is from Michelle: u 
done w/ work yet?
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y, he texts back. anything going on?

"Why don't you just telephone each other? Or don't those things come 
with that feature anymore?"

Jay rolls his eyes at Blake. "You're hilarious. Couldn't you at least 
pretend to be classy and mysterious, just for a little while?" It's just Jay's 
luck to get eaten by the lamest vampire ever. 

"Only if you'll wear a white nightgown and pretend to be a blushing 
virgin," Blake counters. Jay sighs, his phone buzzing with Michelle's next 
message.

we r @ coffeshop nr natalies. usual people. u missd remembr the stars. meet us?

It vibrates again before he hits reply. 

lily green hit on tommy.

That makes Jay laugh out loud, then shake his head in response to 
Blake's quizzical expression. "A friend of mine. Someone in a band we 
like was hitting on him. Everyone hits on him. He's got magic 
pheromones or something crazy like that."

"What about you? Do you hit on him?" Blake asks. Jay shrugs.

"Yeah. Sometimes. Oh, what, you're going to judge me for being slutty? 
You're planning to kill me, what do you care about who I am?"

"You know, Jason, most people are significantly less blasé about their 
impending deaths than you seem to be."

"I'm fifteen. That's longer than I thought I'd get," Jay tells him before 
turning back to the phone's message display. 

can't, he writes back to Michelle. got plans.

k. c u @ school.

Jay looks down at the message for a few long seconds, letting himself 
have a moment of regret that he's never going to have a chance to hang 
with his friends again. Then he shoves his phone in his pocket and says 
"fuck it."

"Something wrong?"

"Maybe I'm not as blasé about dying as I thought I was. I know you don't 
care, but I was doing pretty okay here. I've got a scholarship to my 
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school. I bet there are a bunch of dumb kids that the teachers would love 
for you to get rid of instead of me."

"Bargaining is horribly tacky," Blake replies in a lightly scolding tone. 
"And my dear boy, it was you who introduced the idea of my killing you 
into the conversation. There are far too few truly interesting people in 
this world for me to waste them on so dull an end as dinner."

Jay blinks, surprised for the first time in a long time. "Really."

"Or maybe I'm just saying that to give you a false sense of security," 
Blake says, holding his gloved palms up as if weighing his options. 
"Perhaps I take especial pleasure in dashing hopes."

"As well as the especial pleasure you take in the sound of your own 
voice, you mean?"

Blake laughs, his head tipping back enough to expose a length of his 
own pale throat above the crisp line of his collar. "Quite."

"So if you're not going to bite me, what's with the stalker routine?"

Blake smiles. Jay can't help but shiver the the sight of the sharp, sharp 
points of Blake's incisors.

"I don't remember saying anything about not biting you."

Suddenly Jay's shoulder blades are slammed against the brick side of the 
bus shelter, Blake's hands on his shoulders pushing him back hard enough 
to hurt. The back of Jay's head bounces against the wall as well, stunning 
him for a split second and making him grunt in surprise and pain. The 
sound dies in his throat, strangled into a gurgle, as Blake's fangs break the 
soft skin below Jay's jaw.

Jay's knees buckle but he doesn't fall. One of Blake's arms is curved 
around Jay's side to his back, a palm splayed across his spine and keeping 
his body held close. Jay tries to struggle, to raise his own hands and push, 
but his arms and legs feel leaden and his head swims, throbbing with the 
pulse of his heart. All he can see with his head tipped back like this is a 
streetlight and some power lines, and they're swimming in and out of 
focus. The sound of Blake drinking, delicate wet slurps, seems to fill Jay's 
brain up and shove everything else out. 

It hurts more than anything Jay can remember but it feels stupid that he 
should be trying to remember anything other than this moment, it feels 
stupid that he ever cared about school or music or friends or anything 
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that isn't the harsh wet-penny smell of his blood staining into his shirt 
and the way Blake's jaw moves against Jay's neck with each swallow. 

Blake pulls away, moving his mouth down nearer to the slope of Jay's 
shoulder, and bites again, even deeper than the first time. Jay's eyes roll 
back behind his lids, lashes fluttering. 

After a long time - or maybe not that long, because Jay's still alive, 
there's still blood in him, and he whimpers in protest as Blake pulls away 
- Jay is carefully sat down on the bus shelter bench. He tries to open his 
eyes, to say something, but everything's starting to go gray and still.

"Blast," he hears Blake says, somewhere very far away. "I truly didn't 
intend... I didn't know you'd be so sweet. I'm sorry, Jay." 

Jay wants to tell him that it doesn't matter, that it's just one of those 
shitty things that happen in life, but the gray around him is getting darker 
and, as he feels Blake's arms lift him again and carry him away from the 
shelter, Jay's eyes close completely and he's gone. 
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BETTE

As usual the gym stinks, with an extra layer of vaguely alcoholic mint 
and lemon over the top of the sweat and airlessness and long-damp fabric 
scent that's always there. 

"It smells like some janitor went a little obsessive-compulsive in here," 
Rose observes, waving her hand back and forth in front of her face.

"I heard they found a bunch of dead dogs in here on the weekend," says 
Bette. "Torn apart, like some giant thing was going nuts and ripping into 
them, you know? It was a blood bath. That's why it's all scrubbed down 
now."

Rose scuffs her sole against the sprung wood floor as she walks, making 
the varnish squeak. Nobody else has arrived yet. "Oh, sure, that's so 
totally plausible," she scoffs. "Where'd you hear that one, the elementary 
school playground?"

Bette had heard it from Mrs Johanson who lived in the next house over 
from Bette and her mom, a nice enough old lady who lived alone and 
treated Bette like she was still twelve years old. Bette had got home from 
her shift at the pizza place and there was a police car parked out the front 
of Mrs Johanson's. 

When the cops left a little while later, Bette's mom had gone over 'to 
see if she's all right', which was a total crock; it was really because Bette's 
mom was nosy and loved to stick her face into anybody's business that 
she could. Bette had gone along too, because Bette was a naturally 
inquisitive and compassionate person who wasn't going to trust her 
mother to pass all the gossip along properly. 

Mrs Johanson was crying when she answered the door, and she looked 
small and frail and old, older than she ever had before, but she made 
them come in and sit down in the kitchen like nothing was wrong. She 
made Bette's mom a cup of tea with sugar and gave Bette a glass of milk 
and a cookie, which was seriously just ridiculous because Bette was 
practically an adult and had a nose ring. But the cookie was home-made 
chocolate chip, which was pretty okay. And then Mrs Johanson told them 
why the police had been there.

They buried the bloodied collar and tags that the police had returned 
out under the trees along the back fence, where the afternoon sunlight 
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lingered. It was nice there, and warm. Bette kind of hoped that, if ghosts 
were real, the ghost of Mrs Johanson's dog liked it there.

"You gonna try out?" Rose asks, sitting on the rickety bench that they 
usually sat on when they deliberately got 'out' in dodgeball. As far as 
Bette and Rose's high school experience went, that bench was the core 
feature of the gym.

"Nah." Bette points at her own neck. "This voice was built strictly for 
hardcore and screamo."

"You don't think it's lame I'm trying out, do you?" Rose asks.

"Of course I do. Everything you do is lame," Bette answers easily. "You 
couldn't be cool if you died and they ground your body up and put you in 
the Icie Kola machine at the gas station store."

Rose makes a face. "You're fucking gross."

"Language, Rosemary," Mrs Rush says, pushing the gym doors wide 
until they click steady in the 'open' position. 

"Sorry, Mrs Rush."

"It's good to see you here. I'm glad you're trying out," the teacher says 
warmly, walking over to where they're hanging out. "Are you trying out 
too, Elizabeth?"

"Bette," Bette corrects automatically. "Nah, not me. Just here for 
immoral support."

"You can handle the CD player, then." Mrs Rush points at the ancient 
boom box still over by the gym doors. "Let's get everything ready before 
the others arrive."
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JAY

The first surprise is that Jay wakes up at all, and the second surprise is 
that he wakes up comfortable. The linen sheets on the hotel bed are a 
high thread count and smooth and white, save for a little smear on the 
pillow under his neck. The windows are open, letting beams of heavy 
gold afternoon light in. There's a big-screen TV on the wall opposite the 
bed, and a selection of tastefully bland framed prints, which is what tips 
him off that it's a hotel room.

He climbs out of bed carefully and slowly, head and neck both aching 
hideously. There's a dressing taped to his neck, the gauze an even darker 
red than the stain on the pillowcase, but when Jay stumbles to the 
bathroom and peels the bandage away the skin below is unbroken. 
Bruised a blackish blue, and marked with scar-shiny punctures in the two 
places where Blake bit, but not bleeding or torn or even scabbed 
anymore. 

Jay looks... well, he looks like a vampire sucked out a bunch of his 
blood, actually. His skin is shades paler than usual and his eyes look 
feverish, glittering and shadowed. He's naked, which - stupidly - makes 
him blush. Or it would make him blush, if he wasn't impersonating chalk. 
It makes Jay feel embarrassed to think of Blake seeing how scrawny he is, 
skinny and bony and teenaged under his clothes. 

After Jay's had a drink of water and tried to tame his hair, he goes 
looking around the hotel room for said clothes. His shoes and jeans are 
folded on a shelf in the closet, and the shirt Blake was wearing is freshly 
pressed and waiting on a hanger. There's no sign of Jay's t-shirt but there's 
a folded sheet of paper beside his phone and wallet on the topmost shelf.

Jason -

I apologize again for the condition I put you in. While losing control is  
inexcusable on my part, you should nevertheless take it as a compliment. If you  
still object to being described as delightful, I will instead begin to use the term  
delicious.

Your shirt was a ruin so you may keep mine. It has been washed, as have your  
jeans. I will never understand the aversion teenagers have to laundry; you perplex  
and fascinate me in your strangeness.  
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The concierge has been handsomely tipped and all room costs are paid in full. 
There is orange juice and a selection of sports drinks in the refrigerator, which will  
help with your headache. I recommend you try to include as much red meat in  
your diet as possible for the next few days. I have been told blueberries are also a  
help with the cravings, and have personally found tea a reliable source of comfort  
and sustenance. 

It was a pleasure to meet you.

- Blake

There are five new messages on his phone, three from Michelle and two 
from Tommy, all asking where he is and if he'll meet them after school at 
Michelle's even though he's not in class. The clock on his phone display 
says it's one-oh-nine in the afternoon.

Jay drinks an orange juice and watches twenty minutes of the first Lord 
of the Rings on the pay-movies channel, just because it's the most 
expensive thing on the list and his headache is making him feel cranky 
and petty. Blake's shirt is soft and a little too big, and makes Jay look 
strange and dangerous, standing barefoot in a five-star hotel room and 
thinking about blood. 
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BETTE

More people turn up than Bette would've expected, if she'd actually 
thought about whether or not there were a lot of people at her school 
who wanted to be in a musical. Turns out there are, anyway.

There's Jenna Chamberlain, that catty blonde senior who treats 
everyone like shit and will probably end up some vapid popstar actress 
scientologist millionaire with a sex tape on the internet before her five-
year class reunion. 

There's Michelle Winters, Tommy's sorta-girlfriend, or whatever cool 
people call it when you regularly hook up. Michelle's voice is nicer than 
Jenna's, but she just stands there and sings and doesn't make eye contact 
with anybody, so Bette ruefully assumes that Jenna's got a better chance 
out of the two. 

After Michelle there are a few other kids from Tommy's grade, guys and 
girls Bette vaguely recognizes but doesn't know the names of. 

A guy Bette thinks she might have Math with tries out and is 
surprisingly good, forceful and energetic and kind of crazy as he throws 
himself into singing. When he's done, Rose calls 'hey, Jamie, over here!' 
and the guy, Jamie, goes over and sits next to her on the bench. Bette 
wonders how come she's never met this Jamie guy if he and Rose are 
friends, but when she glares at them Rose gives her this hurt look like 
Bette's the one being weird.

Rose's audition is great. Her voice isn't as pretty as Michelle or Jenna's 
-- probably because Michelle and Jenna don't smoke, Bette thinks -- but 
it's more interesting, and nobody watching would ever suspect that Rose 
gets stage fright just from being around all her cousins and grandparents 
at Christmas. 

Rose glances over to where Bette sits with the CD player as soon as the 
song ends. Bette gives her the thumbs up and Rose grins, grateful, 
slinking away from the center of attention and back to the bench.

"I'll post the cast list outside the Drama staff room on in a few days," 
Mrs Rush says after everyone's had a turn. They're all filing out of the 
gym when Bette sees Jenna lean in close to Rose's ear and say "You 
sounded like an oinking little pig up here, Rose. I felt so embarrassed for 
you. Stupid fat bitches shouldn't be seen or heard if they can help it."
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So Bette's got no choice to pull on Jenna's shiny blonde hair as hard as 
she can, and Jenna squeals in pain and sounds way more like a pig than 
Rose ever could, so Bette's giggling as she darts away out of sight and 
waits for Rose to catch up with her.

At the end of recess two of Jenna's stupid jock boyfriends grab Bette 
and shove her in a locker, and by the time she gets out she's missed most 
of Chemistry. That pisses her off, and so does the detention she gets for 
being late to class, but Bette doesn't want to give Jenna any reason to do 
anything worse and so she doesn't tell anyone what happened. 

After detention she walks home across the highway overpass, watching 
the rush-hour traffic roar past down below. She thinks about climbing 
over to the other side of the railing, out where it isn't safe and there's 
nothing between her and death but the wind. But it's warm and still 
sunny, even though it's getting late, so Bette can't make herself think 
about death seriously enough to bother climbing the rail.

She goes around to Rose and Tommy's instead. Tommy’s out, and so 
Rose and Bette smoke a lot and drink a little bit of a bottle of vodka 
between the two of them, not bothering with glasses, and watch The Texas  
Chainsaw Massacre and Suspiria. 
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JAY

By the time Jay gets to Michelle’s, the bruises are nothing but a faint 
purple-blue smudge, and he’s feeling better. It still surprises and amazes 
him how resilient his body always is; he could probably walk away from 
anything if he stayed alive long enough to start recovering.

“Who is she?” Michelle asks as soon as the three of them are all in the 
kitchen. Michelle’s house is crazy-huge because her parents are art 
dealers, and her kitchen’s full of brushed stainless steel appliances and 
black marble countertops. There’s always amazing food in the fridge, too, 
because they’ve got a housekeeper who went to culinary school. Today 
there’s a plate of fresh sushi waiting for Michelle and her friends, so she 
and Tommy and Jay stand around a countertop and snack happily as they 
talk. 

“He,” Jay corrects. “Just a guy. You don’t know him.”

“Should’ve known.” Michelle rolls her eyes. “Tom here’s got custody of 
the heterosexuality at the moment, after all. You two are like that Greek 
myth about the three women who have one eye they pass back and forth 
between

them. You’ve only got one straight between you.” 

She stands up on her tiptoes and gives Tommy a lingering kiss, like she’s 
trying to make it clear that she’s quite pleased that he’s into girls lately. 
Jay doesn’t love it when they go through phases like this – even though he 
knows it isn’t the case, it always makes him feel like a third wheel.

“I’m at least ninety-four percent hetero, all the time,” Tommy informs 
her. “Your theory’s crap.”

“You’re ninety-four percent and Jay’s about six percent. So you see? 
You’ve got one full het to share between you.”

Jay eats another avocado seaweed roll. “Please tell me you’re flunking 
Math. There’s no justice in the world if you can get away with logic like 
that.”

Michelle shrugs. “There isn’t any justice in the world anyway.” She grins. 
“Might as well make that work in my favor.”
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They hang out until evening. Jay’s not thrilled at the prospect of heading 
home to his still, silent little apartment in the boxlike complex of student 
accommodation. He’s the only high schooler amongst a whole lot of 
college students, but somehow he ends up feeling like an immature kid 
all the time instead of the old-for-his-age feeling such a situation should, 
by all rights, inspire. 

He heads for the mall instead, where most of the stores are still open 
for after-work shoppers. There’s nobody Jay knows hanging around the 
food court or the arcade, though, so he doesn’t really have a good excuse 
to stick around. 

On his way to the exit, he passes the pet store, and at the pet store is 
Blake, watching the animals in the window display. 

Jay didn’t think he’d ever see Blake again. Certainly not so soon, and 
absolutely not outside a suburban pet store dressed in expensive jeans 
and a dark red shirt. 

Jay hesitates for a half-second, then gives up his pretense at indecision 
and goes over to stand beside Blake. 

"I sincerely hope you're not buying a puppy or kitten as a midnight 
snack, because trust me, that's far tackier than any bargaining could ever 
hope to be."

Blake's smile is small, but it looks genuine. "I didn't take you for an 
animal rights campaigner."

"I'm surprised you bothered to make any assumptions about me at all, 
considering we've only met once."

"Indeed, but you were serving quail wrapped in bacon at the time, if I 
recall correctly. Hardly the fare of a staunch defender of God's 
creatures."

"That's a fair point," Jay concedes. "I do feel that there's a difference 
between bacon and puppies, though. I'm going to think less of you if you 
eat a puppy."

Another smile quirks Blake's mouth for a moment before smoothing. 
"What a distressing threat. But you needn't worry. I give you my word 
that it hadn't even occurred to me to, as you so charmingly put it, eat a 
puppy."
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There's enough amusement glimmering in Blake's dark eyes to prompt 
a searching look from Jay. "... because you're buying a kitten, right?"

Blake's laugh is sharp and musical. "Quite."

"You're seriously buying a kitten, as a pet? I wouldn't have thought most 
coffins had room for a litter tray."

"I'd like to think you already know me well enough to know better than 
that." Blake schools his face into a look of hurt and disappointment. 
"Honestly, a coffin? How gauche."

"Feather beds all the way, then?"

"On the contrary. Innerspring mattresses are one of the small pleasures 
of modern luxury. Ah, yes, hello." These last words are directed at the 
pet store assistant approaching them, bland customer-service smile 
firmly in place on her face. 

"Can I help you guys with anything?" 

"I'd like to buy that tabby, please." Blake points to the tiny gray-striped 
cat in the corner of the case, who is currently attacking a toy mouse with 
playful, vicious determination.

"Great! I'll bring the forms out. Do you want to take her now?"

Blake nods. "Yes. I'll buy a carrier as well, and all the usual 
accouterments."

"Yeah, she's a lively one. Best to get a carrier," the shop girl agrees. Jay 
can practically see her melting under the heat of Blake's charm. He 
wonders if she'll wake up tomorrow with a dark hickey and fuzzy 
memories of the night before, and is surprised at himself for the flicker 
of jealousy the idea stirs in him. By the time he's come back to himself, 
the girl's gone to the back of the store to fetch the forms, and Blake is 
watching the romping kittens. 

"So why the cat? Honestly."

Blake doesn't look away from the litter as he answers. "A gift to a dear 
friend. He's always had an abundance of horses and dogs and songbirds, 
and I suspect he misses their company. Companions in need of 
conversation can tire the best of us."
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Jay wants to say that he doubts that Blake ever gets sick of the sound of 
his own voice, but thinks better of it. "So why a kitten, not a puppy, if 
this friend is used to dogs?"

"A personal preference. Timothy's home and my home are one in the 
same, and I've always been fond of animals who require the minimum of 
attention and can entertain themselves."

"So you're a cat person. Cat vampire, whatever. I'm learning all kinds of 
new stuff about you today," Jay says, only half-teasing. 

"They can't live without meat, you know. Dogs are far closer to humans 
in that respect -- they can thrive on almost any diet if need be, vegetarian 
and omnivore alike. A cat, however, relies on its predatory nature to 
sustain it. Without its hunt and kill, it will waste away and die."

Jay blinks, then blinks again. "Did I smoke a bunch of crack I can't 
remember doing, or did you seriously just try to make a metaphor for 
vampirism out of a tiny fuzzy kitten that's currently asleep in its food 
bowl? Because I think you might want to do a bit more work on that 
one."

"They're sleek and elegant bringers of death," Blake insists.

"Do vampires chase balls of string? Enjoy cans of tuna as a special treat? 
Leap out from under chairs to attack unsuspecting ankles?" asks Jay, 
doing his best to keep a straight face but losing the battle. "It's okay, 
dude. I promise I won't think you any less intimidating just because 
you're buying the tiniest, least intimidating pet I've ever seen in my life."

Blake sighs. "Nobody ever talked to me like this in Europe, you know."

"Yeah, but I bet I have cooler hair than some Romanian peasant or 
whatever."

Now it's Blake's turn to bite back a smirk. "I only spent time in 
Germany and then Italy, in fact. In the last century, anyway. But they did 
indeed use much less hair gel, and whatever other... concoctions are 
required to create such a remarkably trendy style."

"Like I said. Cooler." 

"Come back with me." Blake's jovial tone remains, but the offer is 
obviously meant sincerely. "You can help the cat get settled."
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"Are you sure you don't want to offer me some candy while you're at it? 
I don't make a habit of being lured into vampire dens by the promise of 
kittens."

"Almost everyone will be out, this early in the evening."

"Because," Jay specifies, "They're biting people and drinking their 
blood."

"Yes," Blake agrees, sounding like he's torn between being annoyed and 
entertained. "Because they're doing that. Timothy and Alexander will be 
there, but probably nobody else. I suspect you'll like them both."

"Hm." Jay makes a face, as if he's having a really hard time weighing up 
the pros and cons. There's no reason to let Blake know that Jay's brain has 
apparently decided to have a crush on a vampire. "All right. But I'm 
buying some juice and cookies on the way - I woke up with a deadly 
hangover today."

~

The townhouse is one of the old, huge, stately brownstones that have 
been there since forever, refined serenity blending into the architecture 
around it with a sort of care-worn dignity. 

Jay remembers how many locks were on the vampire houses he knew, a 
lifetime ago, and so he’s unsurprised to see Blake enter a long and 
complex code of numbers into a steel keypad beside the handle on the 
front door. The lock releases with an electronic beep and Blake opens the 
door, gesturing to indicate that Jay may step inside first.

The entry space has a towering ceiling, stretching up and open two 
stories above the ground level around the coiled central staircase and 
hanging chandeliers. The flooring underneath Jay’s feet is a marquetry 
pattern of vines and roses, shades of brown and red-brown, rich against 
the paler brown of the wood of the rest of the floor. 

Blake steps beside him, glancing around. “Nobody home, just as I 
predicted. Most of the group maintain quarters on this level. We’re 
heading up.” He nods to the staircase and begins to climb, the handle of 
the cat carrier still held lightly from one palm. Jay follows, steadying 
himself against the distinctive ivy-vine handrails that curl and twist along 
with the steps. 
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As they pass the second level of the house and continue up, Jay glances 
at the mostly-darkened rooms. He can hear the gentle hum of a 
computer server somewhere out of sight.

“Here we are. Pinnacle of the temple,” Blake says as they reach the top 
of the stairs, which opens out onto a landing bordered by built-in 
shelving from floor to ceiling, hundreds and hundreds of books 
interrupted intermittently by dark wood doors. 

“Alexander, Timothy and I share the rooms up here. We’re the owners,” 
Blake explains. “Here, come on.”

He opens one of the doors, leading Jay into a large and well-let drawing 
room. There are more bookshelves in here, too, along one of the walls, 
and the others are papered in ivory and taupe striped silk. A window seat 
looks out over the neighborhood, which looks so dark compared to the 
warm glow of the recessed lighting inside the room. The floor around the 
window seat is strewn with colorful pillows in every shade and print Jay 
can imagine. There are two armchairs upholstered in green brocade, and 
a glossy black and gilt day bed piled with still more books and a richly-
textured, plum-colored throw rug. 

In the centre of the polished wood floor a vampire is sitting in front of a 
large square of black velvet, the cloth laid out with cogs and springs and 
clockwork. The vampire is wearing a black pinstripe suit and a pale blue 
shirt, his blue tie unknotted and lying unbound through his unfastened 
collar. His feet are bare and his hair is a little longer than Blake’s, darker 
and straight, and his features and complexion are Chinese. The 
expression on his features is coldly haughty and, like Blake, like almost 
every other vampire Jay has ever known or heard of, he is strikingly 
lovely to look at. 

“Alexander, this is Jason. Jason, this is Alexander. He’s often distracted 
by shiny objects,” Blake explains. 

Alexander nods, then looks down at the cogs arranged before him 
again. "I came across an old musical box. It's not working -"

"Well, yes, it's in very small pieces on the floor; few musical boxes do 
in such a state."

"- but I think I can fix it if I try," Alexander concludes, blithely ignoring 
Blake's interruption. Jay decides that yes, Blake was right - he likes 
Alexander already.
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Off to one side of the carefully spread cloth is a haphazard heap of 
papers, frail letters opened many times and the water-pale colors of old 
photographs. The topmost paper, a carefully clipped and gently yellowing 
newspaper article, has a smeared red-brown thumb print across its 
paragraphs. There's a damp hand-towel beside the little heap, spotted 
with a few streaks and splotches of the same gory shade.

It's easy enough for Jay to reconstruct how the scene would have played 
out: Alexander, returning

with his prize and sitting down with it on the floor. His hand reaching 
into the little black-lacquered case to pull out the contents and toss them 
aside. The noticed thumb print left behind, and the necessity of the hand 
towel to clean off any other blood traces on his hands. It wouldn't do to 
get the cogs dirty, after all.

Jay looks away. The keeper of these memories is almost without a doubt 
dead now, perhaps not even cold yet, and without them alive to give the 
mementos meaning and context, the things are nothing but that, things. 
Might as well throw them aside like garbage. 

Jay decided a long time ago that he wasn't going to bother with feeling 
sad about dead people, or trying to respect or honor the things they 
cared about. The dead don't care one way or another, after all.

"Everything all right?" Alexander asks coolly, one eyebrow cocked. Jay 
nods, quirking his own eyebrow in return. 

"Sure."

"Hm." The sound is noncommittal, like Alexander isn't sure yet that 
he's got the full measure of Jay, but he returns his focus to the mechanics 
spread in front of him. "Blake, if you're planning to let a kitten loose in 
here while I'm working, I hope you understand that things will end very 
badly for it and for you."

Blake's smile is teasing. "I'm tempted to call you on that bluff."

"Then you'd quickly discover that it's not a bluff." Alexander's voice is 
bored and mildly irritated, but Jay can see the ghost of a smile on his 
mouth. 

"Kitten?" a new voice calls from another room. "Did I hear that right?"

Like Alexander and Blake, this third vampire is young and lovely. He 
looks as if he's in the last years of his teens, as if he's only a little older 
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than Jay. Like all vampires, his irises are the darkest shade of red, black in 
all lights but the most direct. His hair is a light, curling brown, brushing 
uncombed against the collar of his mustard-colored linen shirt. His jeans 
are frayed at their hems and his green canvas sneakers look to be on the 
verge of total collapse, and these are the first signs of wear Jay has seen 
on any vampire's clothes. He feels surprised at himself that he's never 
noticed that before, the way vampires hide their sometimes-ancient ages 
by dressing in brand new clothing, making what is timeless and 
unchanging look simply freshly made by association.

"This is Jay," Blake says as the vampire crouches in front of the carrier 
beside Jay's shin and reaches his fingertips through the wire grille to 
stroke the kitten. The kitten mewls at the attention, then bites at the 
vampire's fingers. "Jay, this is Timothy."

"Is that safe for her?" Jay asks.

"Yeah," the vampire - Timothy - answers. "Our blood doesn't hurt 
animals. Is she yours?"

"She's yours, actually," Blake says. Timothy looks up in surprise, then 
launches himself at Blake in an enthusiastic hug. Blake staggers a step 
under the force of the spring, grunting in surprise, and Jay can't help but 
laugh a little under his breath. Seeing ever-superior Blake subjected to 
the small indignities of being pounced on is too much fun not to laugh at. 
Jay's eye catches Alexander's and Jay sees that he's not the only one 
enjoying the sight of unflappable Blake being flapped. 

“You are my favorite,” Timothy declares, still clinging to Blake. 
Alexander objects with a pointed clearing of his throat, and Timothy 
waves a hand in his general direction. “You’re also my favorite. But right 
now Blake gets extra bonus points for the kitten.”

Jay looks away, letting his gaze fall on the bookcases, on a shelf full to 
bursting with tattered paperbacks. When vampires form groups, the 
bonds are deep and strong. Jay feels uncomfortable around close families 
of any sort, and this one especially so. 

“I think it will be best if we confine her to this level,” Blake suggests, 
prying Timothy’s hug off himself and offering over the bag full of 
purchases from the pet store. “You know how Mikhail and Carrillo will 
be about it.” 

Timothy gives an agreeable nod. “Sure.”
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“For tonight, I think she can stay in your room,” adds Alexander in a 
pointed voice, still tinkering with the mechanism elements on his cloth. 
“Perhaps you could help Timothy get her settled, Jay?”

“This way, c’mon,” Timothy says, picking up the cat carrier and tilting 
his head toward the door, gesturing for Jay to follow. 

Jay likes his first impressions of Timothy, perhaps even more than 
Alexander’s bitchy cool. He turns to Blake, wordlessly asking permission 
with a raised eyebrow. Blake nods, obviously rather pleased at how easily 
Jay is coping with meeting a household’s worth of eccentric vampires. 

“I’ll come collect you after I’ve had a conversation with Alexander,” 
Blake says. Timothy makes a soft snorting sound that, if he were human, 
would have been under his breath. 

“Classy,” he says, leading Jay into a sparsely decorated bedroom with 
heavy blackout curtains drawn back from a wide, tall window. There’s a 
double-bed dressed with simple black cotton sheets, and in a recessed 
shelf built into one wall is a sleek stereo system. A thin laptop sits closed 
on the dark wood bedside table. Otherwise the room is bare, save for a 
series of framed handbills hanging on the wall, photocopied fliers from 
punk shows – mostly screamo, riot grrrl, and queercore from what Jay 
can see – dating from the last twenty years or so.

“What’re you going to call her?” Jay asks, crouching beside Timothy as 
he opens the carrier door. The kitten mewls, blinking at them with sleepy 
blue-grey eyes. Timothy gently lifts her and puts her on the bedspread. 
She pounces on his hand as he moves away, and he laughs.

“I don’t know. I’m terrible at naming things,” Timothy says, letting the 
fingers of his other hand creep up behind the kitten in a slow ambush. 
“I’ll probably just name her after a song or a band or something.”

Jay looks at the handbills on the wall again. “What, like Bikini Kill or 
something?” he jokes in a deadpan voice. Timothy grins delightedly.

“Yes! That’s perfect. Hi, Bikini Kill. Hi,” he says softly to the kitten, 
stroking under her chin. Her purr is like the tiny whirr of a motor.

“I was being sarcastic,” Jay says.

“I know. I do live with Alexander,” Timothy says drolly. “Sarcasm is not 
lost of me. But it’s still the perfect name for a teeny tiny baby little 
kitten, yes it is.“ He kisses the newly-named Bikini Kill’s head gently. 
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“Blake gave me this whole spiel about cats being elegant predators, not 
teeny tiny baby little kittens,” says Jay, leaning against the wall with his 
arms folded. The view out this window is just as impressive as the one in 
the other room. Jay doesn’t even want to think about how much a house 
this beautiful and well-situated must be worth. Vampires are greedy 
sensualists by their very nature, but the level of luxury is still remarkable. 

“Blake says a lot of things. It’s best to just stop paying attention to the 
individual words and try to get the general idea of his point,” Timothy 
suggests. “Hey, you can put on music if you like. The stereo has an mp3 
library with a couple of albums that aren’t out yet in it. We do mixing in 
the studio downstairs sometimes, and so I get to hear all the rough cuts 
in advance.” He grins, climbing off the bed and hitting a couple of 
buttons on the minimalist controls of the stereo. “Alexander’s got a ton 
of ancient jazz and blues recordings on here, too, if that’s more your 
thing. He’s copying all his vinyl into digital format to preserve it. It’s his 
other big project, when he’s not taking things apart and putting them 
back together to see how they tick.” 

A surprisingly melodic song starts to play over the speakers as Timothy 
goes back to the bed and Bikini Kill. “You’re the first person Blake’s left 
alive in a long time, you know. More than a decade, I think.”

“Oh,” Jay replies, because it’s not like there are many other things 
that’re suitable responses to a statement like that. There’s a knock on the 
door, saving Jay from having to think of something else to say. 

“Speak of the devil,” Timothy says with a smile. “Come in. Blake, this is 
Bikini Kill.”

Blake comes to stand beside Jay, reaching up to rest one bare palm 
against the back of Jay’s neck lightly. Jay shivers at the touch. 

“I was just saying,” Timothy goes on. “How I’m glad you didn’t kill Jay.”

Blake gives Jay an unreadable look for a long moment. “I believe I am, 
too,” he says to Timothy.
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BETTE

“I want to do another set of themed movies this weekend,” Rose 
announces on the way to school. Tommy’s texting Michelle as he walks 
and yet somehow keeping pace and not crashing into things, which 
surprises Bette more than a little, as she had no idea he was capable of 
such coordination. 

“Can we do epistolary horror?” Bette asks Rose. “You know, horror 
movies based on first-person accounts, like diaries and shit. Dracula’s one, 
and we could watch Cloverfield and that Spanish one Tommy likes, the 
zombie one, and Fra-“

“If you say Frankenstein, I’m gonna light your hair on fire, dude, I’m not 
even kidding,” Rose threatens in a mumble around the filter of a new 
cigarette, clicking the flint of her lighter a couple of times before the 
flame takes hold. 

“It’s exactly part of the theme! That’s a way stronger argument than 
your ‘important moments of the history of sunglasses’ crap,” Bette 
retorts, stealing the cigarette out of Rose’s mouth and taking a drag 
before handing it back. She doesn’t get paid from her part-time job for 
another week and a half, and she’s barely done any shifts lately anyway, so 
her attempts to cultivate a serious nicotine and tobacco addiction are 
temporarily on hold. 

“Those are going to kill you,” Tommy says flatly, like the words will have 
an effect if he just says them over and over often enough. Bette shrugs.

“Everyone’s gotta die of something. But no, seriously, we gotta watch 
Frankenstein if we’re doing epistolary horror. I’m reading Mary Shelley’s 
diaries, her real ones, and they’re cool. I want some freakin’ Frankenstein, 
ok?”

“What if we do vampire vegetarians?” Rose suggests as they shortcut 
through the mall’s parking lot toward the train station. “Like, good 
vampires versus bad vampires. We can watch the first Blade movie, and 
Twilight, and Interview with the Vampire - for the first section with the rats - 
and a couple of Buffy episodes, and –“

“Killing animals as your food source is not vegetarianism,” interrupts 
Bette. “It’s, like, the exact opposite of vegetarian. I don’t go around 
consuming the blood of deer with my lentils and tofu, I’m just saying.”
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“You totally do,” says Rose. “You have blood lattes every day, don’t even 
lie. Oh, shit, now I really want a latte.”

Bette makes a gagging noise in her throat. “Only you get cravings when 
you’re talking about gore. That’s so gross.”

“Seriously, I need a coffee now or I’m gonna die. Let’s go to the food 
court and get the late train.”

Bette shrugs. “Okay.”

“I’m out.” Tommy shakes his head, still looking down at his phone. 
“Michelle’s waiting for me and Jay’s got his phone off again, the asshole.” 

“See you at recess, then,” Rose says, waving as they split off from 
Tommy’s route to the station and head into the air-conditioned din of the 
mall instead. There are already a ton of early-morning shoppers around, 
browsing the stores as an excuse to escape the unseasonable warmth 
outside for a few hours. The coffee shop is already open and half-full, and 
Bette has to admit it smells pretty appetizing. 

Rose gets a crazy double-white-chocolate-mocha-coconut frappacino 
with triple coffee and whipped cream, and for a second Bette's torn 
between lamenting that it doesn't have a cherry on top (it's totally the 
kind of drink that needs a cherry on top, and they should be wearing 
poodle skirts and sweaters. Or, well, pedal pushers and a work shirt in 
Rose's case, probably. Bette used to want a pair of saddle shoes so bad 
when she was a kid) or getting in Rose's face and giving her a lecture 
about eating and drinking unhealthy crap all the time.

"This really looks like it should have a cherry on top," Rose muses, 
dipping her spoon into the cream.

"You know, if you cut down on this stuff, those bitches at school 
wouldn't be able to give you so much shit anymore. Like, call you fat and 
stuff."

Rose's eyes narrow. "What the fuck?"

Bette's hands flail and she talks fast, trying to explain. "I just mean. You 
know. If you lost a little weight they'd lay off and you'd stop feeling 
miserable."

"Jesus! Some fucking feminist you are!" Rose stands up, taking the 
stupid drink that started this stupid conversation in the first place. 
"Victim-blaming is bullshit. Fuck you."
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"Rose, don't be -" Bette starts, but Rose has already stormed off in a 
huff. Bette sighs, curling up in the armchair, and sips her tea. It's too hot 
and burns her tongue, but she doesn't care. Time ticks over past when the 
school day starts, but Bette doesn’t give a shit. She hasn’t ditched much 
this year; one day won’t hurt.  

She gets a text from Tommy a half-hour later -- she knows it's from 
Tommy before she checks, because Tommy's the only person who texts 
her with any regularity. Everyone else uses their telephone to make 
telephone calls, weirdly enough, but Tommy and his friends are all fiends 
for the written word. Which is actually kind of ironic, since none of them 
spells well.  

dont b a dbag. say sorry. she made me dtch w hr. shes cryng.

Bette rolls her eyes. Rose is always such a drama queen. It's not like 
Bette said anything really offensive about her shitty drink, god.

FINE she texts back, then tries calling Rose's phone. The call goes to 
voicemail, like always, because Rose never charges her phone. Bette dials 
their home number instead.

"H'lo?" Tommy answers.

"It's me. Is she there?"

"I can't believe I have to play go-between in a chick fight between you 
two. Since when do you act like teenage girls?"

"Um," Bette says, not sure what the most tactful way is to point out to 
Tommy that, in fact, she and Rose ARE teenage girls.

"That was a rhetorical question; you know as well as I do that neither of 
you ever act like it. Not normally, anyway. Now I'm in some crazy 
twilight zone where you're telling Rosie she's fat, like you're both 
ordinary shallow jerks."

"I didn't say she was fat," Bette protests. "I said -"

"I don't care," Tommy cuts her off. "Fix it. This phone's a cordless that 
doesn't get reception in the basement. Hang on while I get her."

Bette taps her fingers against the inside of her ankle, crossed over her 
knee, as she waits for Rose to pick up the phone. "I'm sorry," she says 
before Rose can say anything, once the scuffled sounds of the handset 
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being picked up have come down the line. "I'm a bitch who doesn't know 
anything and I'm sorry, let me make it up to you?"

Rose sniffs pathetically. "Do you really think I'm fat?"

"No. I was just in a totally shitty mood and I said shitty things and I 
didn't mean them and I'm super-super sorry. Can I come over later?"

"I guess. I gotta go wash my face. I'm all snotty and puffy now."

"I'm sorry," Bette says again, but Rose has hung up. Bette swears at her 
phone and gets a dirty look from the barista, so she leaves the coffee 
place and heads for the DVD store. Her conversation with Tommy gave 
her an idea for an apology-present. 

Sure enough, they have box sets of the original Twilight Zone TV series 
for sale in the 'cult' section, which Bette thinks is sort of lame because by 
'cult' what they really mean is 'nerdy' and if they stick all the good shit in 
'nerdy' it means that there's only crap left under 'sci-fi' and 'horror' and 
stuff.

She pries the security tab off the inside of the box and slips the set into 
her bag when nobody's noticing, then gets out of there before anyone can 
start paying attention. Shoplifting was way easier when Bette had looked 
boring and normal, before her nose ring and ripped clothes and all. Now 
people get suspicious of her, as if she's some kind of criminal just for 
looking different. It's pretty fascist and way wrong anyway, because now 
that it's harder to steal stuff Bette hardly ever does it anymore. 

She walks back home and changes out of her school clothes, then heads 
around to Rose and Tommy's, climbing in through the basement window. 
They're watching the original Dawn of the Dead, which means Bette 
seriously fucked up because that's Rose's cheer-up movie for when she's 
feeling really, really lousy. 

Rose grins at Bette though, a loose dopey smile that tells Bette that 
Rose has had a heap to drink. Shit shit shit. Bette doesn't like drunk-Rose 
that much. Drunk-Rose reminds Bette too much of how Bette's mom 
was for the year after Bette's dad died. And it’s only like eleven in the 
morning on a week day, what kind of lame person gets drunk then? 

"I got you an apology present," Bette says, handing over the box set and 
forcing herself to smile.
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"Oh, awesome. I've wanted this for ages," Rose says happily, waving her 
hand at the empty spot on the couch beside her. "Come sit down. 
Tommy, is there any vodka left?"

Tommy gives Bette a brief look. "No," he tells Rose. Tommy hates it 
when Rose gets super-drunk as much as Bette does. 

Bette sits on the couch between them, leaning her cheek against Rose's 
shoulder and slipping an arm around her waist. The alcohol smell is easy 
to ignore and Bette likes the way Rose feels against her, warm and solid 
and soft. 
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   JAY

The hangover is even worse this time. All it takes is the walk from 
Blake's bed to the en suite's sink to leave Jay clutching at the edges of the 
marble basin, his back clammy with sickly sweat. The fabric of his shirt 
clings uncomfortably to his skin. Jay slowly unbuttons the shirt and eases 
it off his shoulders and holy shit, he aches. His neck and shoulders and 
arms feel like they've been hit repeatedly with small, highly localized 
trucks.

He looks up to check the extent of his bruising in the mirror, then 
starts in surprise as he sees the reflection of Blake standing in the 
doorway. 

"Fuck! I take back all the bitchy cracks I made when you were 
comparing yourself to Bikini Kill last night. You really are a goddamn cat, 
moving around silently like that. Or maybe a ninja."

Blake grins, unmoving. "Your heart-rate goes up when you're startled."

Jay grimaces, turning on the tap. "You have a one-track mind. And you 
show up in mirrors."

"I don't think the two facts are related." Blake steps in close behind Jay, 
reaching over to shut the water off. "Let me. I'll help."

Blake guides Jay toward the shower, which is more than large enough to 
accommodate both of them. All the proportions in Blake's house verge 
on the ridiculous; extravagance for extravagance's sake.

"I took more than I meant to again, when I drank from you last night. 
You're right; I'm often single-minded in situations such as this." Blake 
sheds his own clothing and busies himself with finding the perfect 
temperature for the water as Jay undresses with the minimum of 
movement possible. 

"I didn't stop you," Jay points out pragmatically, breathing through a 
wash of dizziness as he raises his head. "So long as you don't tell me how 
many of the people you've been, uh, single-minded about ended up dead 
in a landfill after you got away from yourself, it's fine."

Blake tilts his head to one side, inspecting Jay with a bemused 
expression as the warmth of the water begins to fog the room. Blake's 
palm is cool and welcoming when he reaches up to touch Jay's cheek 
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lightly, like new sheets on a sick bed, smooth and soft on Jay's flushed 
skin.

"You're a curious boy, Jay."

Jay doesn't know how to answer that, so he lets Blake guide him under 
the spray of the shower. The water soothes the worst of the soreness 
across his neck and shoulders and Jay sighs happily, content to stand there 
with his eyes shut as Blake works shampoo through Jay's hair. It smells 
subtly pleasant and unobtrusive, like Blake's cologne. Under the shower 
those scents recede, though, because now it's like Jay can tell between 
artificial smells and the smell of Blake, and ignore the ugly chemical ones 
completely, concentrating instead on the sharp, alluring smell of Blake's 
skin, so close to Jay as Blake massages Jay's temples with gentle 
fingertips.

He opens his mouth to speak, and opens his eyes to look at Blake, and 
what Jay means to say is "I'm dizzy" or maybe "that feels nice" or maybe 
even something completely awkward and stupid like "I like the way you 
smell".

But what comes out in a whisper is "I feel so thirsty."

As soon as the words are in the air Jay realizes how wrenchingly, 
overwhelmingly true they are. He's thirsty like he's never been thirsty 
before, not even that time he and Michelle and Tommy went to a club 
and took ecstasy and drank so much water they puked. That was just 
ordinary thirst turned up crazy, but this is a whole different thing. Jay 
feels like he might start crying if he doesn't stop feeling like this soon. He 
feels so empty. So hollow.

"I'm not surprised," Blake replies, pushing wet hair away from Jay's 
eyes and giving him another of those long, closed-off looks, like Jay's a 
Magic Eye picture or something like that.

The thought makes Jay giggle and sway woozily. He reaches out one 
hand to rest against the tiled wall of the shower but misjudges the 
distance and loses his balance. Blake steadies him, catching Jay in a close 
half-hug to keep him standing. Blake reaches his free hand, the one not 
holding Jay, up to move his own hair away from his own throat. Blake's 
touch is always so careful that it's only now that Jay notices the cruel, 
predatory points on the nail of each finger. 
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Jay rests his forehead against Blake's shoulder. The water is still warm 
and constant on their skin. "I don't want to become a vampire," Jay 
manages to murmur but oh, it's a lie, he doesn't care, he doesn't care 
about anything except not being hollow anymore, not feeling this dark 
lost place inside him yawn wider and wider. 

"You won't," Blake assures him, something rueful in the tone. "That's 
not what makes a vampire. It will help you feel better." 

And then Blake presses his fingers to his neck and tears the skin, that 
chill pale perfect skin, and the blood wells up and runs in rivulets, 
mingling with the water still falling, falling on the pair of them, and the 
blood dilutes as it travels down over the curve of Blake's shoulder, paling 
to pink in the steady drum of water. Jay's so mesmerized by the sight that 
he stares at it, transfixed, until Blake gives the back of his head a little 
push and guides his mouth down to the wound.

Then Jay's swallowing,

 gulping, sobbing, clinging to Blake as close as he can because the blood 
is metallic and cold and terrible in his mouth, sliding down his throat, 
and it's not just the hollow thirsty parts of him that are filling up, it's all 
of him, every small sad space in his dreams and every hairline crack in his 
heart and all of it, all of it, like nothing will ever be wrong ever again if 
he can just stay like this and never have to move away from this moment 
and the feel of Blake against him, surrounding him, holding him as he 
shakes apart. 

After, Blake wraps him in a white Egyptian cotton robe that begins to 
pink from the drops of bloodied water almost immediately, but when Jay 
mentions this Blake waves a hand and dismisses the concern. 

Blake leads Jay back to the bed and Jay goes willingly, happy to let Blake 
curl against him and hold him as he breathes. He still feels dizzy and sick 
and sore, but the sweet, humming feeling under his skin, like he's finally 
alive and safe, hasn't gone either. 

"Does it always feel like that?" Jay asks softly, almost ashamed, glad that 
Blake's spooned behind him and there's no eye contact to go along with 
the question. 

"Not always," Blake answers, after a pause so long Jay wasn't sure if he 
was going to answer at all. "Some, yes."

"Some people, you mean."
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"Yes," Blake confirms.

Jay is really, really glad he doesn't have to look at Blake while they're 
having this conversation. It's naked and intimate in a way even sharing the 
shower wasn't.

"Is my blood... does it feel like that? For you?" Jay asks. He thinks he 
might be blushing. He wonders if Blake can tell.

Blake is quiet for another long pause. 

"Yes," he answers.

"You didn't... you've never reacted like I did. I know you say you keep 
taking more than you mean to, but I figure that's just a really lame excuse 
for you being greedy. You didn't go into a ridiculous emotional seizure 
like me." 

Blake laughs softly against the nape of Jay's neck, holding him tighter. 
"I'm a lot older than you. I'm more used to how it feels." 

Jay snickers, quiet and wicked. "Yeah, you're a cradle robber. You should 
change your name to Humbert Humbert. Blake Blake."

"Better a cradle robber than a grave robber, which is what you are," 
Blake retorts. Jay makes a strangled, outraged sound. 

"That is so foul. You're disgusting." Jay rolls over to his other side, so 
they're lying face to face. For a second his courage falters, but he figures 
it's pretty stupid to get nervous after everything that's already happened, 
so he leans in and plants a quick, wet kiss on Blake's mouth. 

"I like you. Let's date," Jay says, curling in closer and letting himself 
drift into sleep without waiting for Blake's reply. 
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BETTE

Ever since they first started school, Rose has been laboring under the 
misapprehension that class bells are optional. That's Bette's latest theory, 
anyway. They've tried alarm clocks and a big glass of water before bed 
and less blankets and more blankets and every other possible thing they 
can think of, but Rose is still never, ever ready for school when Better 
gets to her and Tommy's house in the morning.

Tommy's alone in the kitchen, eating a piece of cinnamon toast with one 
hand and working a blender with the other. 

"She's awake, at least?" Bette asks hopefully, flopping down in one of 
the chairs around the table and stealing the last mouthful of someone's 
abandoned coffee.

"I'll be up in a second!" Rose hollers from the basement. "Tommy, is 
my book bag up there?"

"Yeah," Tommy yells back. "Is Mom's camera still down there? Can you 
bring it up?"

Tommy pours the day-glo pink contents of the blender into a glass. 
"Raspberry and honey smoothie. Want some?"

The unfilled cavities in Bette's teeth scream at the thought. "No, god. 
How do you not die of sweet overdose?"

Tommy shrugs and joins her at the table. "Never been a problem."

"What d'you want the camera for? I thought you bought some amazing 
shit-hot webcam thing after Christmas. I don't know why you bothered, 
'cause you and your friends are all too cool for conveying emotions 
through facial muscles."

Tommy raises one eyebrow and pushes his glasses up his nose. His 
phone makes a muffled message chime from his pocket, and he pulls it 
out as he replies to Bette. 

"I wanna see if those condom wrappers are still there in the garden next 
to the train station this morning. They were there yesterday and I thought 
it would make a neat picture for the yearbook. The search for connection 
and intimacy in suburbia and how fleeting and anonymous and sad it is."
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"Or how modern teenagers have nothing better to do than photograph 
grody old condoms, and how sad that is," Bette offers. "That's 
disgusting."

Tommy shrugs again, still looking down at his phone. "Michelle says the 
parts for the play got put up."

"They’re up?" Rose comes up the stairs, tie hanging unknotted around 
her collar and her hair its habitual bed-hair shape. "Did I get anything? 
Am I a pirate? I wanna be a pirate."

"She doesn't say," Tommy answers. "She's Tigerlily, though. That's the 
Indian Princess, right?"

"Cool." Rose pours herself a glass of juice. "Do I have time to make 
toast, Bette?"

"Not if you wanna avoid detention."

Rose grimaces. "Damn. Okay, let's go." 

Tommy's phone bleeps again as they leave the house, and he laughs out 
loud at the message. "Holy shit! Rosie, you're Peter Pan."

Rose's eyes go wide and she takes the cigarette she was lighting back out 
of her mouth. "For real? Someone really dropped the ball on that one."

Bette punches her hard on the arm. "Shut the fuck up. There are enough 
douchebags in the world to pull you down without you doing it yourself. 
You'll be great."

Rose makes a face. "Whatever. It's just a school play."

They stop near the train station so Tommy can take pictures of the litter 
on the nature strip. 

"You know that film developing costs like a million dollars these days, 
right?" Bette asks, digging around in her bag for her sunglasses. She loves 
the warm weather but hates how bright the sunshine in the morning gets. 
Her sunglasses are this amazing pair of mirrored aviators she stole from a 
gas station. They make her look like a total asshole and she loves them. 

"I'll just do it in the dark room at school. Yearbook, remember?"

"You're seriously going to... you can't submit a picture of a bunch of 
condom trash to the yearbook, Tommy."
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He looks up from the viewfinder and gives her a puzzled glance. "Why 
not?"

"Schools have this whole... thing. I don't know." Bette frowns. "You just 
can't."

Rose makes a noise of agreement. "Yeah, they like to pretend that we 
don't know anything about gnarly shit, like drugs and death and sex and 
stuff. I mean, we've still got the daylight rule in effect. That shit is messed 
up."

The daylight rule is the dumbest rule Bette has ever known about, and 
Bette tends to think that almost all rules are dumb just on principle. The 
daylight rule says that daylight must be visible between male and female 
students at all times. No making out, no hugging. Not even any standing 
too close. 

"If the whole school went gay, do you think the teachers would try to 
daylight rule them?" Bette muses aloud as they start walking again.

"Queen Victoria didn't believe in dykes, you know," Rose says, like it's 
the obvious response to Bette's question. "She didn't see how they'd be 
able to have sex. So it wasn't illegal to be a gay girl then. Just guys had 
problems with the law."

"Jack the Ripper was in Victorian London, right?" Tommy asks. Rose 
nods.

"Yeah. That guy was seriously, seriously fucked up. He cut those 
women's eyes and uteruses out."

"Can we not talk about sick shit all the time?" Bette snaps, feeling 
grossed out. She's got a pretty strong stomach, most of the time - she 
loves horror movies about gory stuff, anyway - but for some reason the 
Jack the Ripper story always sends shivers of disgust and fear through 
her. Those women had been prostitutes, selling their bodies just to stay 
alive and fed. Bette feels like there's something horrifying and sad about 
someone taking those lives and then violating their bodies as well, like 
they didn't even get to keep one or the other as their own.

When they get to school they check the Peter Pan list and sure enough 
Rose's name is there on the top line beside the title role. Jenna 
Chamberlain got Wendy, which kinda takes the shine off Rose's victory 
since she'll have to hang around with Queen Bitch. 
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"I'm sure I got Tigerlily because everyone else who tried out is white," 
Michelle remarks, joining them beside the list. "Which is funny, in a 
shitty way."

"I can't believe I got Peter Pan. Jenna Chamberlain's gonna cut my head 
off with an axe when she finds out."

"She can try," Bette growls. She knows that she deserves what she gets 
from bullies, at least some of the time, because she's a little shit, but it's 
not fair the way they pick on Rose just for being weird and awkward. 

The school bell rings, and Rose pats Bette on the shoulder. "There, see? 
We got here just fine after all, didn't we?"
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  JAY

Jay says goodbyes to Blake and Timothy and Alexander and goes back to 
his own apartment when he wakes again. The room is airless and 
overwarm from having all the windows closed. He shoves the panes open 
and listens to the traffic outside, resting his exhausted forehead against 
the glass. He’ll need to take a load of laundry to the machines in the 
basement soon, which means he needs to find a bunch of quarters. The 
kitchenette in the corner needs replenishment, but Jay loathes grocery 
shopping and, given the choice, would rather go hungry for a few days in 
the name of procrastinating the task.

He opens and turns on his laptop, hoping that he remembered to pay 
the internet bill the last time it showed up. He’s pretty shitty at bills in 
general. All in all, Jay’s living-alone skills aren’t any better than any other 
teenage boy’s, except that unlike most other kids his age he actually has 
to rely on them to get through the day. 

The internet loads up without error, though, which is a welcome 
surprise. Jay hunts around in his dirty laundry until he finds the card he 
got at the dinner party, and types in the address printed on it. 

Jenna's profile page is a variety of shades of hot pink, with that twitchy 
animation effect on the background to look like it's sparkling, and a 
photo of her wearing a whole hell of a lot of eyeliner and lipstick even 
pinker and glossier than the rest of the page. She looks cute in the 
picture, like she's really enjoying herself and loves looking so pretty and 
hot.

Jay sends her a message, blowing on the dusty lens of the webcam built 
into the upper edge of his laptop screen while he waits to see if she's 
around to reply. She is, and does, and soon she's there in a window in his 
browser, sitting at her computer in a Hello Kitty camisole with most of 
her makeup off and her hair plaited into a thick braid behind her right 
ear.

"Hey, you," she says, smiling and giving her own webcam a little wave. 
Jay's internet connection takes a second to buffer the movement and so it 
looks slow and jerky, like she's a puppet being made to dance.

"Hi." He waves back. "How're you?"

She makes a face. "My dad's getting on me and Ashley's case about 
something, as usual. I think it's grades this time. Like he actually gives a 
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shit how we do in school. He only cares where we're going at all because 
the lady who runs his company went there too and he thinks it'll give him 
suck-up points."

"That sucks," Jay agrees. Jenna shrugs one shoulder, which makes the 
fabric of her camisole shift and shimmer. Her shoulders are very thin, the 
ghosts of bones visible in the angular shape of her skin. Around her neck 
is a thin gold chain with a small locket hanging from it. The locket 
glitters with tiny, star-like diamonds, set around a miniature watch face. 
The second hand of the watch is unmoving, leaving the time frozen at ten 
minutes to two. 

"Whatever, it's parents. I did a shoe ad that should be out in a couple of 
months. For a magazine. I got to keep the shoes, too. They're super-cute. 
So that was okay. They dressed me up like Marie Antoinette and made me 
sit in this giant mountain of, like, toy bunny rabbits. The sneakers are 
cool. They're blue and patent leather, but cut like -- let me get 'em, I'll 
show you."

Jenna gets up -- her boy-leg shorts match her camisole, and her legs are 
as slim and smooth as her arms and throat and face -- and rummages 
around in a white chest of draws visible near the side of the image frame. 
After a second she comes back, holding up one of the shoes for Jay to 
see.

"Super-cute," he agrees. She drops the shoe on the floor and raises her 
eyebrows.

"Are you mocking me? Because I can crush you like a bug, you know."

Jay smiles. "No mocking, I swear. I mean that sincerely. Those are the 
absolute definition of a super-cute shoe. Look ‘super-cute’ up online and 
they'll be the first hit."

Jenna gives a long sigh through her nostrils and shakes her head. "You're 
a bitch, Jason."

"I guess like attracts like," Jay counters, leaving his voice in the flat tone 
it naturally tends to. Jenna grins wolfishly.

"Yeah, that's me. Maybe that's what I should put down on my career day 
forms. I want to be a professional bitch when I leave school."

"Well, you already are a model," Jay points out. Jenna shakes her head 
dismissively.

60



"You'd be surprised. Lots of girls I meet at shoots are all-” Jenna makes 
her voice sound hollow and perky and more than a little manic. 
“Rainbows! Candy! And unicorns! And oh, isn't this fun! It's completely 
nauseating. Like, it's a fucking job, guys, get over it. We don't have sugar 
daddies and per diem allowances yet, quit acting like you're a socialite 
already."

"You're very deep. Layered, even," Jay replies. Jenna flips him off, then 
gives him what is obviously her best and well-practiced scowl.

"Jerk." She drops the glare as quickly as she assumed it. "So what about 
you? What's your idea of fun, when you're not enjoying my goodies in 
hotel cloakrooms?"

"Well, right now I'm trying to think of how to tell you that hearing you 
refer to your 'goodies' has temporarily murdered what heterosexuality I 
used to have," Jay answers in monotone. Jenna flips him off again. "I 
don't know, I do normal stuff. I hang out with Michelle and Tommy, I see 
bands, I meet people. I'm not all complicated and mysterious like you."

Jenna gives another giant sigh, eyes narrowing and her voice coming out 
snappish. "Christ, you sound like my dad. Who the fuck cares if I'm 
shallow? I -"

"Hey, hey, it was just teasing, I-" Jay assures her. "Seriously. I think 
you're cool. I'm the one who messaged you, remember?"

Jenna shakes her head. "I'm just sick of hearing it, that's all. I'm 
seventeen and I'm hot and I model shoes and I'm rich. I don't have some 
secret rebellion in my heart and I'm not going to wake up tomorrow all 
book-wormy and save-the-environment. I like soda and pizza and 
romantic comedies, and if you've got a problem with any of that then I 
will destroy you piece by piece, because people like me might be the butt 
of a thousand jokes but in the end we're the ones who rule the world, 
okay? We're the ones who set the trends that people scrabble to imitate 
or to rebel against. So don't give me shit for who I am, because who I am 
is the goddamn queen of the world, got it?"

Jay thinks he might just be in love. "Marry me?"

Jenna laughs a little, her shoulders relaxing from their confrontational 
posture. "You couldn't afford me, not on what you make serving canapes. 
Oh! That reminds me. Olivia Martram said she saw you and some guy 
making out at a bus shelter after the party was over. Is she for real?"
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"Yeah," Jay nods, relieved that it had looked like making out. Blake's 
probably had a lot of practice in making people see what he wants them 
to see.

"Because, like, she's a total bitch and sometimes she makes stuff up just 
to piss me off," Jenna goes on. "So I wasn't sure if it was true or not. I 
think she thinks that I'm, like, crushing on you or something, which ha, 
no, I don't do crushes or dating or anything pathetic and high school like 
that. So I think she thought I'd be jealous if you got with someone else 
after we got together in that cloak room. Which I'm not, for the record. 
Jealous, I mean."

“You’re destroying my ego,” Jay retorts flatly. “Can’t you be at least a 
little jealous?” 

Jenna’s smile is sharp as a shark’s. “Destroying egos is what I do best, 
young one.” 

Jay is almost sure that he’s in love. 
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BETTE

Tommy and Michelle go off to be young and in love and totally gross 
together after school, so Bette and Rose grab a stack of comics and books 
and head for the parklands just over the overpass from their 
neighborhood. They’ve been going there since they were kids, when their 
parents would let them out without an adult so long as they stuck 
together and didn’t go too far away. 

The trees are gnarled and scrubby, scarred with old love-hearts and 
initials from the other visitors who spend time in the thick green shade. 
The earth is soft to lie on but usually at least a little damp, so Rose and 
Bette bring old towels to lie on while they read. The light that comes 
through the overhang of tenaciously lively leaves overhead – in past years, 
they’d begun to yellow and even fall by now – is dappled and soft. It’s a 
comfortable, sleepy sort of afternoon around them, and the traffic under 
the overpass sounds a long, long way away.

In theory, Rose is re-reading Plastic Jesus by Poppy Z Brite yet again, but 
she keeps getting distracted by her sketchbook and pen, and then that 
makes Bette distracted from her own reading – a battered copy of 
Princess Ai, the manga about Courtney Love being an angel from outer 
space, which Bette has read a million times – by Rose’s drawings, because 
Bette loves few things in her life as much as she loves to watch Rose 
draw.

Today Rose is drawing faces, sharp-eyed girls and floppy-haired boys, 
the lines falling in a way that makes the sketches look vaguely like they’re 
from the 1960s. Bette doesn’t know exactly how Rose makes the pictures 
look like that, only that it looks amazing. 

A fat droplet of water splats down onto the paper, then another. 
Thunder rumbles, and Bette and Rose both realize at the same second 
that the gentle dappled light has turned dim and yellow-gray.

“Whoops!” Bette says with a grin, scooping their stuff up in the towels 
and making a run back towards the road. She can hear Rose running 
behind her, but as they reach the place where the trees begin to thin and 
there’s more trash than grass on the pebbled ground, there’s a scuffle and 
a muffled yelp behind Bette, and then a hissing noise that makes Bette’s 
face and hands go cold in an instant bolt of primal dread. 
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She drops the towels and turns, because even though her brain’s going 
RUN RUN RUN, she can’t leave Rose in the clutches of whatever’s got 
her.

The thing is, Bette is actually pretty good in a crisis. She stumbles 
through ordinary life kind of badly, sometimes, skipping too much school 
and not getting enough sleep and disappointing her mom all the time, but 
when really seriously bad shit happens she copes well. Sometimes she 
thinks it’s because of how she had to look after herself so much of the 
time while her dad was really ill and her mom was too distracted by that 
to really be a mom. When things are down to emergency power, Bette 
knows how to keep the systems running. 

So when she turns to face the thing that’s grabbed Rose, and her eyes 
take in the white-haired teenage boy with blood all around his mouth, 
dressed in ripped and filthy clothes, it only takes her a second to go 
“okay, that’s a vampire” before she’s grabbing Rose’s arms and pulling her 
away from the creature. She’ll let herself freak out later, after they’ve 
survived, but there isn’t time for surprise now. 

The rain’s started to fall in earnest on them as Rose screams, and at first 
Bette thinks it’s just from fear but then she sees the straight razor in the 
vampire’s pale dirt-caked hand and the thin red line welling up on Rose’s 
throat. 

“Keep your hand on it!” Bette says to Rose. Rose’s eyes are wide and her 
skin is shock-white but she nods, clapping a palm over the cut. The 
vampire snarls at Bette and lashes out at her neck with the razor, which 
close-up Bette can see is spotted with black and brown stains of old 
blood along its steel blade and ivory handle. 

Acting on reflex, Bette raises her arms to shield her face and neck, and 
when the razor cuts into her palm the only thing she lets herself think is 
that at least the cut isn’t too deep; it won’t stop her being able to play 
musical instruments. 

In the few seconds the whole fight has taken, other vampires have 
appeared around them, some white-haired and some with more natural 
shades, all feral-eyed and terrifying and stinking of garbage and dried 
gore. 
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Two have grabbed Rose again, wrenching her out of Bette’s grip, and 
another has pounced on Bette’s back and she stumbles, falling to her 
knees as she feels the snap of teeth closing on her neck. 

Then there’s more noise, all around, thin high screams that sound more 
like they come from reptiles than from anything that was ever human. 
The vampire on Bette’s back shoves her down into the ground and turns, 
skeleton-thin body in a fighting stance. 

Bette rolls onto her back and looks up, clutching at the cut on her palm 
with her other hand and trying not to hyperventilate. A short, compact 
figure dressed in ripped black and grey camouflage shorts with fishnet 
stockings underneath, heavy boots, and a black hoodie punches the 
vampire with a sturdy uppercut, sending it stumbling, then stabs it with 
what looks like a miniature cattle prod. The gore-stink turns to a burnt-
rotten-meat stink as the vampire shudders and falls face-down onto the 
grass beside Bette. It doesn’t move again. 

Bette doesn't even get a chance to get over her 'whoa, holy shit!' 
moment before Lily Green's turning and yelling "Will! First aid over 
here!" and running after another vampire.

"Did I just get attacked by a vampire? An honest-to-shit vampire?" Bette 
splutters as Will Cooper crouches beside her and takes hold of her wrist. 

"Try to stay calm," he tells her, easing her arm down and exposing the 
slice on the underside of her palm. "It's okay. The blood will stop soon. 
No, don't look at your hand. It looks like a lot but it's not, seriously. 
You're going to be fine. You need a couple of stitches but it's nothing 
serious."

Bette feels woozy, but she's pretty sure that's got more to do with the 
world going bugfuck nuts than it does blood loss. As he talks, Will pulls 
her to her feet and leads her through the trees to a parked car, its doors 
open.

"Here, you sit here and wait, and we'll go get you stitched up soon. 
Keep pressure on your arm with your other– yeah, like that.” 

"Rose is still back there, she -"

"Lily and Anna'll bring her back with them," Will assures her. Bette 
never would have pegged him for being so good at staying chill in a crisis. 
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Then again, it's not like she's spent a lot of time wondering which local 
bands are secretly vampire hunters, either. 

Bette sits and tries to breathe, and she feels like she’s going to cry but 
instead she just swallows and shivers and lets Will wrap a bandage around 
the slice in her skin. She doesn’t realize that she’s closed her eyes until 
she hears more people approaching and has to open them again to look. 

Rose is unmoving, an arm draped over each of Lily and Anna’s 
shoulders as the two of them walk to the car and carry her between 
them. 

“She just fainted, honey, it’s okay,” Anna says, and in any other 
circumstances Bette would rankle at the condescending note in her tone. 
As it is, she just nods dumbly as they move to climb into the car with her.

“Got them all,” Lily is saying to Will. “Ten Scrabblers. I haven’t seen 
them in this neighborhood before. If Russ hadn’t suggested we widen the 
sweep –“

“But he did,” Will placates quietly. “Don’t borrow trouble.”

Lily snorts, but climbs into the front seat of the car without saying 
anything else. 

As they drive off, Bette’s hand is stinging like fire and her throat is a 
second hot ache, duller and blunter and bigger than her hand and just as 
painful. Rose is in the middle seat, propped up by Bette and Anna on 
either side of her, her head lolling back against the headrest, eyes white-
slitted and unfluttering. Half the middle seat’s unclipped seatbelt lies 
loose on Rose’s thigh, where Anna let it fall like it just being there will do 
Rose some good in a crash.

The razor cut on Rose’s throat is shallow, a pink line beading with 
darker red, only one corner of the cut deep enough to really bleed. The 
blood there is little more than a trickle, smeared by the fight and swept 
into a few miniscule brush-strokes of gore by the fall of Rose’s loose hair 
against it. 

Bette stares at the blood and wonder what it will taste like on her 
tongue, if it will seem warm, if it will flow faster if she sucks...

“We’ve got a bite!” Bette hears Anna say sharply, as hands try to force 
her head up from where she was bending towards Rose’s neck. Bette 
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bares her teeth and hisses, and Lily’s hand strikes hard against her cheek, 
knocking her back against the door as the car speeds on.

Bette blinks in surprise at Lily, who’s leaning into the back through the 
space between the driver and passenger seats in the front.

“Don’t do that,” Lily says, her voice firm but not angry.

“I was just-“ Bette starts, and then she looks at Rose again. “I was about 
to drink her blood. Fuck.”

“It’s all right,” Will says, cutting her off before she can become hysteric, 
his eyes still on the road as he drives. “You’re not turning into one of 
them. You’ve been infected by a parasite that gets stronger if it’s fed 
blood, but you aren’t a vampire. Try to breathe and stay calm, we’ll be 
there soon.”

“You didn’t say you were bitten.” Anna sounds accusatory. Bette pulls 
the collar of her t-shirt aside obligingly. 

“I didn’t think it broke the skin. Sorry for having bigger fucking things 
on my mind,” mutters Bette, trying to slow her breathing down but 
mostly failing at the attempt because she just had to be stopped from 
drinking Rose’s blood and so she’s now feeling rather freaked out as a 
result.

“It’s shallow. You’ll be okay in a week,” decides Anna, inspecting the 
marks. “We’ll give you something to help with the cravings when we get 
back to the warehouse. Sit still and don’t bite anything for ten minutes, 
okay?”

“Okay.” Bette makes herself nod. “Is this, like, a common thing? Are all 
the bands around here secretly monster killers?”

Anna’s voice is matter-of-fact and resigned. “No. There’s only us.”

Nobody says anything after that until they arrive at a nondescript 
warehouse out in one of the industrial suburbs. The windows are boarded 
over and there’s a scatter of graffiti on the worn brick walls, and it looks 
like a perfectly ordinary, slightly run-down storage space from the 
outside. 

Bette shakes Rose’s shoulder as the others climb out of the car and head 
for the tall double doors. “C’mon, sleepy, I’m not going through all this 
trauma on my own, wake up.”

   67



Rose blinks, eyes scrunching closed for a few seconds before she gives 
up and opens them. “Bette? What happened?”

“I got bitten by a vampire. Remember the Stars saved us. We’re at, like, 
their secret vampire hunting lair or whatever now. Come on.”

Rose gives her a long, groggy, disbelieving look, then reaches up to 
touch her own throat, looking down at the blood smear her fingers come 
away coated with. 

“Did I get bitten, too?”

Bette shakes her head. “One of them had a razor, and you got cut a little 
bit. You fainted, you sissy.”

“Oh.” Rose frowns at the blood on her fingers, looking thoughtful. 
“Tommy said that was gonna happen if I kept skipping meals all the time.” 

Bette stares at her for a few seconds, then punches her hard on the 
shoulder. “You jerk! Is this because of that stupid thing with your stupid 
coffee drink? We nearly got eaten by vampires because you’re crash 
dieting. I am seriously going to smack you.”

“Ow.” Rose rubs her shoulder, glaring. “Bitch.”

“Fuckhead.” 

“Care to join us, ladies?” Lily asks, standing in the open doorframe of 
the warehouse. “Or are you going to sit out here and pull each other’s 
pigtails all evening?”

The inside of the warehouse is clean and spare and shadowed, set up 
into loosely defined areas – a semicircle of mismatched arm chairs and 
sofas around a low table make up a living room section, with an ancient-
looking television against the wall. There’s a kitchen area with a fridge 
and an oven in another corner, around a large industrial sink, with a long 
table scattered with herbs and bottles and other stuff along the wall 
nearby. There’re two more long tables, one set up like a makeshift desk 
for notes and reference books and the other piled high with stray 
electronic parts, and then a dojo-style sparring area with mats on the 
floor and a couple of battered-looking punching bags suspended from the 
bare rafters high above. 

Rose sits down in one of the armchairs, near where Will and Russ are 
sitting. Russ is dressing a scrape on Will’s forearm, the first aid kit open 
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on the cushion beside him. Lily sits down too, and motions for Bette to 
join them. There’s no sign of Anna.

“She’s gone for a jog. Work off the extra energy,” Lily explains before 
Bette can ask. “She always gets wound up after a fight. Me, I could sleep 
for a week.”

Will turns his wrist over to check his watch, which makes Russ cluck 
his tongue in frustration and turn it back the other way so he can finish 
putting on the dressing. “You don’t have time for a week,” Will tells Lily. 
“But you could get two hours or so before we’re due at the club.” 

“Excellent.” Lily grins. “You’d think sitting at a desk doing data entry all 
day wouldn’t be exhausting, and yet.”

“I’ll do her neck and then your hand, okay?” Russ says to Bette, nodding 
at the small cut still bleeding a little on Rose’s throat. “Will said you’d 
probably need stitches?” 

Bette nods helplessly, willing to let other people decide all that stuff for 
the time being. “Yeah, I guess.”

“She’s bitten, too,” Lily tells him. “Do we have any good tea left?”

“A little. I’ll put the kettle on after. Will you be okay with waiting?” 

This question, too, is directed at Bette, and she wants to say no, no way. 
She feels thirstier than she has ever felt in her entire damn life. But she 
just nods again. “I guess,” she repeats. “Yeah.” 

“What’re your names?” Will asks them.

“Bette,” says Bette.

“Rose. I think you know my brother Tommy. He hangs out with Jason 
and Michelle?” Rose says. She still sounds pretty spacey, and Bette almost 
feels bad for punching her. Not really, though, because skipping meals is 
totally stupid and Bette’s still kind of mad at Rose for that.

“Yeah, yeah, I know Tommy,” Lily says, mouth quirking wickedly. “Nice 
kid.”

Russ gives a cough which sounds suspiciously like the word ‘jailbait’ and 
Bette, despite everything, can’t help giggling. Rose smiles too. 

"The fact you've been bitten means Will is probably going to try to poke 
and prod you as much as you'll let him," Lily warns Bette. "If he touches 
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you in your bathing suit area, don't be afraid to stick him with a 
switchblade, all right?" 

Will punches her in the shoulder, the gesture a perfect match for Bette’s 
reprimand against Rose in the car. "Shut up, Lil, you're such a creep."

Lily gives him a giant cheesy smile and smacks a noisy kiss on his cheek 
before getting up. "You know you love it. I'm going to go sleep. Bette, 
Rose, it was good to meet you, glad you're not dead, see you around." 
She pulls her shirt off before she's left the room, treating them all to the 
sight of her golden-brown, intermittently scarred back, and the soft dent 
her waistband makes in the curve of her hips. 

Russ rolls his eyes, moving from beside Will to over where Rose is 
sitting, swabbing at her cut carefully with a cotton ball dipped in 
antiseptic. Bette forces herself not to stare at the blot of blood on the 
white. 

Will clears his throat. "She's right. There are some tests I'd like to do on 
you. Did you know that psychologists call feral children the 'forbidden 
experiment'? Because it would be unethical and inhumane to deliberately 
create the conditions you need for that kind of subject, but when one 
comes along because of circumstances beyond your control... it's a 
wonderful opportunity to learn. You're sort of the vampire equivalent 
right now. I would never, ever want someone to be bitten just so I could 
run tests, but -"

"But since I was bitten, it's the perfect chance for tests. I got it," Bette 
finishes his sentence with a nod. "What are they?"

"I've been working on making a mix of plant and herbal ingredients, 
fruits mostly, that help hold off the cravings. That way, the infection 
doesn't get any stronger, but you don't walk around feeling like you're 
dying, either. Otherwise we’ll just suggest you eat a small portion of 
black pudding each day, reducing the amount throughout the week 
until-"

Bette makes a grabby-hands gesture with her fingers, curling them 
greedily. "No way. I’m a vegetarian. Black pudding is a scab disguised as 
food. Gimme your experiments, please. I will so totally be your test 
rabbit for this. Your own personal feral child."
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"I warn you, some of the mixes have been pretty foul-tasting. Last time 
Russ had to try one, he told me it was more disgusting than those don't-
bite-your-nails varnishes." 

Bette shakes her head, glad to be back on topics she already knows her 
feelings on. "I don't even care. It's better than blood. I feel sick at myself 
for wanting that."

"Okay, great." Will smiles. "I'm working off the fact that we know 
vampires are capable of ingesting tea and red wine, and possibly other 
liquids we haven't got photographic evidence for."

"Tannins," Bette says promptly, then ducks her head. "Sorry. Science 
geek."

"You are? That's excellent. You can help me solve the mystery, as well as 
being my lab monkey." Will's smile turns into a grin. He has an awkward, 
reserved charm that's as different to Lily's brassy charisma as a person 
can be. "So, tannins, right. I've tried mixes with cranberries, 
chokeberries, every kind of tea you can think of, black currants, red 
wines, white wines, sour cherries... I've wondered for a while what 
particular properties make something useful as a blood substitute for 
vampires."

"Maybe it's not tannins... maybe proanthocyanidin? That strengthens 
blood vessels." Bette wonders out loud. "And helps protect skin from 
sun damage. Sounds like something vampires would try to include in 
their diets. Have you tried apples?"

Will nods. "That's what I was thinking. But I haven't tried apples yet, 
because the results don't seem to show any trends, any sign that it 
actually is proanthocyanidin. Or, if it is, that's not the only element we 
need, if we want to make something that removes the need for blood 
completely."

Bette has a lightbulb-over-her-head moment. "I read this article online a 
while back about allicin. You know, in garlic? And it was saying that allicin 
activates perivascular sensory nerve endings. Relaxed blood vessels 
means better blood flow. We can try stuff around that idea, maybe? And 
garlic's in so many vampire myths... maybe there's a reason for that, one 
that'll help us."

"Fantastic. That's a brilliant idea."
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“What about holy water?” Rose asks, head tilted to one side as Russ 
tapes butterfly bandages over the cut to keep it closed. “That’s in a lot of 
stories too. Does it work?”

Will makes a face. “Anna wipes her weapons down with it before hunts. 
I don’t believe it works at all, but she says she notices a difference. She 
uses a mixture of Sikh amrit, Buddhist dutsi, and Islamic zamzam, as well 
as Christian holy water. She says vampires draw life from blood, why 
can’t we from water? Some hunters I’ve heard of even clean bites with 
it.”

“I prefer to use things that actually work, personally,” Russ puts in dryly. 

“I feel like it's a disservice to all the people who've been killed by these 
monsters to treat the whole thing like it's some mystical magical game,” 
Will goes on. “Rather than a real danger in need of real weapons and 
medicines.”

“Got it.” Bette nods. “This isn’t a game.” 
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JAY

It takes longer for Jenna to answer Jay’s second chat request, a few 
hours after they finish their first conversation, and he's about to shut his 
computer and go find something else to do when his speakers sound the 
reply tone. He switches on his webcam and settles back in his slightly 
squeaky second-hand swivel chair, waving hello at her.

She's dressed in the same outfit she was wearing at the party, and Jay 
can't help but remember the sounds the fabric made as he touched it 
while they kissed. He's starting to think that he's incapable of having any 
friendships whatsoever that aren't at least partially colored by his endless 
and exasperating hormones.

Jenna looks grumpy as she waves back, raising her other hand to her 
mouth and taking a bite of a carrot stick with a frown.

"Wow, you look cheerful."

"I hate carrot sticks," she answers, sighing. "We're going to another 
stupid party tonight because Mom wants to impress another stupid 
client. But it's at the Marina, which means the menu's going to be full of 
shellfish, which is total bullshit because it's not like it's any harder or 
easier for caterers to get seafood dishes for events on the waterfront, is 
it? You don't only get steak sandwiches when you're near cow farms or 
whatever. It’s not even the right kind of water! And anyway, I'm allergic 
to shellfish, so." She brandishes the carrot at the screen. "I gotta eat 
before we go."

"So you chose a food you have a particular hatred for. You're even 
smarter than you look."

Jenna rolls her eyes and pops the last of the carrot stick into her mouth. 
"You're such an asshole."

"I hear you got the lead in the school musical. Congrats."

Jenna shrugs, but Jay thinks she might be trying to hold a smile in. "It's 
not really the lead. That stupid bitch sister of your friend Tommy got 
Peter Pan. I'm just Wendy. That's going to look pretty pathetic in all my 
unauthorized biographies, isn't it? That I could only get second place in 
the school play?"
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"I'm not sure it's exactly like that," Jay says, but since he sort of sees her 
point he doesn't push the issue. "Tommy's sister is okay. I don't really 
know her, but I don't think she's a bitch. Just kind of weird."

Jenna makes a face. "More like a psycho freak. Her and that Bette girl 
are totally going to grow up to be serial killers, I bet you a thousand 
bucks."

"Sounds like they're the ones who're gonna get the unauthorized 
autobiographies, then," Jay suggests. "Why are you intending to have 
those written about you, again?"

Jenna shrugs. "I dunno, the usual. I'll do movies and have a perfume and 
whatever. Singing's the one I really want to do. I want to have tons of 
albums and crazy stalker fans and shit." She grins, baring her teeth and 
hooking her manicured fingers into hands in a pantomime imitation of a 
crazy stalker fan.

"And people say that the young don't aspire to anything anymore," says 
Jay. "Good luck with that. Am I allowed to sell my story to the tabloids?"

"Sure. I'll let you know when I've been out of the news for a couple of 
days. You can boost my profile and make some cash at the same time. 
Everyone wins," Jenna says airily, like she's only half-joking. In that 
moment she reminds Jay quite a lot of Blake, of the careless way he treats 
the business of managing a secret empire.

Apparently Jay has a romantic weakness for evil masterminds.

"Jeeennnnnnnnnn!" A loud, petulant voice calls from somewhere 
behind Jenna. She turns away from the camera and yells "What?" in 
reply.

"We have to go! Mom says hurry up!"

Jenna turns back to Jay and gives a rueful smile. "Looks like our secret 
rendezvous  is being cut short. I'll talk to you again soon, okay?"

"Have a good time," Jay replies.

"That'd be more likely if you were gonna be there," Jenna mutters. 
"See you round."

The window with her webcam feed in it closes itself, and Jay shuts his 
laptop screen.
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BETTE

There's no way that Bette's going to manage to sleep again, ever, and so 
she's still awake when Rose texts her a little after three in the morning 
and asks if she's got any peroxide left.

Bette packs all her hair-dye stuff into the Batman backpack she used to 
use in elementary school and cycles around to Rose and Tommy's. Maybe 
now that she knows that vampires are real and the world needs saving 
and stuff she'll get better at saving up her money and she'll get an 
excellent pink Vespa with shiny chrome bits and drink tiny bitter coffees 
and read big ancient books about famous monsters and her skin will clear 
up and she'll be stylish and mysterious and enigmatic and totally punk 
rock. Vampire hunting is completely and utterly punk rock.

Rose is wearing a Veruca Salt shirt that looks seconds away from total 
collapse, the red eyes of the octopus on the front long chipped away to 
nothing, and a pair of tartan boxer shorts. Her skin is scrubbed pink and 
her hair's an even knottier tangle than usual. 

"I wanna go blonde. Blonde as I can go," Rose says by way of greeting as 
Bette clambers down through the window and onto Rose's desk. Rose 
has this awful tarantula paperweight made of glass with a real spider 
inside that used to belong to her great-great-uncle or someone like that, 
and Bette hates it so much, because she always thinks it's real for a second 
when she sees it. 

"Your paperweight is gross. Why can't you like sparkles and rainbows 
and unicorns and shit like a normal girl?" Bette snipes as she jumps down 
from the desk to the floor and waits for the fuck! spider! shock to wear 
off. 

Rose deflates a little, frowning. "I've never dyed my hair before. Aren't 
you surprised?"

"I figured you probably didn't want the peroxide for drinking," Bette 
points out reasonably. "Your hair's nice, anyway. Why mess with it?"

Rose pushes a hand back through it, guiding the snarls away from her 
forehead. "I kept... it's too dark when it's wet. I feel like... it... it looks 
like there's still blood in it."

"Oh." Bette blinks. "Uh. Um, okay. Right. Want to do this in the 
bathroom down here, or upstairs? Does Tommy know?"
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Rose's eyes go laughably wide. "No, no! Don't tell him. I don't want to 
risk him asking why."

"He's gonna notice if you bleach your fucking hair, you know," Bette 
says. "And wait, you're not telling him?"

"I'm not gonna tell my brother that I nearly got killed by a creature of 
the night!" Rose looks aghast at the idea.

"It's not protecting him if you don't," Bette says, trying to keep her 
voice soft and sympathetic so she doesn't sound like she's giving a lecture. 
"He lives here same as us, and there might not be a bunch of super badass 
monster killers around next time he's out walking late, you know."

Rose shudders visibly at the implications of the thought, then gestures 
in the direction of the bathroom door. "Come on, let's do this. Those 
guys were pretty cool, weren't they? Lily and Will and everyone."

"Yeah," Bette agrees, following Rose into the tiny basement bathroom. 
"I wonder if they'll train me if I ask them. You know, for self-defense."

Rose starts dragging a comb through the worst of the knots, wincing 
and swearing under her breath at the pain. 

"Lather it up with conditioner," Bette advises. "It'll untangle easier."

"I don't use conditioner."

"Seriously?" Bette snorts a laugh. "You are the worst girl ever, you 
know."

Rose ignores the comment, swearing again before scrunching her face 
up thoughtfully and saying "I don't think I've got time to learn self-
defense stuff. Not until the musical's done, anyway. I'm trying to get 
more serious about my art and stuff. I'm gonna do this series of paintings 
based on quotations, with weird creatures and stuff. Not monsters, 
exactly. But, like, freakish. You wanna see 'em?"

"After we're done here." Bette uncaps the bottle of solution she's been 
shaking to mix. "Bend your head over the sink and remember, it's not my 
fault if this looks awful."

~

An hour of lathering, rinsing, scrubbing and combing later, Bette 
appraises the result tentatively. 

"It looks... not awful, exactly?"
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Rose switches off the hair drier. "What?"

"I said, it doesn't look too awful," Bette repeats, spinning around on the 
desk chair and breathing out a plume of smoke. The dawn chorus of 
neighborhood birds has started up outside, but there's no morning light 
visible yet through the basement window.

Rose, sitting on the edge of the fold-out, holds her hand mirror up and 
turns her head from side to side. Her hair is a shock of coarse champagne 
shade, almost white in places and a red-gold in others. "I think it looks 
great."

"It makes your face look kind of hard, though. And you're not hard," 
Bette says, because that's as close as she can get to explaining that the 
blonde hair makes Rose look vulnerable and sad and tough, like she's 
suffering through something that hurts but is determined to survive. And 
even though that may be true, Bette doesn't want to think about it being 
true.
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JAY

The next day at school, while they’re eating lunch on the bleachers, 
Tommy turns to Jay and says “You play guitar, right?” and Jay shrugs and 
says “A little, I guess.”

“My sister and her friend wanna start a band. I’m supposed to drum. It’s 
going to be awful. Want to come with me this afternoon?”

Jay shrugs again. “Sure, okay.”

It turns out that it's actually really, really fun being in a band. They don't 
do much in the way of playing music, at least not in their first practice, 
but it's always cool to hang out with Tommy and it turns out that Rose, 
Tommy's sister, is pretty cool too. She's a total freak, just like everyone at 
school is always saying she is, but Jay and Tommy are both kind of freaky 
in their own ways anyway, so it's not like Jay's all that surprised or turned 
off by it.

Bette's a bit harder to get along with. She seems like she's angry, but not 
about anything that anyone can help her fix. Tommy and Rose just ignore 
it, or maybe they're so used to it that they don't notice anymore. Jay's no 
stranger to violence in his life, or rudeness -- he's worked too long in the 
food service industry to be unfamiliar with sharp words -- but outright 
anger isn't something he's had much experience with, and even just 
spending three hours screwing around with instruments in Bette's garage 
with her and Tommy and Rose leaves Jay feeling high-strung and nervy.

It wasn't that she was particularly rude or bitchy at him directly or 
anything (and anyway, Jay considers bitchiness to be an art form worthy 
of respect, not a character flaw), just that there's a palpable sense around 
her all the time that she's a second or two away from flying off the handle 
and getting furious at someone for some tiny dumb thing.

But even that isn't enough to counteract how fun it was, teaching 
Tommy how to play random scraps of songs and laughing when his own 
fingers skittered well away from where he meant to put them.

Jay's never played music with anyone else before, not outside a 
classroom context. It's actually more like sex than he expected it to be -- 
he'd always thought statements to that effect were probably just douchey 
rockstars being douchey rockstars, but it really does have that same 
joyful, collaborative sense to it. He likes it. Jay can't remember the last 
time he liked something that was relatively simple and uncomplicated.
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After evening falls, Jay makes his way back to the townhouse. Every 
time he visits, it feels less like a decision and more like an inevitability. 
Not a compulsion, exactly. He doesn’t think they’re mind-controlling 
him into hanging out there or anything. But maybe a bit like an addiction. 

There’s nobody home on the lowest level, and nobody’s in the main 
room upstairs, either. Jay knocks on Blake’s door, knowing that Blake 
must already be aware that he’s there.

“Come in,” the reply comes from inside. Blake’s lying back against a 
bank of pillows on the bed, fully dressed but barefoot, a thick novel in his 
hands. Blake doesn't say anything when Jay joins him on the bed, curls 
against his side with one cheek resting against the smooth dark silk of 
Blake's vest. After a few minutes, Jay feels a light touch on his hair, the 
apparently idle stroking of Blake's fingers through the product-stiff locks. 
Jay knows it's not idle. Nothing Blake does is idle.

Blake reads and Jay drifts, listening to the slow thump of Blake's heart 
and the motionless silence of no breathing but his own. It's comfortable, 
intimate, and Jay feels a little dumb for feeling as safe and content as he 
does. Lying in a vampire's arms shouldn't feel so much like home, but Jay 
knows it always will for him.  

"I feel like Bikini Kill," Jay says after a long time of quiet, stretching his 
legs and shifting a little so Blake's hand rests lower on the nape of his 
neck. 

"I can assure you, Jason, I'm not in the habit of keeping pet humans," 
Blake teases lightly, closing his book and putting it to one side. His thumb 
brushes back and forth over the thin skin behind Jay's ear. If Jay could 
purr, he'd be purring now, but he settles for smiling and opening his eyes 
a little. 

"Not a pet. Just... something warm and living that you like, even if you 
won't admit it." 

"Hm," Blake says as Jay's eyes slip closed again, and Jay smiles because 
he recognizes the sound. Blake makes that sound when he's amused. "I 
keep telling you, I chose Bikini Kill for Timothy because cats are elegant 
predators. You're mistaken if you think I have the time or inclination to 
open my house up to fuzzy kittens and large-eyed waifs because of some 
sort of inner softness." 
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Jay snorts, rolling onto his back and opening his eyes. Blake's fingertips 
ghost over Jay's cheekbone, the length of his nose, his lips. There's an ink-
stain, from a fountain pen, on one pale knuckle.

 The nails are bitten to the quick.

"Nervous habit?" Jay asks, raising his eyebrows.

"Oral fixation," replies Blake, covering Jay's eyes with his palm. 

"People are more dangerous than cats," Jay reminds him quietly. "I'm 
no kitten." 

"But you have ridiculously big eyes, my dear, and are unarguably 
waifish." Blake's hand leaves Jay's eyes and moves down to the dip below 
his adam's apple, where Jay's skin falls and rises with each inhale and 
exhale. "Your pulse is speeding up."

"Yes," Jay agrees, and sits up so he can kiss Blake's mouth. Blake's pale 
cheeks are flushed, just a little. It wouldn't be noticeable on a person, but 
the usual eerie whiteness of Blake's skin is touched with faint pink. It 
doesn't make him look human, but it makes him look alive. 

“I haven’t been out yet this evening,” Blake says, and after a second Jay 
works out what he means. Hunting. Feeding. Right. “Alexander and 
Timothy went out together as soon as the sun set.”

Jay doesn’t know if Blake can get enough blood for a whole night by just 
taking a bit from him, and he doesn’t think he’s got enough spare at the 
moment to offer more than a bit. Still, he tilts his head to the side 
obligingly. Blake runs the tips of his fingers over Jay’s skin lightly, but 
shakes his head.

“No, I was thinking... you would come with me.” The intonation isn’t 
that of a question, and Blake doesn’t meet Jay’s eyes as he says the words. 
Jay feels his breath catch.

“Oh. Um. Okay,” he manages to say. He isn’t sure how he feels. For all 
he’s lived through and experienced, this is another part of the vampire 
world he’s never seen for himself. He nods. “Yeah. Let’s go.” 

Jay expects they’ll wind up at an upmarket bar somewhere unfamiliar, 
full of muted conversation and sophisticated opinions, but the club is just 
the same as any of the ones he and Tommy and Michelle go to when they 
go out. He should have realized that, really: if Blake’s interested in Jay, 
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Blake is probably interested in other people very like Jay. For some 
reason, that knowledge feels a bit like a disappointment. 

They stand together against one wall, where the light isn’t especially 
good and they’re made indistinct by the shadows. Blake watches the 
mingling, dancing, laughing groups of people with an avid hunger on his 
face. Jay scowls. 

“That one, there,” Blake says, leaning closer to Jay as he speaks quietly 
and nods in the direction of a kid Jay vaguely recognizes from school. 
“I’ve seen him prowling around on occasion. He likes to steal 
neighborhood pets and cut them apart with a knife. He’s got it tucked 
into his belt right now, at the back. See? His shirt bunches.”

Jay stares at Blake, feeling nauseated. “How come you didn’t kill him 
when you saw him do that?”

Blake shrugs. “I wasn’t hungry. Would you like me to kill him now?”

Jay crosses his arms over his chest and fixes his gaze on their feet. “I 
guess,” he mumbles. “Better than if you killed someone who didn’t 
deserve it, isn’t it?”

Surprisingly, Blake laughs delightedly, kissing Jay on the cheek. “You are 
so terribly young, my darling boy. Or perhaps I mean youthfully terrible. 
Nobody manages instinctive righteousness quite so well as a teenager.”

Before Jay can snipe back with a catty reply, Blake is gone, slipping 
smoothly into the throngs of living people and approaching the boy. Jay 
looks away, trying to damp down the churning feeling in his stomach. 

He goes back to the townhouse alone, not sure what else to do, and 
plays eight rounds of Guitar Hero and five of classic Street Fighter against 
Timothy. Jay is pretty sure that Timothy’s letting him win, maybe out of 
pity, but he’s feeling too weird to be especially offended by that. 

Alexander watches them for a little while, standing quietly to the side 
so as not to interrupt the very serious business of video game martial 
arts. After one of the battles ends, he comes over and rests a hand on Jay’s 
shoulder for a moment.

“He did the same thing to Timothy,” Alexander tells Jay. Jay glances over 
at Timothy for confirmation of the words, but Timothy is studiously 
ignoring them both, eyes fixed on the screen.
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“It’s one of his games,” Alexander goes on. “Don’t think anything more 
about it.” He leaves the room before Jay can reply, and Timothy begins 
another match.

When Jay gets too exhausted to play any longer, he goes into Blake’s 
room and lies down on the bed. The pillow smells faintly like Blake. Jay 
closes his eyes, and lets himself drift into sleep.

He doesn’t know how much later it is when he wakes up, but Blake is 
there beside him, reading despite the almost total lack of light. Jay sighs 
and cuddles in closer to him. 

“Did you kill him?”

“Yes.”

Jay is quiet for a while. He doesn’t care what Blake thinks of that. 
Eventually, his thoughts are ordered enough that he can voice them. 

“I remember him, a couple of months ago at school. It’s a weird thing to 
remember, but… I remember that he had this amazing new camera that 
his dad had brought him back from a business trip. It was way too good 
for a kid to have, really, and absolutely too good for anyone to bring to 
school. But there he is, showing it off, bragging about what a hotshot his 
dad is.”

Jay pauses, arching a little into the light touch of Blake’s hand against his 
hair.

“Then as he's walking to class,” Jay goes on. “The strap around his wrist, 
the camera strap, it broke and the camera fell onto the ground. I could 
see that the lens cracked and the card-slot snapped up along one side. The 
camera was ruined and the look on his face... it was just one of those 
shitty disappointments that happen in life, you know? Not a huge deal, 
not ruining anyone's life, just... a bummer. He didn't have something he'd 
liked having anymore and that disappointed him. And it's weird but I 
think about it and I still feel worse for him in that moment than for the 
one you killed him in, how crazy is that?"

“Hm,” Blake says, his soft amused-noise sounding especially fond. “It's 
extremely… teenaged of you. And that’s indistinguishable from crazy 
most of the time, in my experience. 

“A cruel universe is less frightening to think about than an uncaring 
one, for somebody your age. At least cruelty has a kind of malicious 
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meaning to it. Melodrama and theatricality can be great comforts - I'm 
sure it hasn't escaped your judgmental eye that I like to exist with all the 
metaphorical volumes turned up as loudly as they will go. Tragedy wants 
to be beautiful in ways depression never dreamed of. 

A boy breaks his cherished camera: that is depressing and it becomes a 
story which makes the listener depressed. But a boy plucked from a 
dance floor by a beautiful monster -"

"Not that you've got an ego or anything," Jay cuts in, grinning in the 
dark.

"Hush.” Blake stops stroking Jay’s hair for a moment, then begins again. 
“A death like that's a tragedy made for the stage or a dime-store novel, 
isn't it? It has a dark romanticism; the listener thrills. The mundane 
heartbreaks of an ordinary life, those small disappointments, are devoid 
of that terrible beauty. People can more easily convince themselves that 
an inexplicable horror has some kind of greater meaning than they can 
when it comes to an everyday woe."

Jay thinks and breathes quietly for a while. "Let it never be said that you 
used five words when you had an opportunity to use fifty," he says finally, 
deadpan. "Does it scare you? How unhappy all endings are?"

Blake seems to think about this, as if he isn't sure. "I suppose. I've 
always been more afraid that I'm somehow wrong, and there really is a 
grand design. The thought of going to Hell is both dull and moralistic. I 
would be bored to tears by an eternity of being punished for things I 
thoroughly enjoyed doing. Better a conscious-less abyss."

Jay gives Blake’s thigh a chastising pinch. "Quit the quipping for a 
second, okay? I'm asking a serious question and I want a serious answer, 
not some low-rent Oscar Wilde impersonation."

"Oscar Wilde couldn't hold a candle to me in his wildest dreams," 
Blake says loftily, giving Jay's hair a sharp pull in punishment for the 
pinch. "But since you asked... yes. The thought of a cold and dark 
universe frightens even creatures as sharp and fearless as vampires, and 
we cope with it in much the same way as humans: art, love, warm skin. 
Usually these are enough to stave off the little demons that attend 
musings on broken cameras."

"You are so incredibly lame," Jay says, voice soft and smiling, and he 
widens the smile to a grin as Blake tugs his hair a second time in warning. 
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BETTE

"Weather like this makes me wish we were in the van," says Anna, 
tilting her face up toward the sun. With her long blonde hair down loose 
against the straps of her singlet and her sunglasses perched on her nose 
she looks as polished and austere as a fashion model. Bette feels grimy 
and young and stupid, and scowls behind her own sunglasses. Rose, as 
always, doesn't notice. Bette wishes she could be as at home inside 
herself as Rose always seems to be. 

It’s Saturday morning and glorious and warm, and not at all the time of 
the week Bette expected to get a phonecall from Will. She’d dragged 
herself out of the glorious sleeping-in which Saturdays usually entailed, 
and after some violent prodding had managed to get Rose to come as 
well. 

Five absolutely disgusting glasses of different herbal blends later, Bette 
isn’t quite as enthusiastic about being a test subject as she was. Still, she 
doesn’t feel like drinking anyone’s blood, so that’s a plus. Her eyesight 
feels clearer, if more light-sensitive, and her hearing’s strong too. Will 
said there might be side effects like that, but it’s still a neat surprise. 
Maybe being an almost-victim of the bloodthirsty undead isn’t all bad 
after all. Now they’re all sitting on the ground in the concrete-floored 
loading dock out the back of the warehouse, where a scattering of potted 
plants are drinking up the sunshine greedily. 

"Yeah," Will agrees with Anna. "Pulling into a new town and checking 
out the venue for the show, dumping our stuff in the motel room... man, 
I miss all that dumb travel stuff so bad. Time of my life."

"I wondered why you guys stopped touring. You were, like, on the 
verge," Rose enthuses. "Everyone thought you were gonna blow up 
huge, and then you went back to playing tiny local places."

"More vampires in town. We couldn't afford the time away from 
hunting," Russ answers, sounding philosophical. 

"So that's it?" Bette's question is incredulous. "What about the dreams 
you had for yourselves?"

"What's that line in Lord of the Rings, about how sometimes to keep 
something important protected, some people have to give up the things 
that are important to them? It's like that," says Lily. 

Rose snorts.
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“My brother and I are named after characters from that. I’m after a 
hobbit, the one who has a million kids with Sam at the end. Tommy’s 
named after the dude who sings the evil willow tree to sleep when it 
captures Merry and Pippin.”

“That’s badass,” Lily says. Rose shakes her head. “No, dude, seriously. 
You’re a hobbit! That rocks.”

“Whatever,” Rose says, but there’s a small pleased blush on her cheeks.

“When I was a kid,” says Lily. “I was always trying to convince my mom 
to let me change my name to Lara, like Superman’s mother. I was totally 
obsessed with Superman’s origin story. I don’t know why. I read every 
variation and retelling of it I could.”

“Origin stories are crap,” Rose says decisively. Bette rolls her eyes. She’s 
heard this line of argument more than once from Rose in the past. 
“They’re boring. I don’t get why they’re retold so often.”

“Okay, two reasons,” Lily counters, holding her hand up with two 
fingers extended. “One, origin stories are, arguably – and note that I said 
arguably, because I don’t actually agree with this reason personally, but 
it’s still worth saying – the most important story that you can tell about a 
character. How they became who they are. I mean, think about it. When 
you’re getting to know someone, what’s the thing the two of you are 
gonna reveal to each other as you get more comfortable with each other? 
You’re gonna talk about your childhood, and the experiences that are 
most important for them to know about you in order for them to get 
you, aren’t you? So that’s one reason. Reason two is because the origin 
story is like, I don’t know, the overture in a musical score. It introduces 
you to the themes that are going to show up later in variations, right? 
Like, okay, when you’re reading a Batman comic, and Batman’s at the 
circus and he sees two acrobats die, and the only survivor is the acrobats’ 
son, and Batman adopts that kid... that story means, like, way more if 
you know that Batman was the only survivor when his own parents died, 
doesn’t it?”

Rose makes a face. “I guess. Maybe.”

“That’s why you get actors all saying that they only auditioned for some 
part because their friend was trying out. Because that’s a killer origin 
story. Origin stories can make or break a myth, Rose.”
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Bette catches Will’s eye and shares a smile with him. It’s nice to know 
that even people in excellent bands are sometimes total weirdo geeks, 
too.

~

In the afternoon, Bette helps Will record their findings from that 
morning – the mixtures that didn’t work, and the one that seems to have 
held off the crappy hungry feeling Bette’s had ever since she got bitten, 
the one that notices every scratch and scrape on the skin of the people 
around her all the time and wants to taste. 

“If getting bitten doesn’t make someone a vampire, what does?” she asks 
as they work.

“It’s a combination of factors,” Will replies, packing away ingredients 
and extracts methodically as he speaks. “When someone’s bitten, they’re 
infected with... I’m not sure infected’s really the right word, but it’s the 
one I first heard for it and it’s the one I’ve always used. Right now there’s 
something in your body, from that bite, that wants blood. If you don’t 
give it enough – or an alternative, like we’re trying to make with these 
blends – then it’ll drive you close to crazy with thirst, and you’ll snap 
and attack someone or, if you don’t even have an opportunity to go that, 
you’ll be in a near-psychotic state until the condition passes. That takes 
about a week. 

“If you give the infection, the something, the whatever, just enough 
blood to keep it calm – just a small amount each day – then, again, it 
passes in a week. That’s what we’re doing with you. It’s what we try to do 
with everyone. It’s not very common for people to survive an encounter 
with a vampire, so it took a long, long time before people learned 
enough about the infection to know how to treat it. We’re still learning, 
as you can obviously see.” He gestures to the equipment spread out in 
front of them. “If you give the infection too much, more than roughly the 
minimum, it gets stronger. And stronger. You need to keep it weak before 
it’ll start to fade.

“Even having a strong case of it isn’t enough to make someone a 
vampire. Some hunters have recorded details of cases they’ve seen where 
a bite victim was drinking several pints a day, and with careful detox they 
wound up perfectly healthy in the end. 
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“But if you’ve got a strong infection – one that’s been fed enough blood 
to make it really tenacious – and you die, it... reanimates you, I guess. We 
don’t know how long that takes, but records indicate it’s an hour or two 
at most. Nothing like the three days most lore suggests. 

“We don’t know how much blood is enough to make it happen, or how 
long prior to death it needs to be ingested. It doesn’t seem to matter if 
it’s human blood or vampire blood – the two are surprisingly similar on a 
cellular level.” 

Bette absorbs the new information. “So if I – and there’s no way I’m 
gonna go this, so don’t worry or anything – if I ate a bunch of blood 
sausage for lunch and then I got hit by a car in the afternoon, I’d... come 
back?”

Will nods. “Maybe. Not if you were on the very last day of your 
infection being present, I think. But the day after you were bitten, 
probably. That’s why it’s so important that you have the barest, barest 
minimum of blood product in your food while you’re recovering from 
the attack. Anything more, and the chance increases that you’ll come 
back a vampire.”

Bette shudders. “So I guess we’ll have to wait and see if these gross-out 
smoothies make my condition better or worse, huh?”

Will nods. “Yes. Keep an eye on your metabolism.”

“The vampires have fangs, right?” Bette asks. “I mean, I didn’t get a good 
look, but it looked like they had little fangs. But people don’t have fangs. 
What happens?”

“Yep.” Will nods. “They have fangs. When people have become vampires, 
the hunters who checked over the scene later found eye teeth. It appears 
that your two upper canine incisors fall out as the infection begins to 
reanimate you. The new ones grow in before you wake up.”

“Ugh,” Bette says, trying to suppress a shudder. “As if I didn’t have 
enough nightmares about my teeth falling out already. That’s gross.”

“I agree,” Will says, with a slightly sickened-looking smile. “So don’t 
drink any blood, and do your best not to die, either.” 
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JAY

“More cogs and mechanicals to unpuzzle tonight, then?” Jay asks as he 
steps into the living room and sees Alexander laying out his cloth and his 
tools. Alexander nods.

“Yes. Quite a lucky find, really. The girl I took it from wasn’t especially 
remarkable otherwise.” 

The new trinket, waiting for dissection and reassembly, is a tiny gold 
locket set with diamonds and a miniature watch. Jay looks at it for a beat, 
trying to work out why something so random would look so familiar. 
Then he recognizes it. 

"You killed Jenna," Jay says, and his voice sounds hollow and hard in his 
ears. Alexander doesn't shrug, doesn't nod, doesn't give any kind of 
response cue that Jay can react to. 

Words start tumbling out of Jay, then, as if anything he says will matter.

"She... she was funny. And mean. And she wanted to be a famous singer 
but her voice was pretty average but she wanted it so much and she 
didn't give up easily, so maybe she would have got it anyway. She knew 
exactly how pretty she was and how much she could get away with 
because of it. She had a little sister. She was allergic to shellfish and hated 
carrots but ate them anyway. I liked her."

Alexander sighs. "I don't care who she was, Jason." 

"I know," Jay snaps. "But I do, so don't be a dick." He grabs the 
diamond locket up off the velvet cloth. "I'm giving this back to her 
sister."

"That's worth a lot of money," Alexander reminds him, tone cold. 

"It's worth more to Ashley," Jay answers, and lets the door slam behind 
him as he leaves. 

~

He catches the bus to the hospital, grateful for the mayhem and waiting 
of the emergency department. There's a couple of headache tablets still 
in the blister pack in his pocket, and Jay pops them out of their foil and 
into his palm. Holding them in the curl of his hand, he goes up to the 
reception desk.
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"I was told I could get a zip-lock baggie here, to put these in? I’m 
supposed to split the dose up," he says, giving a friendly smile, holding 
out his hand with the pills in it. The nurse on duty hands a baggie over, 
smiling back, and Jay slips the pills into the bag. "Could I get an 
admissions form, too? Thanks." 

The clipboard is shiny red plastic and the ballpoint tied to it is a little 
chewed at the end. Jay goes back outside into the driveway outside the 
emergency room and sits at the bus stop. He takes the pills back out of 
the baggie and tosses them aside, slipping the locket into the plastic 
pocket carefully. Then he puts down Jenna's name at the top of the 
admissions sheet and a bunch of details about her -- eye color, hair, sex. 
On the dotted lines where patients are meant to list any existing medical 
conditions, Jay scrawls "Personal Effects: One Locket", and strikes the 
pre-printed list of ailments out with a decisive dash of his pen. If 
something looks deliberate and official enough, it hardly ever gets 
questioned. He clips the top of the baggie to the board on top of the 
form, and goes around to the main entrance of the hospital.

The morgue is on the upper basement level and the corridor is bright 
and cool as Jay steps out of the elevator. Ashley is sitting against the wall 
beside the coroner's office, down to the left, her face red and damp. 

"If you're looking for the Chamberlains, my parents are in there," she 
says, pointing at the wide double-door which segments the hallway to the 
right of the elevators. Her voice is dull and slow, and she doesn't look up 
at Jay. "I've never seen a dead body before. She looks like a fucking 
photograph."

"I'm from property collection upstairs," Jay says in the soft, impersonal 
voice doctors and nurses use with the bereaved. "Can you sign for this?"

Ashley glances at the locket clipped to the re-purposed form, then gives 
a nod. She scrawls her name across the signature line of the form, not 
really seeing it, and takes the baggie when Jay hands it to her. Jay 
straightens, takes the clipboard back, and goes back to the elevators.

As he steps inside and presses the button for the ground level, he looks 
back at her one last time. She has her head bent forward, red hair a 
curtain obscuring her face as she clips the necklace around her throat. 
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Jay leaves the clipboard on the floor by the main doorway, and throws 
the crumpled signature form in the trash can near the bus stop. It isn't 
even midnight yet. 
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BETTE

On Monday, after detention, Bette goes home, gets changed out of her 
uniform so that it doesn't stink too bad for Tuesday and she can 
procrastinate doing laundry for just a little bit longer, and heads around 
to Rose and Tommy's.

She climbs up the tree and in through Tommy's window, because she's 
feeling energetic and those thorns down near the basement window have 
done more than their fair share of damage to her legs recently. Tommy's 
not in his room, though his schoolbag is so he's probably around 
somewhere. Tommy carries all kinds of weird non-school stuff in his bag. 
For a while there Bette and Rose thought he was secretly dealing drugs, 
but then when they confronted him he explained that no, actually it was 
just downloaded stuff off the internet -- movies and TV shows that 
weren't easy to get on DVD, or were too expensive, and comics and 
albums and stuff. Tommy can find pretty much anything on the internet. 

He always has his bag with him when he goes out, in case someone's 
looking for some illicit HBO or something while he's hanging, so if his 
bag's in his room it probably means he is too. 

Bette looks around at the posters on the walls and the junk on 
everything else, and feels a twist in her stomach that's almost like 
nostalgia or regret, like she's already missing this dumb teenage-boy 
room even though she's right there in it. The feeling's probably just 
because it's been a while since she's been in here, now that they've got 
Rose's basement to do most of their time-spending in. The tiny bit of 
unfamiliarity that the room now carries is enough to make Bette realize 
that some day they're all going to be not-teenagers, adults, with other 
rooms and other interests. Some day Tommy won't want posters of bands 
he got out of magazines pinned up on his closet doors and shit like that.

Bette leaves Tommy's room with a final glance behind her and clatters 
down the stairs. Rose and Tommy's mom is home from her shift at the 
salon, still smelling like sprays and conditioners and gels and that weird 
smell that too much blow drying leaves on a person. She's watching TV in 
the living room with an iced tea beside her, and Bette is willing to put 
money on the tea being the Long Island kind. Rose and Tommy's mom 
gets worn out at her job, and likes to chill out when she gets home. Not 
like Bette's mom, who doesn't seem to know the meaning of the phrase 
'chill out'. 
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"We have a front door right there, you know," Rose and Tommy's mom 
says, flicking channels with the remote.

"Didn't want to make you get up," Bette replies. Rose and Tommy's 
mom rolls her eyes. 

"You kids, you're gonna be the death of me, I know it more every day. 
How've you been, kiddo?"

"All right. Rose and Tom downstairs?"

Rose and Tommy's mom nods, taking another sip of her drink. "Rosie's 
working on a new painting. See if you can get them to decide on what 
they want for dinner, huh? They just shrug or say 'dunno' when I ask 
them. I don't know how any of you manage to pass English with 
vocabularies like that, I swear. All you ever say is 'dunno'."

"But it expresses everything we want to say so eloquently," Bette 
replies, grinning. "I'll ask 'em." 

Down in the basement, Rose is doing planning sketches for a painting, 
and refuses to let Bette see.

“No, no. This one’s not ready to share yet. You know how I get about 
that. But, oh! I know what you can look at!” Rose pulls a loose sheet out 
of the cardboard pocket on the inside of the sketchbook cover. “I’ve been 
scribbling down lyrics ideas, and so’s Tommy. Give it a shot, and then pass 
it along to Jay after you’re done I guess.”

Bette nods. “Okay. I’m pretty shitty at poetry, though. Just warning 
you.”

Rose rolls her eyes. “It’s not poetry, it’s lyrics. Half the most important 
songs of the last century had totally dumbass lyrics anyway. It’s not make 
or break for our future careers.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Bette says, sighing. Rose pokes at her thigh with the tip 
of one sneaker. 

“What’s up?”

“It’s dumb. Don’t worry.”

“I am the master at dumb problems. Spill.”

Bette shrugs, curling up against the sofa-end of the folded out bed and 
hugging her knees. “You know how I was reading Mary Shelley’s diaries, 
right? It’s got letters she wrote in it too, and there’s one… she was just a 
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teenager, not much older than us, and she’d just had her first baby a 
couple of weeks ago, and then it died in its sleep. She wrote to her friend 
and asked her friend to come stay with her, and the letter ends with ‘I am 
no longer a mother now’. That’s just... fuck. That’s so fucking sad.” She 
scrubs at her eyes, hoping Rose didn’t notice the stinging tears welling 
up. “It’s just so bare and simple and there’s so much heartbreak behind it. 
I don’t know how people cope with a world that has tragedy that naked 
in it. It makes me think of that thing Ernest Hemmingway said, about 
how he could tell a story in six words: For sale, baby shoes. Never worn.”

Rose sits beside her and gathers her in a hug, squeezing as Bette blinks 
away the threat of tears and then just holding on. “It’s okay. Shh. It’s okay. 
There’s good stuff in the world, too.”

“It’s hard to remember that, sometimes,” Bette says quietly. She can feel 
the pulse in Rose’s throat against her cheek. The razor-scratch is closed 
and almost healed but Bette can imagine easily how the skin would split 
anew under the pressure of her teeth, even though they’re just dull 
human blunt teeth. And then, just underneath that skin, the blood...

Bette pulls back from the hug, the smile she forces onto her face feeling 
thin and false. “I’m. I’m thinking of going back to the warehouse. Want to 
come?”

Rose shakes her head. “I want to work on this.” She gestures to her 
sketchbook. “I just had an idea. Do you mind?”

Bette does mind. Right now she minds everything. Everything in the 
whole world is wrong.

She shakes her head. “No, that’s fine.”

~

And so Bette, without Rose, watches her first vampire hunt from a 
rooftop in the Fulton River District. She feels like a character in a 
superhero comic. She’s doing her best not to think about how poorly 
young women usually fare in superhero comics. 

Will has his phone, and a travel-sized first aid kit, and two hand-held 
tasers -- with some modifications obvious on their small black handles, in 
the cracking arcs of electricity which whip in wide arcs when he flicks 
them on to test. He has a pistol, too, a little snub-nosed gang piece which 
Bette is more than a little awed by.
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"I hate it," Will says, shoving it back in his pocket. "I only agreed to 
carry it because I wanted Lily to have one, and she demanded I get one as 
well. So don't get all fetishy, okay? It's a gross, messy, violent tool I use 
for gross, messy, violent jobs."

 "You forgot stylish," Bette replies lightly, smiling. Will glares.

 "You're such a teenager."

 "Yeah, well, you're such a vigilante."

 The insult makes Will snort, amused. "Yeah, whatever." He pulls his 
phone out, punches a few buttons, and holds it to his ear. "Let's do a 
roach trap, 'kay? No, let Anna, your ankle's still weak after-... don't 
whine, it makes you sound like a brat."

 Will snaps the phone shut and gestures to the edge of the roof. "Okay, 
show time. You're not scared of heights, right?"

 "Little late for that," Bette points out. "I'm not, since you're obviously 
so concerned."

She leans over the cement rail bordering the roof, down at the narrow 
space of fire escapes and garbage and hubcaps and grime. Lily and Anna 
come into view from the wider road at one end, the other exit blocked 
off by the high wall of a canning factory.

Lily blends off into the shadows on one side, too directly below where 
Bette and Will stand for them to be able to see her at all.

Anna hoists herself up on the lid of a trash can until she can grab at the 
lowest rung of one of the fire escape ladders, then scrambles up onto the 
first level of the narrow metal staircase.

"There are different... gangs, I guess. Of vampires," Will tells Bette as 
they watch his friends below. "We're going after Scrabblers tonight. 
There are more of them than the rest put together, but luckily they're the 
easiest to kill and the easiest to spot. They're more like zombies. They 
don't disguise themselves among people, like most of the other gangs."

"It all sounds like Vampire: the Masquerade or something," Bette remarks. 
She and Rose used to be into all kinds of role-playing games a few years 
back, before they were old enough to go out to see music very much. 

Will snorts. "More like Jets and Sharks." He hits her on the arm, points 
down, and says "Show time."
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Anna's got one arm, bare to the elbow, held out over the air beside the 
fire escape. Across the pale of her skin, on the outside of her forearm, is a 
long shallow cut.

The comparison to zombies made Bette expect that the vampires would 
be slow and shambling, but they lope together in a quick-moving group, 
fifteen or seventeen moving in a loose clump down the alley toward the 
smell of blood. They look just like the ones that attacked her and Rose. 

Lily steps in behind the group, near the lip of the small space, and 
shoves over two of the trash cans to block most of the exit off. A 
bedraggled cat darts out of one and yowls, running off to find a safer and 
more peaceful place to scavenge.

 At the sound of the falling cans, several of the vampires turn and run at 
Lily. She lets out a whoop, laughing and violent, and meets them halfway 
in a clash of hooked fingers and brawling punches.

The rest of the gang are gathered below Anna's high spot, snapping and 
hissing and leaping up in their futile efforts to reach her. She pulls a small 
weapon out of the back of her waistband, a curved blade set 
perpendicular in its handle, like a small-scaled scythe, and swings one 
knee over the fire escape's rusted guardrail.

"She's not-" Bette manages to say, appalled, before Anna does, 
launching herself down into the thick of the pack below, which promptly 
closes over her, swallowing her from view. "Oh my god."

Will's eyes are darting back and forth between his two agents, Lily's 
crude street brawl of deep hacking cuts and the thick of creatures which 
the still-unseen Anna is reaping her way out of. Bette can't remember 
ever seeing anything so horrible, or so thrilling. 

It takes a long time, but eventually all the vampires are dead. Anna and 
Lily grab each other and spin around and around, the movement not 
nearly sedate enough to be mistaken for anything like a hug. Then they 
begin to stack the corpses in a heap against the wall, heaving what they 
can lift and dragging what they can't.

One match, thrown by Lily, makes the pile flare up quickly. The smoke 
is acrid, and makes Bette's eyes water when it rises up to where she 
stands.

"They burn fast," Will explains.  
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JAY

It's not that Jay makes a resolution to himself to cut off all 
communication with the vampires, it just turns out that way. For two 
days he goes back to his normal life, or whatever normal is and was for 
him. Michelle and Tommy don't give him a hard time about how absent 
he's been from their usual trio, and they click back to the old rhythms 
without pause.

That's nice. It's... no, it's more than nice. Nice is a colorless word for 
something Jay now realizes he prizes quite highly. The way Tommy and 
Michelle never demand anything from him but that he live according to 
his own terms is, above all else, reassuring. For all that Jay might like to 
pretend that he's a tough, independent kind of guy, older than his years, 
the truth is that he's still a human underneath that, and sometimes 
humans need the comfort of security, of friends who will forgive them 
for their failings.

Jay shakes his head and smiles to himself as he changes out of his school 
uniform and into his pajamas. It's late, well past even the late sunset of 
the elongated summer, and he's been at the mall all afternoon with 
Michelle and some of her other friends, hanging out in the food court 
and the arcade. Tommy spent the afternoon with his sister and Bette, but 
he and Jay exchanged phone messages the whole time, planning to get 
together soon for another band practice.

It's all dumb, small, ordinary stuff. School and friends and band. Jenna 
would probably think it was ultra-lame that Jay's retreated into all this in 
response to her death. He misses her a lot, and even more than he misses 
her he misses the potential of all the things that might have happened, her 
weird day-dreams about the glossy, shallow future she wanted, and 
perhaps more stolen kisses in another cloak room at another party, and 
even just future conversations they might of had and never will now. He's 
mourning all of those things, as well as his friend. And Jay has always 
hated mourning.

His computer has sat, untouched, since the last time they talked on the 
webcam. He should probably clean out his inbox of the usual spam that 
accumulates, at least. He's on the mailing list for way too many bands, 
and so there's always alerts about secret shows and music videos looking 
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for extras and a bunch of other normal, boring, human stuff that he could 
start going along to again, if he wants.

There's an email from Timothy, and that's all it takes to rip the fragile 
peace of the last two days into flimsy shreds. Jay feels almost angry at the 
contact, of having the short monotony of calm disrupted, even as his 
heart kicks up to a faster beat in excitement and he opens the message. 
He doesn't want to be so excited and happy and energized by the contact, 
but it's not like he gets a choice about what he wants to care most about 
in the world. If he could choose, he might choose the normal stuff, and 
that would be such a calm, dull life.

how come your phone's on voicemail? you're not responding to any of my texts  
either. :( alexander wants to find a way to show you that he feels bad for upsetting  
you but you have to tell him HOW you want him to show you. i said he should  
buy you a FERRARI hehe that would be awesome wouldn't it? we could go on a  
midnight road trip across the country that would rule so hard.

please don't shun us it will never happen again, blake says your whole school is  
going to be under official protection now. nobody will hurt any of the students or  
they'll have to answer to us. that's something, right?

please write back.

The letter's already a day old. Timothy hasn't written again.

Jay sighs and scrubs his face with his hands. He doesn't know what to 
do. He doesn't know what to say. He clicks 'reply' and puts his fingers to 
the keys, letting impulse guide him in his response.

Timothy -- I'm not avoiding you, I promise. I've just been busy with school and  
all that stuff. We'll hang soon, okay? Jay

Jay feels like a total jerk for every word, because they're jerk words and 
he does like Timothy, he likes all three of them, likes them in ways that 
are utterly unlike his feelings for Tommy and Michelle but just as true, 
just as strong. Timothy deserves better than a short dumb letter like that.

Still, it's all Jay can offer until he sorts himself out inside his head, so he 
clicks 'send' and shuts the computer, climbing into bed and waiting a 
long, long time for sleep to come.

He’s woken by his phone. It’s a message from Blake, and just says talk to  
me. Jay ignores it. He gets another one on his way to school, and another 
as the bell rings for homeroom. Both are the same text as the first. So is 
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the fourth message that comes twenty minutes later, and the one twenty 
minutes after that.

Jay doesn’t know if Blake’s set up a program on his computer to send 
the repeated messages, or if the guy is just really persistent and has a 
crazily long attention span. Either is possible. By lunch break Jay gives 
up, and switches his phone off. It’s not like Tommy or Michelle needs to 
message him while they’re all sitting together eating, after all.

After school Jay goes and does four really boring hours of waiter work 
at a corporate function. At least at dinner parties people wear interesting 
clothes. A whole lot of middle-managers in suits carrying clipboards and 
pens does not make for a fascinating afternoon. 

Work finally done, he catches the bus back to his apartment. He doesn’t 
turn his phone back on, knowing that the pestering, repetitive messages 
must have reached critical mass in his poor battered electronic inbox. 
He’ll leave off dealing with Blake until after he’s got some sleep.

Blake’s waiting by the door to Jay’s apartment. Jay doesn’t say hello, 
opting instead to greet this visit with one coolly cocked eyebrow. 

“You’re out early. It’s barely dark yet.”

“Timothy is demonstrating a heretofore undiscovered talent for 
extreme moping. It’s a great motivator for quick exits,” Blake replies. Jay 
sighs, feeling guilty. 

“I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. I just needed a… I just want to do 
ordinary things for a little while. Like, buy some clothes or hang out in a 
food court and watch people, or put on a DVD and lie around on the 
couch,” Jay says helplessly. “I know that shit probably all sounds 
completely tedious and stupid to you, but it’s what I’m used to. 
Sometimes I like to remind myself of my predictable, boring life.”

Blake gives Jay an appraising look. “A boy like you doesn’t come to be 
out of a predictable sort of life. I don’t believe it for a moment.”

Jay shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter what you believe. The fact 
remains that I need a normal night tonight… I want to spend it with 
you,” he says, realizing it’s the truth. He misses having Blake near him. 
“But I need to feel like a person. Doing person things. Do you 
understand?” 
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Jay knows this is a hopeless request, but that doesn’t stop him wanting 
it. He hates the idea that to love Blake he’ll have to give up all the rest.

“All right,” Blake says, smiling a smile that doesn’t look particularly 
comforting. “A night out in the throng of humanity it is, then. The first 
order of business you suggested was clothes, wasn’t it?”

“That doesn’t mean you take me to get measured for a hand-made 
bespoke suit from a master tailor, either,” Jay warns. Blake sighs 
theatrically. 

“Compromise is the mark of maturity, you know. All right, all right. No 
measurements tonight, you have my word.”

Jay does compromise a little in the end, just enough to let Blake buy 
him three well-cut white shirts off the rack at a high-end menswear 
store. Jay takes heart in the fact that it’s not like he’ll be the only student 
at school wearing couture as part of the uniform. He’s always thought 
spending that much money on a few bits of clothes is stupid, but it’s not 
his credit card doing the spending, and Blake seems pleased that Jay is 
letting him take control. 

“You’ve just spent more than two months’ rent of my apartment on 
shirts,” Jay points out, as they walk through the evening crowds, under 
the colorful lamplight of traffic signs and store windows. He likes this 
time of day, when sunset isn’t so long ago that the dark has properly set 
in, the warm winds of summer stirring litter up into little dances in the 
gutters. 

“You wouldn’t have to pay rent at all if you moved into the townhouse,” 
remarks Blake in an arch voice. Jay knows better than to think it’s just an 
offhand remark. He shakes his head.

“Let’s see if we can manage a night out before we make any longer-term 
plans, ok?” he says. “Come on, I want a frappuccino.”

They sit in the coffee shop, and agree that the emotionless jazz-lite 
being piped over the speaker system is absolutely horrible, and argue 
about whether the simple pop of the early Beatles is as musically 
significant as their later, more experimental work (Jay thinks it is; Blake 
disagrees), and discuss what directions music styles might take in the 
next few years. 

It’s really nice. 
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That is, until a heavily pregnant woman with soft red hair and a 
scattering of peach-colored freckles on her face walks past, and Blake 
gets this look on his face that Jay knows far too well. 

Jay scowls down into his drink, stirring the icy liquid with his straw and 
scowling. “Could you not?”

Blake gives him a look of wide-eyed innocence. “What?”

“Look at people like you’re daydreaming about what their insides taste 
like. It’s...” Jay shakes his head, putting his drink down on the table 
between them. “I don’t know if I can do this. I feel like I’ve gotta pick 
either you and Timothy and Alexander, or being a part of this.” He waves 
his hand, hoping the gesture adequately encompasses the coffee shop, the 
street, the city, the human race, the way he means it to. “I. I just can’t. I 
can’t be one of you, and I can’t be in the middle anymore. I’m sorry.” 

“Jason –“ Blake protests, but Jay doesn’t turn around as he walks toward 
the door, and Blake doesn’t try to stop him.

The air is still warm and light outside as Jay walks toward the bus stop, 
which feels unpoetic, unfitting. After all he’s just given up, there should 
be storm clouds and gale-force winds around him. But there’s not, 
there’s just late summer heat and the empty bench of the bus shelter. 

The next bus isn’t due for ages, of course, because that’s just the kind of 
awesome luck Jay’s having lately. He swears under his breath and sits on 
the end of the bench, propping his back against the brick side of the 
shelter.

After a few minutes, the pregnant lady from the coffee shop joins him. 
She’s holding a frothy-looking frozen chocolate drink, and gives him the 
blandly polite sort of smile which kind people give strangers at bus stops. 
Jay doesn’t smile back. He’s not a kind person, he knows that much 
about himself. It’s hard enough for him to stop himself from outright 
glaring at her, for making him acknowledge a part of Blake that he 
already knew existed. 

They sit quietly, waiting at opposite ends of the bench for a bus that’s 
not due for another fifteen minutes. The woman takes a cell phone out of 
her purse and hits a speed-dial button.

“Hey, Paul, it’s Linda. I’m on my way home early. I decided to skip the 
movie, because I’ve got some abdominal pain. It’s probably nothing. I 
guess you’re not in yet. See you when I see you. Love you. Bye,” she says, 
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in the bright talking-to-a-machine tone everyone gets when they have to 
leave a message after the beep. 

Jay watches the traffic pass, the white headlights and red tail lights 
blurring into blotches of glow if he shuts his eyes almost all the way. The 
pregnant lady – Linda – leans over her belly a little, shifting 
uncomfortably on the bench. After a while the pain seems to pass and she 
lets out an exhausted breath, reaching for her phone again.

“Paul, Linda here again. If you’re there, grab the phone, will you?... 
okay, I guess you’re not. When you get in, call me. I think I might go back 
to the doctor tomorrow. She said I might need bed rest for the last 
month, and we’re almost there now. Think you can stand to wait on me 
for four weeks?” She gasps, interrupting her joking tone as she winces 
and curls over her belly again. “Love you. Bye.” Once the call is ended, 
she gives another gasp, this one sounding more like a sob. “Fuck.”

Suddenly, Jay can smell blood in the air. Linda’s shoulders are shaking as 
she stays as curled as her belly allows and rocks back and forth a little. 

“I think you should get an ambulance,” Jay says, getting up off the bench 
and stepping over to crouch in front of her. “I’ll make the call if you 
want.”

“No, that’s –“ Linda cries out softly, knuckles clenched white in the 
loose fabric of her shirt. “Okay. Yeah. Okay.” She hands over her phone.

Jay makes the call and gives the operator the location of the bus shelter, 
grateful for the calm efficiency phone emergency workers have. Then he 
sits down beside Linda and holds her hand, not caring that she’s 
squeezing his fingers tight enough to hurt. The blood-smell is getting 
stronger.

The ambulance arrives before there’s any sign of the bus, and Linda is 
lifted onto a stretcher in the back. Jay rides up the front with the driver, 
watching the road and the half-curious half-fearful expressions on the 
people in the cars around them as they drive. Everyone always wants to 
see drama, and everyone’s always afraid that the drama’s happening to 
someone they care about. 

At the emergency room they wheel Linda away before Jay gets a chance 
to say anything to her. He sits out in the waiting area on a wholly 
uncomfortable chair, her phone still held in his hand. He redials the last 
number in her call list. 
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“You’ve reached Linda and Paul. We can’t come to the phone right now, 
but if you leave your name and number we’ll call you back. Here comes 
the tone!” 

“Uh,” Jay says, as the beep trills shrilly in his ear. “Paul, Linda has been 
brought to the emergency room. She was having pains and there was 
some blood. So. Uh. Get here when you can, I guess. Okay. I have to turn 
this off now, there’s a sign on the wall that says phones can’t be on in the 
hospital, but I’ll call if I hear anything new.”

The coffee from the emergency room machine is terrible. There’s a 
teenage girl sobbing because it hurts to breathe, and her mother 
comforts her ineffectually and with a look of great distress in one corner. 
The high-set television on the wall is playing an infomercial for a 
wrinkle-reduction cream. Jay sits, and lets the competent bustle of the 
hospital go on around him. He feels very tired. 

Three slow hours pass, and then an anxious-looking Japanese man in a 
slightly rumpled suit comes through the front doors, walking up to the 
admissions desk.

“My name’s Paul Kobayashi. I was told that my wife, Linda O'Carroll, 
was brought here? She’s eight months pregnant.” 

Jay stands up and approaches Paul, as the nurse behind the desk nods 
and says “I’ll find that out for you, if you’ll wait a minute.” 

“I came in the ambulance with Linda,” Jay says, handing Paul her phone. 

“Thank you for staying,” Paul says, sounding amazed that Jay has spent 
three hours in an emergency room waiting area for someone he doesn’t 
know. Jay shakes his head. 

“Nobody should have to be alone at a hospital,” he explains. 

Then it’s two of them, sitting and waiting. Eventually, the nurse returns, 
a smile on his face. 

“Mother and baby are both resting comfortably. I can take you through 
now if you want.”

Paul’s eyes go wide. “Um. Yes. Right, right. That would be fantastic. Yes.”

The nurse and Jay exchange a momentary grin at Paul’s flustered 
babbling. “Are you family as well?” The nurse asks Jay.

“You should come,” Paul nods. “Come on.”
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Which is how Jay ends up in a private hospital room, an exhausted-
looking Linda sitting up in bed with a tiny bundle in her arms. There’s a 
vacant clear-plastic crib next to the bed. The best word Jay can think of 
for the expression on her face is beatific, as she looks down at her child 
and then up at Paul. It makes Jay feel almost immeasurably sad and alone, 
but he doesn’t want to ever look away. 

Later, after Paul and Linda have thanked him a dozen times – as if he did 
anything, all he did was call the ambulance and sit around in an 
uncomfortable chair for a while – and he’s held the baby for a moment 
and looked down at her scrunched, placid face as if he expects to find 
secret answers to anything there, Jay walks out into the midnight air 
outside the hospital and turns his phone on.

He ignores the dozens and dozens and dozens of new messages in his 
inbox, instead dialing Blake’s number. 

“Jay.”

“Yeah, it’s me. Can you come pick me up? I’m at the hospital. There’s 
nothing wrong with me,” Jay says, even though that’s a lie. There’s 
something terribly, horribly wrong with him. 

“Of course,” Blake says. Jay ends the call and crosses his arms over his 
chest. It’s still very warm out, despite the late hour, but he’s almost 
shivering. 

The elegant, almost predatory-looking black Maybach that pulls up 
beside him a little while later is pretty much exactly the sort of car Jay 
expects the inhabitants of the townhouse to have access to. Alexander is 
behind the wheel, wearing a pair of driving gloves made of soft-looking 
calfskin. Blake is in the back, and Jay slides in next to him. 

“I should have known you wouldn’t be driving,” Jay observes as they slip 
back onto the road. 

“On the contrary, I enjoy driving very much,” Blake replies.

“He’s not allowed,” explains Alexander, meeting Jay’s eyes in the 
rearview mirror. “Even he can’t charm his way out of that volume of 
traffic tickets.”

Jay smirks. Blake is looking at him with an expression that, on anyone 
else, Jay would call worried. He doesn’t know what it means on Blake’s 
face. 
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At the townhouse, Jay walks through the ground floor to the staircase 
and then up to the top level without pause. He’s never felt less like 
interacting with strange vampires, and a number of members of the gang 
whom he’s never met before are at home tonight. 

He heads into Blake’s room and sits down on the center of the bed, 
feeling grimy and exhausted in the clothes he’s had on since he finished 
work at the conference hours and hours ago. Blake comes in and shuts 
the door, leaning against the wood and looking at Jay, waiting for Jay to 
speak.

"If I ask you seriously and sincerely not to be a complete... a complete 
you, while I talk, will you make an effort?" Jay asks flatly, his best 
disdainful expression on his face. He's expecting Blake to come back with 
a quippy remark and one of those mean, mocking, self-important smiles 
that Jay hates. He hates them largely because those smiles always send a 
sharp shiver down Jay's spine. He hates that it's a giant pop-culture joke 
that hormones make teenagers crazy and screwed up, because cliche 
comedy reduces it all and makes it cheap, when what Jay is feeling is real 
and awful and amazing. Even when he's pissed off at Blake, and weary, 
and everything, he looks at Blake and feels dizzy, stupid, like he's 
drugged. 

Jay thought at first he should be suspicious of that, that maybe Blake was 
doing a vampire mind-control thing on him, but Alexander said that 
Timothy was the only one of them who could do anything like that in a 
significant way, and anyway Jay knows that the truth is far simpler: he's a 
teenager with stupid chemicals doing stupid things to his brain, a 
teenager who's fallen hard for a guy he wants so, so badly even when the 
guy is being an asshole.

Blake doesn't smile, though. He looks like he wants to, but mostly 
damps down on the expression and just nods. Jay takes what he can get.

"You think I'm apathetic," Jay starts. "Pretty much everyone does, 
except my friends. Me and Michelle and Tommy get each other. We all 
know that... some kids go through stuff. Stuff that teaches them things. 
Not even just sad stuff. Kids can lose their parents or live in a war zone 
or be poor and somehow still manage to stay kids. But other kids go 
through something that makes them see how the... I guess it just depends 
who the kid was before the bad thing. Some kids stay kids after. Some 
don't. Tommy was in hospital when he was young. He got better, but a 
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year later the doctor who treated him was arrested. He'd murdered six 
patients. One of them was this little girl in the same ward as Tommy. The 
doctor had been the one to tell Tommy when she died. Tommy cried, and 
the doctor was the one who held and comforted him. Michelle..." Jay 
blinks and shakes his head, uncrossing and recrossing his legs underneath 
him on the bed. "Anyway. My point is that we're not apathetic. I'm not 
apathetic. I've just learned how the world works and I'm trying all the 
time to hang on and love everything anyway. It's... it's hard."

Jay looks down at his hands. He can't tell this story if he looks at Blake. 
He won't be able to get it out. He wants to get it out. He's been holding 
on to it for so long. Even Michelle and Tommy don't know all of it, but he 
can tell it to Blake because Blake already knows that monsters are real 
not just in the sense of true evil but in the sense of claws and fangs.

"I don't remember a whole lot about my early childhood," says Jay, 
keeping his voice even and toneless. "There were eight or nine of us 
usually. When one of us died we might have someone new come, but not 
right away. The new kids were babies usually. I don't know if I'd been a 
baby when I got there. I don't know if any of the others were my brothers 
or sisters. I don't know who my parents were, even if I can guess easily 
enough what happened to them.

"We were taken care of. Kept healthy. The... the..." Jay bites his lip. 
"They called me Jason. I guess that was my name when I got there. They 
didn't bother with names for some of the babies. The very small ones. I 
don't know. I don't remember anything before those rooms.

"They drained blood out of us through hypodermics. It was a schedule, 
so we never got too weak. They always used the hypodermics. They told 
us that kids who got bitten too often always died from it. Always. No 
matter how careful they were about not taking a lot of blood. I used to 
wonder how often was too often but I never asked. Asking questions was 
dangerous. They only bit the older ones. They wanted the older ones to 
die. That's what always happened.

"When I was five the oldest was Sofie. She was nine. She had long, 
blonde hair. She was beautiful. I had never loved anything before her. I 
loved her. I remember how she'd fight and scream whenever they came 
near her, or me. She could remember her life before. She'd had an older 
brother, but he was too old. They didn't keep him. Maybe that's why she 
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decided to love me. She took me with her when she ran away. I was the 
only boy there.

"She started planning in earnest how to run away as soon as they started 
biting her. She must have known she was running out of time. Facing 
down her own death. All she said to me was that the bites hurt more than 
the needles and she wanted a holiday. 

"I don't know how she did it. They'd had their system in place for years. 
For a nine-year-old to get away, with a five-year-old in tow, must have 
been the luckiest combination of cleverness and chance. I wish I could 
remember. It deserves to be remembered, however it happened. 

"We slept on the streets on that first night. We weren't used to sleeping 
in the night hours, but the city was too noisy and full in the day. I was 
amazed by it. I wanted to stare at everything. Look in every window. 
Sofie was more practical, thank goodness. She stole clothes and food for 
us, so that we looked a little less like refugees from a horror story. I can 
still remember the taste of it. Chocolate cake. I'd never had chocolate 
cake before. Now I eat junk all the time. It's amazing I'm thin. I figure it's 
gotta be a metabolism thing. I'll hit thirty and be the size of a car 
overnight. 

"Maybe it was the theft that got the police onto us. On the evening 
before the second night, they picked us up. Sofie's hair was a tangle. Mine 
was short and brown and a mess too. We still had blood smears on our 
skin. Even clever children don't always think to be fastidious."

Jay doesn't look up, or move, but he pauses to catch his breath - he's 
been speaking slowly, but his lungs ache like he's been running. He closes 
his eyes, waiting for his heart to settle before he begins again.

"We were at the hospital for a day. When the doctor told us that our 
foster father had called, we were terrified. We thought that they had 
found us. Liam came in and Sofie screamed. She'd been bitten enough to 
be able to smell vampires. I hadn't. I couldn't tell. I can tell better now. I 
don't even need the smell. It's not hard to tell if you know what to look 
for. I know what to look for. 

"Sofie screamed so loudly. I'd never heard her make a noise that loud. 
She cowered in the corner and kicked and fought when he tried to get 
near. The doctor offered to sedate her. He had a hypodermic. I saw it in 
his hand and I wet my pants. I was only five, remember.
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"Liam told the doctor no. He asked the doctor to leave us alone. We 
didn't know it then, how he had heard about us escaping and already had 
all the papers he needed. 

 Liam had learned forgery many years before. It was the most useful 
skill he'd ever gained. That's what he always used to say. The mechanics 
had changed from being able to mimic handwriting to graphics 
manipulation but the basics were the same. The important details. That's 
what he always used to say. 

"We found that out later. Found out that the fostering documentation 
he'd made said that we were prone to freaking out like that. It was all 
exactly what he needed for the doctor to trust him. He was an excellent 
forger. The doctor left us alone with him. 

"Sofie kicked and screamed. I was too afraid to move. I was sure that 
Liam was one of them. They would kill us for sure. Liam crouched on the 
floor in front of her and held her arms still. She was small for her age, 
and ate very little. She'd had a lot of bites already. It would not have taken 
much to restrain her thrashing. For Liam it was no effort at all.

"Sofie collapsed into sobs. She'd given up. She knew she couldn't fight 
him. She'd tried to get away but they had caught her. She was going to die 
anyway. Her crying was so small. So defeated. Her hair was pale and lank 
around her face. 

"Liam held her arms still carefully. So carefully. He looked at her and 
said 'I promise I will never hurt you'. His voice was steady. Then he let 
her arms go and stood up. He waited for her to get up. He could have 
lifted her but he didn't. He waited.

"Liam looked like he was thirty-five or forty. Most vampires look 
younger. His hair was. Is. Was sandy. Tenses are difficult when describing 
vampires. He had a scar on one cheek down to his chin. Past tense feels 
easiest for describing the dead. 

"He was a killer. He loved killing. We had to change cities twice 
growing up, because the police were close to catching the serial killer at 
large in the area. That was Liam, both times. He loved killing. But not 
kids. It seems arbitrary to me, but it meant something to him. He never 
hurt kids. I guess all morality is arbitrary, when you think about it.

"He'd known about them for a long time. He didn't do anything because 
it wasn't his to do anything about. You guys don't tell each other how to 
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live. He told me once that vampires don't even kill hunters unless you 
consider the hunters a direct threat. But as soon as Sofie and I escaped 
from them we were fair game for him to save. If he didn't take us from 
the hospital, they would. So he did.

"He was a good father. I have no basis for personal comparison when I 
say that, but I think he was. We went to good schools. We had good 
clothes and good food. Sofie had the best doctors. I learned the guitar. 
Children are resilient. I healed fast, body and mind. There was nothing 
wrong with me. I'd never been bitten. Sofie was as healthy as she could 
be, considering. Body and mind. 

"It would have been a good scene for a comedy movie. The vampire dad 
explaining the facts of life to his mortal son, I mean. After one of Sofie's 
worst episodes, Liam decided it was time to talk to me like an adult. I 
was nine. Sofie was thirteen. It got worse when she hit puberty. Nine 
meant something much younger in my life than it had in hers. But it was 
old enough. 

"Liam explained that kids always died from being bitten. Their bodies 
can't handle the toxin, even temporarily. It's never temporary for kids. 
The condition sticks them in a kind of in between. Not alive, not 
vampire. That’s the best case scenario. Either you turn them into 
vampires, or they just... die. Kids who get bitten can’t stay human. They 
go crazy, and then they die. She was losing her mind, and her heart was 
failing. Liam had always known it would happen to her, and maybe to me. 
Just because I couldn't remember being bitten didn't mean I hadn't been.

"If she survived another year, maybe two. She'd be old enough. He 
refused to make her a vampire before then. I don’t know why. He was so 
arbitrary. I was probably safe. If I hadn't manifested any indications yet, 
after four years of Liam watching for them, then I was probably safe. 

"It sounds unhappier than it was. We were a family. It was wonderful. 
We loved one another very much. Sofie and I fought, as brothers and 
sisters do when life is comfortable and safe. We raged against the 
restrictions and curfews Liam gave us, because we were sure in the 
knowledge that he would love us anyway. 

“I wasn’t scared of Sofie. Never. Even at her worst, even when she 
probably was a threat to me. She never felt like a threat. Even when a boy 
she got into a fight at school with ended up dying in the emergency room 
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from his injuries. She’d bitten his femoral artery open. Even then I wasn’t 
scared.

“On her fourteenth birthday, I wasn’t even ten yet. I went to school and 
when I came home, they were gone. They’d packed a suitcase each and 
they were gone. Liam had left me... he’d left me a lot of money. I don’t 
need to work, not really. But I try not to touch his money. It’s all I have.

“I tried the foster thing for a while but I never fit. Now I just live alone. 
It suits me better. I’m really too young for it, but. But sometimes I use 
his money. Money makes pretty much anything happen, if there’s enough 
of it. I’ve got enough money to get left alone. I tried the foster... I said 
that, didn’t I? I’m probably babbling.” Jay looks at Blake, holding his gaze 
steadily. Blake doesn’t blink.

“Tonight I saw a woman go into labor. I held a newborn in my arms,” Jay 
tells him. “And I didn’t feel anything. Not awed, not amazed. The baby 
was beautiful, but that didn’t… I just didn’t feel anything, not at all. I say 
I want to be just an ordinary person but I don’t fit there. There’s no place 
for me in the world. I don’t even feel properly alive when I’m as close to 
pure distilled life as anyone can get. When I’m holding a brand new 
person. The only place that’s ever felt like home was with Liam and Sofie. 
I don’t want to be a vampire. I never want to be a vampire. But I can’t 
stay with vampires any other way. They leave me. They pack a suitcase 
each and leave. And so…” Jay blinks down, mortified to feel the hot fall 
of tears from his eyes as he does so, and the waver in his voice. “And so 
I’m lost,” he whispers to himself. 
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BETTE

Bette manages to avoid detention for once, so in celebration of actually 
haven an afternoon for a change she takes the long walk home over the 
overpass bridge and down past the boutique stores. The lightweight 
clothing in the windows of the boutiques still looks vibrant and hasn't 
started to sun-fade, even though the displays haven't been changed in 
forever. It's like this warm weather is a special bubble of time that doesn't 
play by normal rules, but Bette's mom says everyone feels like that when 
they're a teenager. Whatever, Bette's mom is nearly forty, she obviously 
can't really remember what being a teenager is like. She's just going off 
the same stuff all the self-help books say about it, and they all believe in 
some stupid TV-movie type of teenager who always has big 
Consequences when they do dumb shit. 

Those self-help books are full of things about girls having sex and 
getting pregnant because they don't have enough self-esteem to use 
condoms. The books don't say what to do if the boy you like is a totally 
mean asshole but you want to hang around with him anyway, or what to 
do when he's horny but you're on your period, or how mortifying it is 
when Rose and Tommy's mom could tell that Bette wasn't a virgin 
anymore after last fall even when Bette hadn't said anything to Rose or 
Tommy yet or anything. The books are all self-esteem, self-esteem, blah 
blah blah blah, like that actually has anything to do with bullies or 
detention or seeing bands or anything important. 

Bette's phone rings in her schoolbag. She has a totally boring ringtone, 
because Tommy's always stealing it and changing the setting to these 
awful, obnoxious songs he downloads especially. Bette's gotten into the 
habit of switching it back as plain as she can whenever he's been near it.

"Hey, it's Bette speaking."

"Hi, it's Gretchen here." She sounds hesitant, and a little sad, though 
that might just be because Bette's not used to the accent. "I don’t know if 
you rememb-“

“Yeah, from the club, I totally remember,” Bette says, trying not to grin 
too widely. 

“Oh. Good. Uh… How're you?"

"Same old, same old. What's up?"
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Gretchen doesn't answer right away. "It's - I, well. Can you come to the 
hospital with me?"

"What's wrong? Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. My grandfather's a patient and I visit him as often as I 
can, but..."

"But sometimes it's too much on your own?" Bette asks, feeling 
sympathetic. Her dad had been nursed at home, mostly, so it's not exactly 
the same as having someone in hospital, but she remembers how much 
time she spent in Rose's room reading just because she couldn't cope 
with going back to her own life. Rose had been glad of the company - 
that was the same year that Tommy was really sick. Bette knows how 
comforting just having company sometimes is.

"Yeah," Gretchen says again. "I know this is a lot for somebody you 
barely know to ask of you, but I don't know many people locally and -"

"No, it's cool, just tell me where and when to meet. I can call Rose, 
too, if you want. She’s good at cheer-up hugs."

“I’d like to see her... but perhaps after? Too many things at once, you 
know? Plus, what a shitty way to spend a first date,” Gretchen replies. 
Bette laughs out loud.

“Okay, sure. Gimme the address, and I’ll come meet you.” 

The hospital's one of the small, private ones in the leafy old-fashioned 
part of town, with wrought-iron railings and ivy and white stone walls 
making each of the stately townhouses on the block look inviting and 
solid. It's really more of a hospice, as far as Bette can tell as they arrive, 
but if it helps Gretchen deal for her to think of it as a hospital, that's cool 
with Bette. People do what they have to.

"Do you want to meet him? You don't have to. There's a waiting room 
on every level with books and a TV and sofas. Some families sleep here 
overnight, sometimes, the ones with kids here," Gretchen says as they 
walk the cobblestone path from the gate to the front door. She's wearing 
a black silk slip dress with crocheted lace around the hem and bodice, a 
dark grey cardigan which she keeps fidgeting with, pulling the ends of 
the sleeves down over her palms and thumbs, and a pair of black leather 
ballet flats. Her hair's pulled back from her face into two haphazard 
pigtails, and she doesn't have any dramatic makeup on her small-featured 
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face. Gretchen is acting and looking her age, letting some vulnerability 
show in the low evening light. 

Bette finds it easier to like this Gretchen than the one she met at the 
club. That Gretchen seemed too cool and smart and sure to have any 
reason to hang around somebody like Bette, but this one's just ordinary 
and fucked-up and scared and sad like a normal person. It seems strange 
to Bette that this secret, private Gretchen could live behind the spiky 
beauty of the other one.

"No, I can come in if you want me to," Bette replies as they step inside. 
The foyer is lit with bright gold lamps, warmer than the stark white of 
hospitals Bette has been to before. The walls are pale green. Upstairs is 
the same, and the room Gretchen leads Bette into is as welcoming to 
look at as any in an ordinary home. A very frail-looking man is lying on 
the bed, which is raised into the upright position. He waves hello at the 
pair of them. 

Gretchen says something which Bette assumes is a greeting. It doesn’t 
sound like German. Polish, maybe. 

“And this is Bette,” she adds at the end, in English. “Bette, this is Artie.”

“Hello,” he says, smiling at her. “I was afraid my little darkling had no 
friends at all.”

Gretchen’s foreign words sound a little chiding, this time. Artie waves a 
dismissive hand and responds. It sounds like they’re retreading an 
argument they’ve had many times in the past.

Gretchen crosses the room and climbs onto the high sofa underneath 
the window, and the rain outside looks so cold and gray against the glass 
behind her that Bette can't help but feel warm and safe and comfortable, 
even if they are in a hospital ward.

"Come on, slowcoach," Gretchen says to Artie teasingly, patting the 
cushion beside her. Bette's not sure if she should offer to help the old 
man get up from the bed or not, and shifts from foot to foot, indecisive 
and feeling more than a little like an intruder in a moment she has no 
claim on. 

As if she can hear Bette's awkward thoughts, Gretchen turns her gaze to 
Bette and grins. "Let him do it himself. He's got all the nurses wrapped 
around his finger, the last thing he needs is you coddling him as well. 
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Come try the rocking chair. It's got a massage panel in the back rest, the 
controls are on the arm of it there."

Bette steps over, her sneakers making little squeaky noises on the 
linoleum floor as she walks. The rain-sounds from outside are muted by 
the double-glass of the windows, which is just another of those tiny 
touches that remind Bette that this room is designed for treatments and 
medicines and, eventually, for dying. It's a place with a purpose, built for 
a particular kind of inhabitant, even if it wants to pretend it's a normal 
everyday room with a normal everyday couch and rocking chair and a 
watercolor print on the wall and a vase of flowers on the nightstand. It's 
not an ordinary room at all. Gretchen's pretending like it is, but 
Gretchen's not who she pretends to be either. 

Bette doesn't know what all of it means. Mostly it means she really hates 
hospitals a lot. It's funny how she can even hate the double-thick glass on 
hospital windows, for no reason except that it is what it is. 

Strangely, her thoughts stray for a moment to Remember the Stars. 
She's not sure why. Maybe her brain is pondering how some vampires can 
pretend to be people but they're not, just like a room designed for 
people to die in can look like it's a room for people to live in. 

Artie has shuffled across to the sofa, which he eases down onto to sit 
beside Gretchen. Bette realizes that the cushions are plumped up higher 
than usual so that elderly people don't have to bend their legs as much as 
they get up or down. Another tiny skew of perspective which, once 
noticed, screams Different! Different! about the room. 

Like how vampires seem human until they suddenly don't, when the 
differences all add up to a different image. 

"What're you thinking of so seriously?" Artie asks, leaning back against 
the sofa with an exhausted sigh. Gretchen rests her head on his frail 
shoulder, lacing her hand with his. Bette's never felt that close or 
comfortable with any of her own grandparents, and if they weren't in 
such a sad situation right now she might feel a little twist of envy for 
Gretchen, for having that kind of familiarity and love with Artie. 

He's speaking to Bette, and she answers without thinking. "Vampires," 
she says, tracing the pad of her forefinger around the edge of the brass 
control plate set into the armrest of the rocking chair. She doesn't touch 
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any of the buttons. Automated furniture is a totally weird and alien 
concept, as far as she's concerned. 

"What about vampires has you looking like you want to jump off a 
bridge, then?" His eyes are a bright blue, and he's smiling. Bette's never 
really noticed the color of an old person's eyes before. If anyone had 
asked her before now how she expected them to be, she might have said 
that their hue would be washed out, faded from age and weariness. Of 
course, if she said that, then Rose probably would have smacked her on 
the back of the head and given her a lecture about being more observant 
and honestly, it wasn't like it was fucking difficult to pay attention to the 
world, Bette, why don't you ever notice things properly and just always 
say what you expect to be true or what you think sounds cool as an 
answer?

But Artie's eyes are vivid and young, even though his face is papery and 
age-spotted and wrinkled and his body is thin and fragile and his hair is 
balding and white. His eyes don't look that different to Bette's or 
Gretchen's, really. Not any wiser, or sadder. Bette doesn't know if that 
means he's had an easy life, or if it means that she and Gretchen have 
already gone through a lot in their own comparatively short lives. 

"I don't know," Bette answers, shrugging. "I was just thinking that it 
must be sad to be a vampire. Like being a room that wanted to be a home 
but was a mausoleum instead." It wasn't exactly what she was thinking, 
but it was close enough.

Artie turns to Gretchen and says something in Polish. She answers, and 
they speak back and forth in the language to each other for a few seconds 
while Bette sits and feels more and more out-of-place. Then Gretchen 
laughs quietly, and looks toward Bette. "Artie says that you should think 
about happier things," she explains. It's obvious that they were saying a 
lot more than just that, but Bette just nods and tries to keep the smile on 
her face looking genuine. 

"Probably," she agrees. 

"Gretchen says you have band," Artie says to her. 

"Yeah," Bette answers, feeling uncomfortable at being the center of 
attention. 

"A band, Artie. Not just 'band'. 'A band'," Gretchen corrects. 
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"What, I should bother to clean up my English when I'm never gonna 
leave this room? You should be schoolteacher, not singer," Artie gripes, 
glaring at Gretchen. Gretchen just rolls her eyes. 

"You're not so sick as you want me to think. You want to talk English, 
I'm going to make you do it properly," she counters. Bette giggles at the 
sparring between the two, the pretend-scowls they're exchanging. 
They're still holding hands, Gretchen's white smooth one and Artie's 
yellow-pale lined one, the fingers laced together. 

"So you have A band," Artie says, speaking to Bette again and putting 
particular emphasis on the previously-missing word. "What kind of 
music you play?"

Bette shrugs “Just noise, at the moment.” She’d mentioned it to 
Gretchen on their walk from the bus stop to the hospice. She hadn’t 
thought Gretchen was paying attention. 

“Noisy bands are good.” Artie grins. “The entartete kunst. Best kind of 
band.”

“That’s degenerate art,” Gretchen translates. “It’s what the Nazi Party 
called any art they didn’t like. Artie worked at a dance hall – a cabaret, 
really – during the Weimar years.”

“Most degenerate of all of them!” Artie laughs. “We –“ Bette can see 
Gretchen squeezing Artie’s hand in her own as he pauses for a moment. 
“Me and my... you call it girlfriends, yes? Girlfriend? We just called it 
lover. Me and my lover, we stayed in Dresden long after it was smart to 
be going to Poland. Or England. Didn’t want England. English comedy, is 
all men in dresses making farts. 

“Went to Poland later, with my wife. My wife not the same lady as that 
girlfriend lover from the cabaret. My wife was Lucia Schmidt. Such 
pretty hair, she had. Went white in the end of course. But it was so pretty 
when it was brown. Curls, she had such curls.” Artie sighs. “Such curls. 
But she was not lover in Dresden. That was Gretchen. This one, my little 
darkling, gets name from her.” Artie gives Gretchen a cheeky-looking 
smile. She’s looking at him softly, and with obvious love.

Bette raises her eyebrows. “You named your grand-daughter after an old 
girlfriend? Your wife must have been a pretty cool character.”

It’s Gretchen who nods, and smiles at the memory of the departed 
Lucia. “Yes. She was. She was a great lady.”
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“When the bombings came, the Dresden we knew was dead forever. 
Kurt Vonnegut – you ever read him? Read him, his books are wise, wise 
books. Kurt Vonnegut was prisoner in Dresden when bombings come. 
The Nazis, they kept prisoners in the slaughterhouse meat lockers. 
Gretchen and me, we hide in old broken tomb in cemetery. Lovers go to 
kiss there sometimes in the dark. Think that being so close to death is 
romantic. Kids are stupid. But we survived there. Vonnegut survived in 
slaughterhouse. Forty thousand people, not soldiers, just lovers and 
babies and sisters and brothers and the rest. All dead. Too many bodies to 
bury.”

Artie blinks, shaking his head. His vivid eyes are bright with tears. 
“Vonnegut, he goes on to write books. Good, brave books. He said music 
was proof of God. Even after what he saw, he still thought there was 
beauty in world that was beautiful enough to be proof of a God. You play 
your noisy music, Bette. Play it loud as it will go. Make joy. Make God. 
Make music.”

Bette swallows. “I will,” she promises, her voice quiet. 
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JAY

The townhouse is quiet when Jay awakens, and so he pauses to stretch 
and get his bearings before climbing out of the bed. He's getting used to 
the lightheadedness, the way his feet feel far away from his hips and body 
and self. If not for the soreness in his wrists and shoulder, he'd say he felt 
like a loose-jointed toy, a dummy built of wood and wire. As it is, he just 
feels strange and a little dizzy and a bit sleepy all the time. But he's 
getting used to it.

His watch says it’s well into evening, but the house has the feeling of 
somewhere that’s been empty for a number of hours. 

There's juice in the fridge, one of those expensive cartons with the fruit 
pulp left in and all kinds of added vitamins. Jay drinks straight from the 
container without bothering with a glass -- it's not like anyone else is 
going to want some and object to getting his germs in their drink, after 
all.

There's bread but he doesn't feel like toast, and cereal, but the thought 
of milk makes him gag. He's hungry but nothing looks appealing, not 
even the blood sausage in its clear plastic wrap on the smooth transparent 
shelf of the smooth white fridge, a gory splash of red in the mostly-
empty, cold space. Jay makes a face and closes the fridge, noticing for the 
first time a note attached to the front with one of the small stainless-steel 
magnets.

J - Sorry we aren't here. Pressing business. Boring, boring, I wish you could come  
along and make it less intolerable. Leave your cell phone on and I will call you  
when we're done. Daylight appointments are such a bother, requiring as they do  
that we linger in other people’s waiting rooms until the dark. - B 

Jay smiles a little, pulling the note off and carrying it back with him 
upstairs as he goes to get dressed. He likes Blake's handwriting, which is 
full of loops and flourishes and isn't all that easy to read, actually, even 
though it's not messy so much as it is overwhelmingly ornate. It's like a 
written equivalent of Blake's speaking voice, and so it makes Jay feel the 
same fond frustration that Blake's habitual melodrama always does. 

Once he’s dressed, Jay spends a little while trying to read. He’s been 
spending so much time out of the sun lately that his usual light tan is 
fading to paleness. It won’t be long before he looks like the rest of the 
inhabitants of the townhouse. He likes that idea. He doesn’t have the 
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attention span for reading today, though, and so decides to explore 
instead. 

The staircase up to the attic, concealed behind one of the nondescript 
wood doors of the upper level, isn't styled and decorated like the lower 
rooms. The carpet's just a simple dark blue, thick under Jay's bare feet as 
he climbs the steps slowly. 

He can remember playing in an attic when he was little, with Sofie. He 
remembers the bare wood floors, once-upon-a-time varnished but not 
often polished since, and the high un-draped windows. Storage boxes of 
holiday decorations and unused furniture, the white-sheeted shapes of 
tables and wardrobes huddled together in corners. He doesn't remember 
why they were in an attic. They never stayed anywhere long enough to 
accumulate that much of a stored life, so it couldn't have been theirs, and 
they'd had few friends, so the location of the memory remains a mystery. 

Jay remembers old steamer trunks with lids too heavy for their childish 
arms to lift without help, and how they'd frightened him too much for 
him or Sofie to ask Liam for assistance. Some dumb ghost story the kids 
told at school had stuck in Jay's head, about a bride playing hide-and-seek 
who becomes trapped inside a trunk, her bones left undisturbed for fifty 
years.

Even now, too old to believe in stupid scary playground tales, Jay feels a 
mild shiver of dread at the sight of three steamer trunks, just like those in 
his memory of that other attic, their leather straps rotted away to 
crumbling tan remnants. Setting his jaw and straightening his back, he 
approaches them, determined to ignore the way the skin at his nape 
crawls as he gets closer.

The hinges creak and threaten to stick halfway on the first trunk, but 
with a grunt of effort he manages to get it open all the way. It's fabric, 
folded clothing, in charcoal shades of black and gray and deep hues of 
color.

The second trunk is more clothes, with books and papers stacked neatly 
underneath. The third's the hardest of the three to open, and is cluttered 
with the oddly-shaped items that obviously wouldn't fold neatly into the 
others – corsets, walking sticks, painted paper parasols gone tea-brown 
at the creases over their bamboo spokes.
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Everything smells a little stale, but nothing's musty or moth-eaten. The 
first item Jay lifts out of the trunks is a waistcoat of fine, dark wool. The 
buttons are dull, but gloss quickly to a shiny black as he rubs at them 
with the sleeve of his shirt. There are a lot of buttons, all the way up the 
front, way more than on most waistcoats Jay's seen on people at 
functions or in stores. This one looks a little uncomfortable to wear, but 
very elegant.

There's a white shirt folded up in paper just underneath where the 
waistcoat was, and apart from the fragile, vintage feel of the cloth – a bit 
like paper itself – there's not much to distinguish it from the shirts which 
Blake wears now.

There are pants and coats, more waistcoats, a few more shirts with 
sharp-angled collars and crisp cuffs. Some of the clothes are velvet, and 
these ones Jay lingers over, skating his fingertips over the soft lines of the 
fashions. There are a few dresses, beaded bodices and bias-cut skirts, 
made for girls with corset-curved bodies and shorter statures than most 
of the girls Jay knows. 

In the second trunk he finds an opera cloak, wine red with ivory-
colored lining, the drape reaching from his shoulder to his ankle. It has a 
hood and he pulls this up, nose twitching at the locked-away staleness of 
the smell. He feels like a character in a fairy tale, and considers for a 
moment spinning in circles to make the cloak furl out around him like 
flower petals. The movement would probably make him dizzy, though, so 
he doesn't. There's a matching bag, a little draw-string pouch, with a 
tangle of bracelets and rings inside. Jay pulls a length of black ribbon 
free, a choker with a shell-pink cameo set against the smooth inky satin.

Jay re-packs the choker, bag and cloak carefully, then rummages in the 
third trunk, hefting out the hat boxes which crowd it. He tries a grey top 
hat first, very like the one Blake wore the first night Jay met him, 
planting it rakishly at an angle on his head. He could pull the dust cloths 
off one of the freestanding mirrors if he wanted a proper look at himself, 
but it's dark enough now outside that a ghost-reflection of a boy shows 
up in the glass of the windows anyway.

He tries on a black bowler, and a peacock-green beret, and a black 
leather cap with a snubbed brim at the front, posing for himself in the 
fading light. Part of him feels like he's a kid again, playing dress-ups with 
Sofie and pretending he's an adventurer or an enchanter or an imperious 
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prince, while the rest of him feels like he's someone grown up, dramatic, 
a cabaret emcee in an old-fashioned club full of smoke and catcalls, or a 
witty society lord inviting artists and vagrants to tea in his private rooms 
just to shock the gossips.

One of the umbrellas has a sharp metal point at the tip of it, the end 
gone colorful with rust. Jay reaches to pull it free, so he can get a closer 
look, then hesitates with his hand in mid-air. Suddenly, being in a fairy 
tale doesn't seem as charming as it did a minute ago. He thinks of 
Sleeping Beauty's spindle, and imagines pricking his finger on the 
umbrella's point and falling into an enchanted sleep here, among the 
strewn remnants of another time. It's not the most inviting place to have 
a nap, that's for sure.

Shivering a little, Jay pulls back, slamming the lid of the third trunk. 
The crack of noise breaks him out of his disquiet, but now he's conscious 
of how dark it's gotten up here while he explored.

There are matches in one of the hat boxes, a little tin of them kept 
alongside a folded handkerchief and a pair of gloves. Jay strikes a match 
against one of the window frames, surprised when the head flares up as 
merrily as if it'd been put away only days, rather than decades, before.

The match pinched between his thumb and forefinger, Jay hunts around 
quickly for candles to light. There are a few tucked away on top of a tall 
chest of drawers, made of heavy golden-cream wax. They have the blur-
edged, leaning look that tells him they've been up here through a lot of 
warm summers and cold winters, the shape of them softening with the 
heat and going brittle with the chill over and over again, but they light up 
just as readily as the match did.

"Jay?" Blake calls. Jay's certain that Blake already knows he's here - he'd 
be able to hear him, and maybe even smell him; he'd sense him in one 
way or another for sure. It seems likely that the shout was for Jay's 
benefit, so that Blake's silent footsteps wouldn't startle when he stepped 
into the room.

"Hey!" Jay calls in reply. Blake's dressed in slacks and a dark shirt, but 
his feet are bare and his hair still has faint kinks in it from a hat and, as 
usual, the realness and solidity which such small details lend him 
surprises Jay a bit. He likes Blake best like this, imperfect and unfinished. 
It makes Jay feel like Blake's someone who might be able to love 
someone like Jay. 
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"I haven't been up here for years," he says as he joins Jay at the trunks, 
looking around as if he's reminding himself of the lay of the room. "And I 
haven't had much to do with these trunks in even longer."

"Would you have preferred I hadn't looked at them?" Jay asks. 

"Yes," Blake answers after a moment, then smiles. "But now I'm glad 
you did. You're proving to be rather a surprise like that."

In the last trunk, under a packet of yellow-grey envelopes, wrapped 
together with a now-colorless ribbon, is a carefully kept copy of The 
Picture of Dorian Gray. Jay eases the front cover open, mindful of the 
fragile paper. On the title page, three extra lines have been handwritten 
under Oscar Wilde's name.

To my dear Prince Charming-

May you live happily ever after,

As only fictions can.

A card falls from between two of the pages, onto Jay's lap. No, not a 
card, he realizes as he picks it up. An old silver-plated photograph, of 
Blake in a dark suit.

"You look younger," Jay notes, tracing the line of Blake's jaw in the 
photograph with the tip of his finger. Blake looks so still, stern and afraid, 
eyes frozen wide in something like terror. A lot like Jay's been feeling 
since the last time he saw Liam and Sofie, really. Like the world fell away. 
The Blake of the picture hadn't yet worked out where to find new 
footing. "I didn't expect... I mean, this is after you were already a 
vampire, right?"

He's not sure how he can tell, but it's something about how his eyes 
catch the light and something about the set of his mouth and something 
about the posture of his shoulders. The boy in the picture, no matter how 
frightened he may be, is a predator nonetheless.

The Blake sitting opposite Jay on the attic floor gives a small nod in 
response to the question. Jay keeps talking.

"But you look younger. It's weird."

"May I?" Blake takes the photograph from Jay's hands, looking down at 
himself. "This was just after I'd become what I am. Only a few weeks 
after, if memory serves. I was still jumping at every shadow." He 
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chuckles. "Like a little frightened rabbit. That's what... it was my pet 
name for a while. Little rabbit. You can't tell from this, of course, but my 
hair was quite green."

"Green? You had green hair, and you give me grief for my haircut?"

Blake rolls his eyes. "Must every story serve as a parable for what a 
tyrant I am against you? Your hair looks awful, just as mine did then, and 
so I scold you from bitter personal experience.

"My hair had turned white when I changed. This is often the case, I've 
been told. Not always, mind you, but often. It was thus with me – within 
a few hours of reawakening, my hair was white as paper.

"I was scheduled to return to my father's home in less than a month, 
and there was no way of knowing when – or if – my hair's previous color 
would return. For some it takes years, or never happens at all. So I dyed 
it. It was meant to go black, but it... didn't."

"I bet dark green looked wicked cool, though," Jay teases.

Blake's tone is dry. "Quite. In the end I simply shaved it off and told my 
assorted cousins and aunts that I was recovering from fever. I felt terrible 
for worrying them, but at least it gave me an excuse to keep to my rooms 
in the daytime and a reason for never displaying much of an appetite."

Jay looks at Blake, suddenly thoughtful. "So you kept seeing your family 
after you got turned into a vampire?"

"Yes. For several years. It takes some times to extricate oneself from 
life. Even being murdered doesn't always make the process instant."

"Did any of them ever guess?"

Blake's gaze drifts over to the dark panes of the high windows. Faint 
lights of the city beyond ghost against the glass.

"Yes. One of my cousins."

"What happened to him?"

The lids of Blake's eyes drop, and he lowers his chin, breathing slowly. 
His eyelashes are very dark against the thin skin above his cheekbones. Jay 
wonders if those lashes went white with his hair. It's difficult to tell in the 
photograph.

"The same thing that eventually happens to most people," Alex answers 
quietly. "She died."
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Jay swallows, letting his own eyes blink closed for a second. Death's like 
the bad punchline that ruins every joke, it seems to him.

"Not you, though," he says in the silence. "You haven't."

Blake looks at Jay curiously. "Is that what you think?"
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BETTE

After Gretchen and Bette leave the hospice and say good-night to each 
other, Bette catches a bus to as close to the warehouse as the busses go 
and then walks the rest of the way. It’s dark, and late, and she’s alone, but 
she’s pretty sure that there’s not enough irony in the universe for her to 
get attacked by vampires on the way to the home of a gang of vampire 
hunters.

Russ is the only one there when she arrives. He’s drinking tea and 
watching a movie on the TV, but he turns the set off and offers her a cup 
as soon as she’s inside.

“Yes, please,” she answers. “I’m starved.” The hunger’s getting worse, 
every hour. At this rate she’s going to be eating raw hearts from the 
butcher before the week’s over. The thought is actually starting to sound 
very appealing. 

He boils the kettle, shooting her searching looks as he adds a teabag to a 
second mug and then carries everything to the low-set table near the 
couches. “Bette, I’m glad you came. I wanted to have a talk to you. The 
others don’t know I’m doing this, but... I think it would be best if you 
stopped coming here. If you went on with your life.”

Bette stares at him, her thirst and the tea both completely forgotten. 
Russ glances down at the cups and then gives her a small smile. “I know, 
let’s have a beer instead, shall we?”

Without waiting for an answer, he takes the newly-brewed tea back into 
the kitchenette area, leaving the cups on the countertop by the sink and 
retrieving two bottles of beer from the fridge. He keeps talking as he 
does all this, not looking at Bette.

“I know you’re probably angry at me for saying this. But I’ve only got 
your best interests at heart. All of us here... we’ve all lost someone very 
close to us to these vampires. It’s a terrible, terrible price to pay, but I 
think it’s necessary in order to treat hunting with the gravity it deserves. 
Otherwise you won’t –“

“Fuck you,” Bette cuts him off as he returns to the sofas and sits down. 
“I know more about dying than most kids my age. I know about the 
smells of it, and how people look when they’re scared of it, and how 
people look when they’re secretly pleading with God in their heads that 
they’ll do anything if they can stay alive.” 
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“But you don’t know vampires. You aren’t part of this world. In a few 
more days, your infection will wear off –“

“No it won’t! Drinking those mixes with Will made it stronger, I can 
feel it! I feel thirstier than ever, I-“

“And then you’ll never have to think about vampires again,” Russ 
continues, ignoring her outburst. “You can go back to your life, Bette. 
Don’t you want that?”

“What makes you special? How come you’re allowed to do this and I’m 
not?” Bette challenges, sticking her jaw out. She feels like she’s being 
kicked out of a party because she isn’t cool enough. 

Russ shrugs. "I was born on a Saturday. In some cultures, that means I 
was destined to be a hunter."

"Yeah, and I was never baptized, so in some cultures that means I'm 
destined to be a vampire," Bette retorts without missing a beat. "What's 
the real reason?"

"It's really none of your business." 

Bette glares. "Fine, it's none of my business. That means it's none of 
your business why I do or don't want to be here, either.”

Russ looks at her for a moment, then takes a long swallow of his beer 
and nods. “All right. It was my little brother.

"He was on the local soccer team... my theory is that the vampire who 
attacked him was watching the evening practices and night games. That's 
what other kinds of predators after kids do, so it makes sense."

Russ takes a deep breath, pausing in his story for a moment before 
going on. "Whatever the specifics were, he barely made it home. It 
sometimes presents like a very bad flu, the kind of fever any child might 
get. There were eight of us, so my mother never bothered getting too 
worried when one of us was sick - in the colder months, at least one of 
us was always sick." He smiles a little at the memory and raises the bottle 
to his mouth again. Bette takes a sip of her own drink, trying not to 
wince at the gross taste of the beer.

"My sister knew what it really was, though. I don't know how. I wish I'd 
had the chance to talk to her about it, to find out how vampires had 
become a part of her world. She was sixteen. I was fifteen, our brother - 
the one who was bitten - was twelve. We had an older sister and brother 
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but they'd already left home, and the other three were still very young. 
We were the ones in the middle, and tried to watch out for each other. 

"She found the bite. That's how she knew for certain. It was on his 
upper arm, disguised as a scrape. Nothing remarkable on a sporty little 
kid, unless you already knew. I wish I knew how she already knew. 

"Sometimes on weekends, if Dad let her have the car, the three of us 
went to the drive-in to watch the horror features. They terrified my 
brother, but he loved them." The memory earns a small smile of 
nostalgia from Russ. "My sister and I would be in the front seats and my 
brother would climb through and curl up on her lap, wrapping her arms 
around him like a safety belt. 

"That's how I found them that night. He looked so sick... pale, horribly 
pale, and his eyes were so shadowed it looked like bruises. He skin was 
clammy and it would have been obvious to anyone that he was really ill. 
Dying." Russ stops and scrubs his eyes with the back of his hand, breaths 
shaky. Bette looks away and swallows a mouthful of her beer, just for 
something to do. After a few seconds Russ collects himself and starts 
speaking again.

"He was on my sister's lap on the floor, and she had her wrist pressed 
against his mouth, and he was holding it there, and there was blood on 
his mouth and these... slurping sounds. She looked up at me and just said 
'I had to save him'. Simple, like it was all she had to say. Maybe it was.

"I stood there and stared. It was the strangest and most frightening 
thing I'd ever seen. My little brother, gulping my sister's blood like he 
was starving.

"Then she told me to put the kettle on and make her a cup of tea. Of all 
my sisters, she was the one most like our mother. When she told you to 
do something, you couldn't help but pay attention. 

"I went to the kitchen and I put the kettle on, just like she told me. Our 
kitchen window looked out into our garden and I can remember staring 
out at it while that water boiled, like I was in a trance. The dark trees, the 
sky. It all looked so quiet and normal.

"After a while my sister came in. She'd wrapped her wrist and was 
holding it up against her shoulder to slow the blood flow. She looked pale 
and exhausted but otherwise just the same, just my sister." Russ blinks 
again, his eyes bright, but he doesn't stop talking. "'He's going to wake 
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up,' she told me. She didn't explain anything more than that. She sat 
down and drank her tea, then made another cup and drank that too. 
Neither of us said anything until she was finished, and then she asked me 
if I had any money.

"I had forty-seven dollars in a shoebox out in our garden shed, where 
none of my siblings would find it. She had twenty, and we found another 
seventy-two in our father's wallet and mother's purse. 

"I'd been out late. On a date. That was why I'd been awake, why I'd 
found them. I shared a room with my brother but my sister, as the eldest 
still at home, had a room of her own. If she'd taken him in there I never 
would have known, I never would have come home and interrupted 
them. Sometimes I think that it was just bad luck - it was an emergency, 
and she didn't have time to move him. Mostly I think she did it on 
purpose. She needed someone in the family to know the truth of what 
happened. She didn't want to do it all alone.

"She'd shut the door to my room with my brother still inside, before 
she'd come out for her cups of tea, and I didn't try to open it. I helped 
my sister take linens out of the cupboard and out to the car, and make a 
bed on the back seat with my brother's Star Wars sheets, fresh from the 
laundry. I helped her stuff her schoolbag with her clothes and my 
brother's. I suggested she take some tea bags, just in case she couldn't 
find the kind she liked in stores right away, and she cried a little then, but 
we kept on working.

"When the car was all packed up we went back inside and my sister said 
'help me carry him,' and opened the door to the bedroom. My brother 
was sprawled across his bed, arms and legs at strange angles. He looked 
like a forgotten doll, a GI Joe toy discarded on the carpet after one of his 
games. His eyes were closed and his mouth was slack and open, the lips 
bloodied, the smears starting to go dry and rusty.

"It was horrific.

"I lifted him, glad for a moment that he hadn't gone through a growth 
spurt yet and so was still light and small enough to carry easily. Then I 
realized that I didn't know if he'd ever grow, now, or if he'd be stuck just 
as be was in that moment. I'd seen a dozen films about vampires, at least, 
but I'd... this was nothing like a movie. It was nothing like anything.

   127



"He wasn't breathing and his head lolled over my arm as I carried him 
to the car. We laid him in the back seat and my sister covered him with a 
blanket - completely covered him, toe to forehead. He looked like a dead 
body. I started shaking then, and I couldn't stop. My sister hugged me and 
held me, and we cried. She said 'I wish you could come too, I wish you 
could come too' over and over, but she pushed me away just the same 
before she got in our father's car and drove away.

"It took a long time before things went back to anything like normal at 
home. I never told my parents that I'd played any part in what happened. 
The mystery was kinder than any lie I could think up.

"I started watching the evening soccer practices. Photographing them 
for their league yearbook. My parents thought it was because I missed my 
brother and maybe part of it was, but it was also because I needed to 
protect the kids who were still there and make sure nobody hurt them.

"I noticed that there was this lady who watched them a lot, too. Not 
how the moms who sometimes came along watched, either. There was 
something sharper in her eyes." Russ huffs a laugh. "We almost had 
knives at each others' throats before we worked out that we were both 
there for the same reason. Her name was Charlie, short for Charlotte, 
and she'd heard about what happened to my brother and put two and two 
together. She'd been hunting vampires for a long time; she could spot a 
pattern where most people wouldn't see a thing. She started training me, 
and that was that.

"I asked her once why my sister had done what she did. Not saving my 
brother, that I understood, but leaving me behind. Charlie told me it was 
because that was the only way my sister could stand to do it, that it was 
the same reason why Charlie's daughter lived with her dad. Because 
hunters have to believe they're keeping somebody safe. That someone, at 
least, gets to keep on having all the ordinary happy stuff they have to give 
up."

"But you became a hunter anyway. It didn't work," Bette points out 
quietly. Russ nods.

"Yeah. But that's because I'd lost my brother, same as her. The fight was 
already personal for me, there was no way to keep me from it. But you 
and Rose both got out safe from that fight near the overpass, Bette. 
You've got no stake in this war - and don't tell me that you're in it 
because you want to help, because that's not enough. I won't let it be 
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enough. I can't keep on if I believe that everyone I save winds up a 
soldier. I need to hope for better than that."

Bette shakes her head. "But it all feels like bullshit. It's all such stupid 
shallow crap, now that I know that all this real stuff's going on."

"Then don't let it be shallow crap. Become a scientist and make new 
medicines. Teach kids to read. Be in a punk band and start a revolution. 
There's a thousand important things you can do. Do them for the ones 
who never got a chance."

"Okay," Bette says, because Russ is looking at her like she's a living 
embodiment of all his aspirations. It's the same way Rose and Tommy's 
parents look at them, or how the art teachers look at Rose sometimes. 
People don't look at Bette like that very much.

"Okay," she says again. "I will." She clinks the neck of her bottle against 
his, and they drink together in silence. She feels like she’s been making 
promises to everybody lately. She’s got a lot of people’s dreams to live up 
to. 
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JAY

Amusingly enough, Jay is using Timothy’s laptop to check his email 
when he receives the letter from Alexander, and Jay knows that 
Alexander is just downstairs in the recording studios, transferring more 
of his old records into digital format. 

Timothy’s playing Silent Hill on the flatscreen and Jay is, in theory, 
watching him in order to appreciate what a master he is at games or 
something ridiculous like that. Jay’s mostly using the time to catch up on 
stuff on the internet. He opens the message from Alexander.

Jay -

One of the things Blake has mentioned during his frequent listings of your  
virtues - and while I have no doubt of your worth as a person, I feel it's only fair  
to tell you that you are an exceedingly dull topic for extended conversation - is  
that you like things which are, in one way or another, quaint. I hope you don't  
mind, then, that I'm writing to you in a more formal style than I imagine your  
inbox usually sees. Be at least a little grateful that I am sending this by email and  
not writing it with a fountain pen. 

(To tell the truth, I have done exactly this. I like my fountain pen, and hate  
keyboards. Blake's scanner can translate written pages into text on the screen, and  
I shall transfer this message in that manner when I am finished.)

I don't like to talk about what happened to Timothy. Twenty years may seem like  
a long time to one not yet sixteen, but for me the wounds are still quite raw. But I  
think you should know it, if you're going to be his friend -- and you are already  
his friend. Also, I think I am better equipped than Blake to tell the story clearly  
and coherently, and I know that if I don't tell you, you'll just ask him what  
happened. Blake is too given to letting the poetry of the memories overwhelm sense  
and logic, though. It's better if I grit my teeth and get it done myself.

To begin: I met Timothy and Blake in the winter of my twentieth year. It may  
have been my nineteenth, or even my eighteenth, but I am fairly sure it was my  
twentieth. My father, who had been doing the counting to calculate my age, had  
been dead some years, and though I did my best to keep my tally accurate after he  
was gone I cannot be certain.

I was born in San Francisco during its first boom from town to city, during the  
gold rush. Some say that's when America as we know it now began, too: the idea  
that there is a fortune to be sought and claimed, somewhere out past the edge of  
the familiar. That started with the gold rush.

130



I cannot remember if we were rich or poor, which most likely means we were not  
especially one or the other. They died and I spent a few difficult years without very  
much except my feet and a road to put them on. When I was twenty I worked at a  
rail yard in Nevada, and this is where Blake and Timothy first caught sight of me. 

Blake had distractions of his own - his tendency to be bewitched by lovely people  
is a lifelong weakness, and I'm sad to say his taste has not always been as  
discerning as it's proved to be in the case of yourself. He'd fallen starry-eyed for  
the daughter of the local doctor, a young newlywed with a fiery temperament.

The less said about Cora, the better. 

Timothy hated the desert climate, especially for the way seasons blurred together  
in the heat and dust. He bought the rail yard from the old owner and would come  
down at sunset to spend time with the workers and hear stories of the places we'd  
come from - Madrid, Venice, Sydney, Cardiff. All the rail workers were foreign save  
for me, who simply looked foreign. Since I'd grown up in San Francisco, and  
couldn't offer stories about strange and distant worlds, Timothy would tell me  
about where he was from. He told me about thick dark trees, growing so densely  
together that woodsmen had to chop paths between them and out into the  
clearings around houses and towns. 

Those woods were so packed tight, he said, that daylight never truly filtered in. 
The light was green and dim and one day became another almost without notice, 
except that different birds made sounds when the sun was down. That was where  
he'd come from, but he'd been so many other places too. He told us about the music  
in Vienna and the intrigues of Russia and the majesty of India, sitting there at our  
dusty campfire in his finery as if he wasn't the owner of the yard.

Some recognized him for what he really was, and warned the rest of us, but  
nobody cared. We'd seen the greed and cruelty that ordinary living humans could  
carry inside themselves, and Timothy was no worse, and kinder than some. He'd  
beat workers for stealing or lying, but not for being ill as the last one had done. 
Those of us within the rail yard had no reason to make use of this vulnerability of  
his we knew of. If he ate no food, that meant more for us. If he appeared only at  
night, it left us uninterrupted by visits in the day.

We would hear about terrible murders in the city, but there were always terrible  
murders in the city.

But this is not the story I set out to tell you. The abortive sweetness of first  
courtship, and the ways it was thrown off course into emergency and my death, is a  
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story for another time. The important tale I wish to recount is how I lost that  
Timothy forever. 

Ah, but now I remember why I began to tell my own beginnings. I wanted you to  
know the end: the first night I awoke as a vampire, I found myself held in  
Timothy's arms on the thick feather bed he shared with Blake. 

Panic gripped me. Even the bravest of my kind have gone through that first  
horror, when they wake up and find their body dead. But Timothy held me still, 
and stroked my hair, and whispered "It's all right. You are safe, and you are  
loved."

He needn't have bothered with the words, really. Past the initial moment of dread  
I was already calming down just from his scent. Vampires who are kin can recognize  
each other, though 'recognize' is a poor approximation for the sensation. Perhaps  
there's no true equivalent in the realm of human experience, for this sense is not  
familial, nor erotic, but it does contain elements of how those connections feel. It is  
the pack. It is knowing you are close to another of your pack. 

Other vampires can scent it on you, Jay. That you belong with Blake, and Timothy  
and myself, and Raoul and Sebastian and Mikhail and Carrillo and the rest. You  
are marked as Blake's pack, in your blood, though you yourself will only become  
aware of it once you are turned. If you aren't turned, and your blood is given the  
chance to revert eventually to normal, the scent will fade. Or, at least, so I am told  
- it's highly uncommon for a marked human to do anything but become a vampire, 
sooner or later. 

"You are safe, and you are loved." He didn't need to say the words, but they were  
a comfort in the beat of time before I recognized him and recognized the room and  
remembered what had happened.

Vampires are creatures of packs, and we are highly territorial. Population  
densities have made the situation far worse in this last century - now border  
skirmishes between the packs are almost as common as battles with roaming groups  
of the wild misfits. 

It was during one such border skirmish that Timothy was killed. We lost members  
from time to time, but not as frequently as some packs, for Blake is a smarter, 
stronger leader than his frivolous heart might suggest. We lost members but I had  
never thought for a moment that Timothy could ever be among their number. A  
silver crossbow bolt had punctured through his right eye, into his brain. We are a  
difficult creature to kill, but it can be done. 
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Damage the brain, remove the head, destroy the heart - we are not all that much  
less fragile than humans, in the end, just a little more durable. 

Blake tells me that an apt modern metaphor you will understand is that of a  
ruined computer. A dead vampire's body heals itself if it can. This is, after all, what  
vampire bodies do. Provided the remains are mostly intact - not ashes, or too badly  
dismembered; some things even we cannot rebuild from - the body will repair. It  
will even wake up, and go back to its previous state of robust undeath. But - and  
here is where I rely on Blake's proffered computer analogy - the memory banks are  
restored to the factory defaults. 

To elaborate: I am twenty. My face is twenty, my body is twenty. If I take this  
fountain pen and stab it into the back of my hand, my clever skin will knit and  
regrow to the pattern it's locked to: me, aged twenty. It did this when I was twenty-
one and, should I live this long, it will do it when I am twenty-one-thousand. I  
stab my hand and it grows back to exactly as it was the day I died, when I was  
twenty. 

The same is true for brains.

I wept for Timothy, of course. He was, and is, the love above all loves for me. And  
then, when I was done weeping, I readied myself to begin again. I held him  
carefully, cradled him, as his body healed itself. I waited for him to wake up. And  
then he did, with a violent start, looking at me with terror and no recognition in  
his beautiful eyes. 

“It’s all right,” I said to him, doing my best to smile. “You are safe, and you are  
loved.”

His brows furrowed in confusion, and he answered me in a language long-ago  
lost to time. He was, it seemed, far, far older than either Blake or I had supposed. 
He knew none of the languages our Timothy had, not even the dusty cadences of  
Latin and ancient Greek. 

He has never told us what memories he has, what life was his in those years  
before he first became a vampire. He learned English quickly, and other languages  
as well, but even once we could converse with ease he would never say.

I know he loves us, but I know too that our love is a heavy burden for him to bear. 
He feels he has no claim to it, since he is not the Timothy who earned it. He is, in  
many ways, scarcely older than you are. 

And so I am sincerely grateful for you, and for the role you play in our family. You  
are the brother he needs very much. I regret deeply that I gave you cause to pull  
away from him, and I am glad that you returned. 
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As a token of my gratitude to you, I have asked a number of those who owe me  
favors to find out whatever they can about Liam and Sofie. You must never doubt  
that you are a part of the home here in this modest townhouse, but the faraway  
look I see in Timothy’s eyes sometimes has taught me the importance of knowing  
what has become of the family one grew up within. I will let you know as soon as I  
have answers to give you.

With respect and fondness,

Alexander
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BETTE

It’s distressingly easy to go back to ordinary life. Bette does extra shifts 
at work, and gets into fights at school, and everything’s just boring and 
normal for three days. When her cell phone rings one evening and the 
display reads ‘Gretchen’, the mere fact of something different and 
unpredicted excites Bette enough that she answers before the second 
ring. 

“Hey, it’s Bette.”

“Hi Bette. It’s Gretchen. Are you busy tonight?”

“Nope. All homework is successfully procrastinated until a later date. 
What’re you up to?”

“Well. This probably sounds like the dumbest idea ever, but a friend of 
mine has a tattoo studio, and when I mentioned that I had a friend who 
wanted to get a tattoo done, she said I could borrow it tonight. The 
studio. She’s out of town this week, so it’s all shut up. Do you still have 
the drawing Rose did for you, of the bird?”

Bette’s smile is so wide it practically makes her face hurt. Thank 
goodness her ordinary-life rut didn’t last long enough to send her crazy. 
“I certainly do indeed.”

Which is how she winds up in a tattoo studio downtown, sitting as still 
as she can manage as Gretchen transfers the bird design carefully onto 
her arm with a pen as a template for the needle. Gretchen is meticulous 
and careful, and the design looks exactly right. Bette’s glad of that, but 
it’s not like she would have kicked up a fuss if it was slightly wrong – 
sixteen-year-olds getting tattooed illegally by their friends probably 
aren’t allowed to bitch about things like that, Bette figures. 

The tattoo needle makes an earsplitting sort of whir as Gretchen begins 
to ink the design on permanently, but even over that din Bette can hear 
the beauty of Gretchen’s voice as she sings softly to herself. 

"You should make an album,” Bette says when Gretchen pauses to load 
more ink onto the needle. “Or at the very least record one of your shows. 
You have an amazing voice. It's really beautiful."

Gretchen gives Bette a small, almost sad smile. "Artie always used to 
remind me that not all beautiful things must be preserved beyond their 
moment. I sing because I love to sing. I have no reason to keep a record."
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Bette opens her mouth to argue, but Gretchen keeps talking before 
she's got a chance to say anything. 

"Have you heard the story of Elena's Tomb? It was a story, but it really 
happened. In the 1930s. There was a man, a Count. From Dresden, 
actually. He fell terribly, terribly in love with a girl named Maria Helen, 
though his pet name for her was always Elena. She was twenty-one and 
the most beautiful girl in their village. The Count showered her with 
jewels and clothes and riches and his undying devotion, but none of that 
mattered. It didn't matter if his devotion was undying, because she was 
not. Elena had tuberculosis, and in those days that meant certain death, 
and so she died.

"The Count built a beautiful tomb for his beautiful dead love, and 
visited it every night. She was still the only thing that mattered to him 
and, though she was gone forever, he could not let her go.

"Two years later, the Count stole her away from her tomb and kept her 
in his house. He rebuilt her face with silk strips dipped in plaster, and 
made her body lovely again with disinfectants and perfumes and 
stockings and jewels and wire loops to hold her bones together. For seven 
years he held her every night, close in his bed, until her family discovered 
what he'd done and took her back to be buried once more. So then he 
took a death-mask casting of her face as it had once been, when her flesh 
was lovely and her spirit only just gone. Out of the mask and silk scraps 
and wax and ribbons, he remade his twice-lost love again, and lived with 
her until he died. Now his bones are on display, alone, in a Believe-It-Or-
Not hall."

Bette mimes a retching motion. "God, no wonder Rose has a total girl-
boner for you. You're as gross as her. Gross, gross."

"Do you know what the moral of that story is?" Gretchen asks, head 
tilted to one side, staring at Bette intently. 

"Uh, that you're totally disgusting, and that some people are freaks?"

"That there are some lovely things that perish no matter how much we 
wish that they would remain, and that trying to hold onto them when 
they're gone kills a part of us in the process." 

Bette rolls her eyes. "You've made a mountain-metaphor out of a 
molehill there. I suggest that you tape a couple of songs and you give me 
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a parable about corpse-fucking. A sense of perspective might come in 
handy, you should think about one." 

Gretchen nods seriously, like Bette's given her a piece of genuinely 
useful advice, instead of Bette just being a sarcastic jerk as per usual.

Bette scrunches her face up and fidgets in her chair, squirming around 
as much as she can without moving her arm. "I hate all that stuff. Sick 
guys doing awful things to girls. I guess that sounds weird from someone 
who likes violent movies as much as I do, but that's how it goes. The only 
monster I've ever had nightmares about is Jack the Ripper."

"No." Gretchen shakes her head. "He wasn't a monster. Do not make 
him one. He was just a man with a sickness. There is true evil in the 
world, yes, but there are no monsters. Just people, and when they are 
dead they are dead. No need for nightmares. He's gone and his mad 
thoughts and deeds are gone with him."

"Do you really believe that? That... are the dead always completely 
gone?" Bette asks awkwardly, looking at Gretchen's dark bangs and 
paper-white skin and even, sharp little teeth. Gretchen's elegant 
eyebrows furrow in confusion at the question, her eyes with their forest-
green contacts and inky mascara narrowing.

"Are you talking of ghosts?" she asks Bette. "There's no such thing, I 
promise."

"No. It's silly. I just thought... I don't know, sometimes with you I 
think... it's dumb. Never mind." Bette looks away, blushing.

"It's all right." Gretchen turns off the tattoo gun and rests a cool palm 
on Bette's forearm. "What is it?"

Bette swallows. "Vampires."

"Hm." The sound Gretchen makes is non-committal. She folds a paper 
towel into quarters, wets it with disinfectant, and wipes excess ink and 
blood away from Bette's skin. The bird's wing and face are colored, a 
brilliant vivid blue, and the paper towel comes away patchy and purple. 
Bette's skin feels like sunburn, tender and hypersensitive. 

"Do you remember the first time you discovered something terrible 
about the world?" Gretchen asks, still carefully cleaning Bette's arm. 
"That all things age and wither, or that your parents had human flaws?" 

Bette nods. "Sure, I guess."
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"Do you remember how, once you knew this thing, you could never un-
know it? How you felt a little part of who you were die, and re-grow as 
someone older and sadder for the wisdom? What you speak of now holds 
that threat. Be certain it's a price you truly wish to pay before you ask."

Gretchen turns to the work table and begins refilling the ink dishes with 
fresh splashes of color. Bette swallows nervously, then shakes herself to 
clear her spine of shivers. Gretchen really is just as bad as Rose with all 
this crazy diva stuff, acting like this is some big dangerous threshold that 
Bette should hesitate at. She already knows that vampires exist, and 
Gretchen's reaction makes it pretty clear that she does too. Bette's got 
more than a hunch that Gretchen might even be one herself. It's not like 
there's much innocence on the subject left to get crushed if she asks 
questions.

"So you're a vampire?" Bette asks. Gretchen doesn't look at her. Bette's 
arm is beginning to sting. 

"Yes." 

Bette breathes in. "Sorry to disappoint, but that doesn't really compare 
with finding out that Santa's not real." 

Now Gretchen does turn, and her expression is rueful and fond and 
frustrated and sad. "What a young darling you are, Bette. You have no 
idea how young."

Bette scowls. "I'm not a kid."

Gretchen hefts the needle gun in her hand once again, and wipes away 
the newest blood welling on Bette's little blue swallow. "You don't even 
understand yet what it means to have a vampire as your friend."

"Tell me, then."

Gretchen tilts her head and looks at Bette silently for a long, long 
second. "There's only ever one reason for a vampire to notice a human, 
or spend time in their company."

Bette swallows nervously, and feels her heart rate kick up to a faster 
beat. Her voice is quiet and breathless when she speaks. "Because you 
want to bite them?"

Gretchen's smile is sad and old and strangely gentle. "No. We bite so 
many that we hardly notice them. They're shadows flickering on fireside 
walls. But you are so sweet to think that."
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Bette swallows again and feels a little bit like she did the day she 
realized that dragons only existed in stories. It's awful to think that 
Gretchen doesn't think of people as people, doesn't notice them. It's sad 
and horrible and okay, maybe Gretchen kind of had a point with her 
warnings about what this would feel like to know. Bette forces herself to 
speak normally. She's not going to get dragged into this melodramatic 
crap. 

"Okay," she says. "What, then? What's the reason for a vampire to 
notice a human?" 

Gretchen smoothes a lock of hair off Bette's forehead with soft, soft 
fingertips, the whorls of her fingerprints ghosting coolly against Bette's 
skin before Gretchen drops her hand down to hold Bette's wrist in place. 

"We notice those we long to turn," she explains, and then the whir of 
the tattoo needle cuts, abrasive, through the quiet, and Gretchen goes 
back to working on Bette's design. 

"Is this difficult for you? Being next to somebody who's bleeding, I 
mean,” Bette asks, to fill the noisy silence.

Gretchen makes an 'mm-hmm' noise. "A little. We get used to it as we 
get older. Accustomed. At first it's harder to resist... like teenagers with 
sex, I suppose." She gives Bette a teasing smile. "It's such a new 
sensation, and it overwhelms. But I haven't been a teenager for a very 
long time. To be quite honest, the smell of your blood is very pleasant for 
me. Much like the smell of coffee or pizza might be for you when you are 
only a little hungry and can wait." 

"Does music sound different?"

"No. Music is the one thing which remains the same."

They’re quiet after that, until the tattoo is finished. It looks absolutely 
beautiful, and Bette is awed by the idea that this is a part of her now, 
something Rose designed for her will be on her skin forever. She can’t 
stop smiling.

The night is cool and quiet around them as they leave the tattoo studio. 
Gretchen seems distracted, caught in her own thoughts. Bette lights a 
cigarette and they linger together, neither suggesting that they should go 
anywhere but where they are. 
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“I've seen... it doesn't feel like so much, not really. It all fits inside my 
head," Gretchen says after a long time of quiet, tilting her head back to 
look up at the stars. "I suppose it is a lot. I don't feel the wiser for it, 
most of the time. Just tired. I remember when these stars looked 
different, you know. I used to be so scared of them. That sounds silly, but 
I was. I was so scared of the stars, because they were such a long, long 
way away, and so terribly huge. It was impossible not to feel hopeless and 
small beside that kind of scale.

"But now I find them a comfort. They take so long to move that I can 
reconcile myself to the passage of time. People..." she sighs, and closes 
her eyes, her head still tipped back. The shadows beneath her lower 
eyelids are very deep and dark. Those bruise-like purple smears come 
from a lack of oxygen in the blood. Bette remembers that from science 
class. She wonders if such marks happen to vampires when they need 
new blood in them, or if exhaustion governs that thin skin for them just 
as it does for people.

"People are so fast," Gretchen says quietly, her voice terribly sad. 
"They're too fast. I can't keep up. I can't run the treadmill of days and 
nights and months and years. I fall behind. The stars, I can almost keep up 
with. And sometimes... sometimes the idea of being tiny and 
unimportant and meaningless is." She pauses and straightens her posture, 
glancing at Bette for a moment and then shaking her head. "I was going 
to say a comfort, but it's not. It's never a comfort. But it's an absolution. 
Everything I feel, no matter how overwhelming... it's just tiny. 
Conquerable, compared to the stars."

They walk a little, along the cobblestones of the gutter to the corner of 
the street, where the lights are a little brighter and there is intermittent 
traffic. Bette's glad of that -- Gretchen's slow words and the quiet 
darkness of the road were beginning to send shivers up Bette's spine.

"I've been married five times," Gretchen says, her tone more 
conversational now, as they pass the late-night shops with fluorescent 
windows and the dark glass of those already shut up for the night. "Not 
all of those had ceremonies, of course. I didn't have a wedding with Artie. 
But there have been five, five people that I've spent time with. Until 
death do us part. The vows would mean less from me than from most 
other brides, I think." She smiles, her eye teeth dimpling the plump of 
her lower lip. "There have been others as well, of course. So many 
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others... but those five are the five that hurt the most. I carry those five 
holes inside me. Artie is the newest and the rawest, but the others ache as 
well. I..."

Gretchen stops walking mid-stride, outside a closed store with 
woodblock prints and cards and calendars on display in the window, and 
takes Bette's face between her hands. Her palms are trembling.

"Are you another Virginia Poe, Bette?"

Bette makes a puzzled noise. "I don't kn-"

"Edgar Allan Poe’s wife," Gretchen elaborates. "He was a hopeless 
romantic, more hopeless than most. He always fell in love with the dying, 
with doomed and beautiful girls, thin and pale and already sick with what 
would kill them. She was playing the piano and he thought she’d burst a 
blood vessel in her throat because the blood just came and came, past her 
lips and down her chin, but it was tuberculosis. She took such a long time 
to die. 

“She was only one of the pattern, the one we know the most about. 
There were other girls, right back into his childhood, other women who 
were just the same. It was like he had some compulsion to repeat the 
pattern, to fall in love with the dying as if eventually he’d find the secret 
to saving them. He never just fell in love with a healthy girl, one who’d 
stay at his side for the whole of his life.

“And it sounds so stupid when we talk about it, so self-indulgent and 
ridiculous, but I'm no better than him, am I? I'm just another Edgar Allan 
Poe, forever chasing the chilled Annabel, the lost Lenore. I fall in love 
with those I would spend forever with, but I never fall in love with 
anyone who'll stay forever. I can't. 

“If Artie had been a different man, a man who would have let me save 
him and turn him into something lasting, then he wouldn't have been the 
man I loved. For him to be who he was, it had to end the way it did. And 
it always ends that way, it always, always ends, and I'm so tired..."

Her eyes are bright and wild, and Bette feels sure that if Gretchen were 
capable of blushing then her face would be flushed, pink with the same 
half-mad emotion that makes her voice quiver.

“The critics said that Edgar killed Virginia. Hastened her death, at least. 
He didn’t give her the tuberculosis, but he didn’t save her as he might 
have, either. They said he’d done it so he could write his odes to her 
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memory. His lamentations. Do I do that? Do I let them die where I might 
have kept them if I’d wanted it enough?”

Bette’s blood runs icy. “Gretchen, don’t...” 

“You and Rose would be such beautiful vampires, Bette.”

Bette shakes her head, tears welling in her eyes. She tries to pull away 
but Gretchen holds her still. “Please don’t do this,” Bette whispers. “I 
don’t want to die. I’m still just a kid.”

“So was I.” Gretchen hangs her head and lets Bette go, but she looks so 
small and alone that Bette can’t bear to run like she knows she should. 
“I’m leaving this city. If I stay, I’ll fall in love with you and Rose. I think I 
have already.” She gives Bette a twisted, rueful smile. “And so I’m going 
to go. I’ll let you have a life. I can give you that. I could give you so much 
else, but I think that is most valuable.”

Bette nods. “Thank you,” she replies, her voice a whisper. 

Gretchen’s smile softens, becomes resigned and sad. “Goodbye, Bette.” 
She turns, walking away. 

“Wait,” Bette says quietly, knowing she won’t have to raise her voice for 
Gretchen to hear. “You... I mean. I can’t give you that. I wish I could, but 
I can’t. I’m going to grow up and make music, like I promised Artie, and 
start a revolution, like I promised Russ. I have a hell of a lot of life left to 
live before I’m ready to die. But I... I can give you tonight?” She bites her 
lip, hoping the offer doesn’t sound as pathetic and lame to Gretchen as it 
does to Bette’s own ears. 

But Gretchen steps back to her side, and takes her hand, and then leans 
in and kisses Bette gently. If Rose ever hears about this, Bette is so totally 
a dead woman.

“I’d like that very much,” Gretchen says, and smiles.

~

Bette goes to school the next morning with the ghostly memory of 
Gretchen’s teeth in her neck making her shiver whenever she thinks of it, 
and the ghostly taste of Gretchen’s blood on her tongue whenever she 
swallows. She’s distracted all day, even when Rose and Tommy and Jay 
come home with her and they all mess around in her garage on 
instruments. They’ve almost got something approximating a song already, 
even if it does have totally crazy lyrics. 
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“They’re about a story a friend told me,” Jay answers, when Tommy asks 
about the verses that’re in Jay’s looping scrawl. “They went to this little 
country in Europe where there was this giant golden statue of an egg, 
and the idea was that some day something beautiful was going to hatch 
out of it, you see? And my friend was there with his friends and they all 
thought yeah, whatever, it’s a nice idea but it’s really just a big lump of 
metal, you know? Metaphors don’t mean anything in the real world.

“And they they were out walking in the snow one night, and Alexander 
– that’s the friend who told me the story – heard this howling, because 
the wolves were coming back. They’d been wiped out from the area years 
and years before, but now they were coming back. And that seemed like 
it meant something, to him. More than the statue, even.”

“Cool,” Rose says, smiling. Bette just shrugs. She’s feeling punchy today. 
Spoiling for a fight. If she hadn’t been so distracted at school all day, she 
might’ve been able to get into a brawl with a jock asshole or something, 
but she didn’t think to and now she’s got no outlet.

Tommy and Rose’s mom calls Tommy’s phone and summons them home 
for dinner. Jay starts to pack up his stuff, too, and Bette is trying to 
untangle and wind all the cables and cords but they’re knotted and they 
just get worse as she tries to pull them apart.

“Hey, calm down,” Jay says, and she realizes she’s been grumbling to 
herself out loud. He puts a hand on her shoulder and she shrugs it off, 
feeling furious for no particular reason except that she’s thirsty and 
cranky and she wishes that people wouldn’t touch her without 
permission. 

“Bette?” Jay looks a little wary of her, and takes a step back. 

Before her brain catches up with what her fist’s planning, Bette’s already 
landed a punch square on Jay’s mouth. His lower lip splits against his 
teeth, leaving a streak of blood on her knuckles as she pulls her arm back 
and blinks at him. Jay looks more surprised than hurt.

Bette’s never been some kind of sadistic freak who gets off on fighting 
or anything, mostly because she usually really hates, loathes, whoever 
she’s trying to fight with, and she might be fucked up but she’s nowhere 
near fucked up enough to get turned on by the bullies at school. 

Plus, she might be a teenager and all, but she gets in a hell of a lot of 
fights, and even teenagers aren’t mindlessly, totally, fuck-or-die horny 

   143



that much of the time. It’d make getting through a normal week pretty 
tough, not to mention how expensive her condom budget would end up. 

The point is, clocking a guy in the jaw for being an asshole doesn’t 
typically make a bolt of want and need hit Bette in the belly and shoot 
down, doesn’t make her breath go raggedy and her arms and hands ache. 
But Jay’s staring back at her, looking just as shocked and wild-eyed as 
Bette feels, and when he sucks his wounded lower lip into his mouth 
Bette growls, this weird choked groan noise she had no intention of 
making, and then she’s grabbing Jay’s stupid poser hair and pulling his 
head down so she can kiss him hard, rasping her tongue against the tiny 
cut so she can taste the blood. 

She is a creepy, creepy, fucked-up freak. So is Jay, apparently, because 
he’s kissing her back just as hard, one palm grazing against the edge of 
her breast as he pulls her closer, the other sliding up her arm and over 
her shoulder to her hair. On the way, his hand brushes over her collar and 
the bruises underneath and Bette shivers hard, groaning softly against 
Jay’s mouth. 

Bette doesn’t even care if this is a bad idea or if it screws up the band or 
anything. She just doesn’t, doesn’t care. She breaks the kiss for long 
enough to take a step back and wrench her shirt up and off. She’s 
wearing one of her older, kind of scummy-grey sports bras underneath, 
but she doubts Jay even notices her bra at all with the way his eyes are 
fixed on her bruises. His cheeks are flushed a hectic red, expression 
curious and dazed. 

“Those look new,” he says. His fingertips reach out to touch the cut and 
Bette tilts her head, encouraging him. 

“They got reopened last night.”

“Oh,” Jay says, and Bette gets the feeling that she could have said 
anything and he would have reacted in the exact same way. Before she can 
tell him he’s a jerk who doesn’t pay attention to what people are saying, 
Jay leans in and swipes his tongue against the bites, and Bette gets 
another sharp hard jolt of want through her bones. 

She manages to get his shirt off, and finds the little dark bruises on his 
own neck, with little pale fang scars in the middle of them, like makeup 
from a horror movie.

“Did Remember the Stars save you, too?”
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“Huh?” Jay asks, still nuzzling at the soft pulse below Bette’s jaw, his 
hands roaming over the bare skin of her lower back. 

“Were you attacked? Did the hunters save you?” Bette specifies. As wild 
and unlikely as it is, she can’t help but hope that Jay has met another 
vampire like Gretchen. To be able to talk to someone who understands 
how confusing and crazy something like that is would be a weight off 
Bette’s heart, but she’s not stupid enough to expect that it’s going to 
happen. 

Jay moves away from her throat and steps back, a strange and almost 
ashamed expression on his face. “Nobody saved me. I’m, um. Kind of 
dating one. A vampire, I mean.”

“Oh,” Bette answers absent-mindedly, because apparently sometimes 
she’s just as vague as him. Then, the words sink in, and she blinks. “Wait, 
seriously?”

Jay takes another step back, looking around the garage floor for his 
shirt. “I guess I’d better, um, go.”

“Are you –“ Bette starts, words tumbling over themselves in her 
nervousness and haste. “Are you exclusive? Because my mom isn’t home 
and there’s condoms up in my room and I think that if I don’t have sex 
my vagina’s going to explode, which would be a shame because I love my 
vagina most of the time, but I don’t want some vampire pulling my arms 
and legs off for molesting their boyfriend.”

Jay looks back at her, not picking up his shirt, and swallows. “No. No, 
not exclusive.”

Bette breathes out in relief and grabs his hand, leading him toward the 
door into the house. “Good.”  

~

Weekends where Bette's mom wants them to see family are the 
absolute shittiest weekends of all the kinds of weekend there can be. 
These meetings are never on actual occasions, like a birthday or 
Christmas or Thanksgiving or anything. They're just whenever Bette's 
mom gets an attack of the guilts for not seeing them and calls everybody 
and arranges a lunch at Bette's grandparents' house.

This is Bette's mom's own family, not the people still alive on Bette's 
dad's side, and Bette's mom has like a zillion sisters and cousins and 
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brothers and sisters-in-law. When Bette was going through a really awful 
awkward stage when she was thirteen, all of her boy cousins teased her 
and made her miserable. Now they try to see down her top and ask her if 
she's got a guy and that's all even grosser and stupider and more awful 
than the teasing was. 

Bette's mom always makes her dress up really nicely for these family 
things, and that part is very closest to being the shittiest part of the 
whole thing. Today Bette's got a light blue sun dress made of linen, 
printed with darker blue little stars, and it practically starts creasing as 
soon as she looks at it. On someone else it might be pretty but Bette feels 
dumb and she knows that Darcy will be able to tell that Bette's dressed 
up in a fake version of herself. 

Darcy is the worst part of the family days.

"How's school?" Bette's grandfather asks as they eat. It's leg of lamb and 
Bette's just eating the vegetables and not making a fuss, because back 
when she first decided not to eat meat anymore her cousins gave her 
heaps of shit and her grandparents sniffed and grumbled that kids didn't 
know how spoiled and greedy they were, turning their noses up at good 
food, and Bette's mom had frowned and looked disappointed. So now 
Bette just shuts up and eats lots of pumpkin, imagining that it's the pulpy 
orange flesh of a grinning, fanged, fiery jack-o-lantern, and that eating it 
gives her dark demonic powers.

"Good," Bette answers, wishing that'd be enough of an answer to satisfy 
them. She knows from experience that it's not, though, so she searches 
for something family-friendly and cheerful to say that's not about 
detention or getting beat up or freaks leaving dead puppies in the gym. 
"My friend Rose is in the school musical. I'm doing good in Chemistry, 
so my teacher wants to put me in this achievement program for high 
schoolers that the university runs. It's more homework, but it looks good 
on college applications."

Darcy makes a noise that only Bette will think is anything but random 
and accidental.

Darcy has pumpkin in front of her too, in a little plastic bowl, and she's 
spooning little mouthfuls of it to Kristina, the plump dark-haired nine-
month-old wriggling on Darcy's knee. Darcy's not going to college any 
time soon, or even going back to high school any time soon. She has a 
pretty good job as a receptionist at an industrial laundry company, so it's 
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not like she's miserable or hopeless or anything. Her life just went a 
different way to Bette's. 

Bette heard about the laundry job from her aunt Sara, who's Darcy's 
mom. Bette and Darcy don't talk to each other much anymore, but Bette 
can remember when they were kids and the only two girls in a 
generation of boys and they would play dolls together. The stories they 
told with their dolls were always violent and weird, full of rapes and 
kidnappings and murders and other fucked-up shit. Darcy had always 
gotten cranky if Bette mentioned something she'd done with Rose and 
Tommy, so Bette would do her best not to mention them, or to remind 
Darcy that they were family, and that was always gonna be as important 
as any other friends Bette had. 

Then Bette's dad got sick and Bette remembers the wake, all of her 
family dressed up in black and crying and standing around Bette's house 
holding uneaten ribbon sandwiches full of disgusting stuff like egg and 
herb mayo and cucumber puree. Bette had felt so angry about that, that 
even now that the really awful sick-sad-waiting part was over, and they'd 
said goodbye and sung hymns and said prayers and everything, everyone 
was still miserable. 

Bette had been so tired of being miserable. She wanted to be able to 
remember her dad for the good stuff, the way he hugged and how he told 
stories and the gross things he'd make for dinner if Mom was out in the 
evening. Bette wanted to have a party and yell and laugh and celebrate 
how great her Daddy had been and how much she was always going to 
love him, but instead everyone was still looking just like they had in the 
church for the funeral. 

So Darcy and Bette had snuck upstairs and put on swimming clothes - 
Bette in the new bathing suit her mom had bought her for the trip they'd 
taken with Dad to the beach just after the last round of chemo failed, and 
Darcy in Bette's older suit because Darcy was skinnier. Then they'd put 
on lipstick and blush from Bette's mom's makeup table, and set up the 
sprinkler in the front garden of the house, and ran back and forth under 
the sharp cold spray, yelling and yelping at the shock of the cold on their 
sun-warm skin.

The grown-ups came outside, drawn by the noise, and Bette had heard 
some of them muttering about 'disrespectful children' and 'too young to 
understand death or grieving', and 'irresponsible'. Rose and Tommy had 
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come over but Tommy was too sick to get wet like Bette and Darcy were, 
so Rose and Tommy just stood off to one side like pale big-eyed freaky 
gothic children from a weird picture book and watched while Darcy and 
Bette shrieked and screamed and ran around. And if Bette cried, the 
sprinkler washed away her tears and left her fresh and cool and strong.

But it was after that day that things had started to go shitty. Well, sort of 
shitty. That was the problem. Some things got better, and so Bette can 
never work out properly how she feels about all of it in her head. The 
compensation and insurance Bette and her mom got from Bette's dad 
dying turned out to be more than they thought it was going to be, and 
Bette's mom decided that a big chunk of it should be used to send Bette 
to the prep school that Rose and Tommy had their names down for. Even 
though the school wouldn't take them until eighth grade, this decision 
made Bette relieved and happy, because she'd worried all the time about 
what was gonna happen when they were stuck at different schools, Rose 
and Tommy at one and Bette at another, and how that was going to ruin 
everything. Now it wasn't going to be a problem at all.

Bette and Darcy had never been in line to go to the same high school, 
because their families lived on totally opposite sides of the city and 
everything, so Bette had never imagined for a second that these new 
plans would affect them at all. But it had meant something to Darcy, 
something bitter and lonely and quiet, and they'd drifted apart and apart 
and now it's almost like they're enemies or something, which is awful and 
crazy. 

The bird tattoo on Bette's arm -- peeling a little, and rough to the 
touch, and so itchy she wants to amputate the entire limb, oh god 
seriously -- has necessitated a navy cardigan over the linen dress. Her 
mom doesn't know about the ink yet, and it's going to be bad enough 
telling her without their entire family there too. Bette fiddles with one of 
the buttons of the cardigan, staring down at her plate, and tries not to 
think about Darcy or her dad or anything else until the whole horrible 
visit is over.

On the drive home Bette stares out the window, distracted, thinking 
about Darcy's baby and Bette's dad being gone and how sad and crazy and 
complicated ideas about good luck and bad luck actually are. At one 
point, as they're waiting at a stoplight, Bette's mom reaches over and 
gives Bette's arm a squeeze and says "I know it's rough sometimes, baby". 
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But if Bette's mom knows how much Bette hates these family gatherings, 
why does she always pitch such a drama fit when Bette says she doesn't 
want to go?

"Can you drop me off at Rose and Tommy's?" Bette asks and god, even 
her voice sounds miserable and tired. Her mom gives her a worried, 
small smile.

"Sure. You don't get enough wear out of that dress. It suits you."

"I feel more comfortable in my normal clothes. They suit me better on 
the inside," Bette protests, still sounding to herself like a worn-out and 
unhappy child. Bette's mom sighs with a bit of weary frustration of her 
own, and that makes Bette feel guilty, so she adds "But sure, I'll wear it 
out tonight. The dress. I think Remember the Stars are playing. Don't 
wait up."

Bette's mom shakes her head. "I know better than to try to with you, 
kid. I consider it a victory if you make it home alive within the week."

Overcome with a sudden wave of affection for her mother, Bette leans 
over and gives her a peck on the cheek. "Okay, boss. Come back alive. 
Got it."

~

Rose and Tommy are both down in the basement, Rose painting that 
secret project she isn't letting Bette see, and Tommy's getting killed badly 
on the X-Box. 

"Seriously?" Bette asks as she reaches the foot of the stairs - she came 
the normal way for once, figuring that rosebushes and windows were 
most likely not all that linen-skirt-friendly. "Who gets beaten by the 
computer?"

"It's on 'hard' setting," Tommy objects defensively. "Let's see you do 
better!"

"Soon as you hand that controller over," Bette promises with a smirk. 
She suspects her face still looks a little wobbly and morbid from all the 
moping (her mom would call it sulking) she was doing before. Luckily, 
Rose and Tommy are just about the least socially observant people on the 
face of the earth, and don't notice. 

After proving to Tommy that computer-controlled opponents are easy 
as shit to beat and seriously, he plays like a girl, Bette stretches her legs 
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out in front of her and wiggles her bare toes, visible through the criss-
cross straps of her black sandals. "I had to do family stuff today," she says.

"Need a drink?" Rose asks, and Bette knows she's just being helpful but 
Bette fucking hates it when Rose is drunk, she's sick of it, and it just 
makes her mood worse. She gives Rose a hard look, but can't be sure if 
Rose was drinking before Bette got there - she might just be happy 
because it's the weekend and it's warm and she's painting and hanging out 
with Bette and Tommy. Rose's needs in life are simple, if specific. 

"Nah," Bette shakes her head. Then, on an impulse, because she hasn't 
actually been thinking about this at all, "I'm thinking of going straight-
edge. No drinking, no substances. I feel like that would leave me less shit 
to worry about all the time, you know?"

"Like when Billy Corgan shaved his head," Tommy agrees, because 
sometimes Tommy is just as random and weird as Rose can be. Bette 
gives him a look, but he just nods. "No, for real."

"That guy in The Smashing Pumpkins?" Bette asks.

"Yeah. He shaved his head so he didn't have to think about his hair 
anymore."

"Hah," Bette replies. "I figured he was just going bald."

“Okaaaay… done!” Rose says suddenly. “Bette, come see. I made you 
something.”

The picture is of a pair, a man and a woman, in old-fashioned clothes. 
They’re holding a baby between them, a tiny beautiful little girl, and all 
three of them are smiling joyfully. Beneath the hem of the baby’s lacy 
dress are a dozen long, waving tentacles, like those of a pink octopus. 

At the bottom of the canvas, in uneven calligraphy, is written ‘For sale: 
Baby shoes. Never worn.’

“To remind you that there’s usually a more hopeful way to look at 
things,” Rose says, putting her arm around Bette’s shoulders. Bette 
continues to stare at the picture, unsure of what to say to express how 
touched she is by the gift. The picture is brilliant, the best Rose has ever 
done, and it was done for Bette. 

“I love it,” she manages quietly. “Thank you.”
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“I think I’m gonna dress up tonight,” Rose declares. “A skirt and 
everything. Tommy, you gonna come out with us?”

“I can’t. Going out with Michelle. Want to invite Jay instead?” Tommy 
asks. Bette shoots him a Look.

“What?”

Tommy holds out his phone. “Invite Jay. Don’t give me that look. I know 
you think we just stand around being cooler than everybody, but he’s my 
best friend. We do talk about things occasionally. I know you two hooked 
up.”

The look of happy pride on Rose’s face crumbles. “You hooked up with 
Jay?” she asks. Bette doesn’t know how to answer that, so she grabs 
Tommy’s phone and goes upstairs to get good reception. 

“Tommy?” Jay answers.

“No, it’s Bette,” Bette says, then bites her lip. She doesn’t know what 
else to say. “Um. We’re maybe going out tonight. Just me and Rose. And 
you, if you want. Do you want to meet up? We’re not going anywhere 
special. Just hanging out. But you can come if you like. But you don’t 
have to. But –“

“Bette, it’s cool,” Jay says, and even in his deadpan tones she can hear the 
smile. “That would be nice. Where should we meet you? Oh, is it okay if 
my friend Timothy comes too?”

“Yeah, sure. Is he from school?”

“Um. No. He’s... kind of a night person,” Jay says, putting ever-so-
stealthy emphasis on the final phrase. Bette snorts. 

“Oh, right. I’m pickin’ up the subtext that you’re puttin’ down there, 
you code-talker you.”

Jay laughs. He’s got a nice laugh. Oh god, when did Bette turn into a 
teenage girl. 

“We’ll see you two at the mall, okay?”

“Okay,” Jay says. “See you there.”
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JAY

The mall isn't eerie when it's closed. Just vacant, empty.

"Like a doll when it's not being played with," Timothy says, in response 
to nothing in particular, and Jay smiles at him because they're on such a 
similar wavelength, it's kind of creepy and cool at the same time. Jay 
doesn't click that well with many people, and when he does it's usually 
people who don't talk much. Like Tommy, and Michelle. Jay loves them, 
but they're introverts, like him. Timothy is an extrovert. Or, at least, he 
might be an extrovert when extenuating circumstances aren't screwing 
him up five different ways at once.

Tonight Timothy’s dressed in one of the weird formal outfits that the 
vampires sometimes wear when they go out, like they have to 
periodically play a role of a member of their pack in public or people will 
forget. Jay doubts anybody could forget how dangerous Blake’s gang is, 
no matter what they’re wearing, but nevertheless tonight Timothy’s 
sporting an ivory-colored brocade coat over pale grey pants, a matching 
vest, and an off-white shirt. There’s a silver pocket-watch chain on his 
vest and a silver pin holding his dark grey silk tie neat. He even manages 
to make it all look cool, somehow, which Jay finds very impressive. 

"They leave the pets in the store overnight? Seriously?" Bette yelps, 
pointing at the faint glow of night-lamps in the glass window-pens at the 
pet store. Sure enough, there are a few kittens in one case, and a lone 
puppy in the other.

"Hey there, little guy," Rose says to the puppy, which is a mongrel of 
white and black, with out-of-proportion ears and paws and dark, wet, 
mournful eyes. "I think this might be my spirit animal. Seriously."

"Please." Bette snorts. "If someone locked you in a box with food and 
toys and somewhere comfortable to sleep, there's no way you'd be 
making little whimpery noises in the hope that someone would let you 
out. You'd wanna stay in there forever if you could."

Rose kicks her in the shin without much malice. "You're a douche."

"You're a double-douche. With, like, baking soda and feminine 
deodorant and thrush medication in it."

Jay makes a disgusted noise. "Can't you two at least pretend a little 
feminine mystique? For the sake of the menfolk present?" The protest 
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would probably sound more convincing if Timothy wasn't cooing gently 
at the kittens in the next window over.

"I wish I could get him," Rose goes on, still having a staring contest 
with the puppy through the clear perspex barrier. "But -"

"But he'd probably get lost under a pile of Tommy's old t-shirts and end 
up as the first of a race of mutant filth-dwelling hell hounds?" Bette 
guesses. Rose tries to kick her again, but Bette skitters out of the way 
and takes cover behind Jay.

"But, I was going to say, before I was so rudely interrupted," Rose 
huffs. "I don't think it's a good idea to have puppies in our neighborhood 
right now. Apparently there are a couple of total sickos doing awful shit 
to dogs. I overheard Mom talking about it on the phone, one of her 
customers lost both her schnauzers."

Jay and Timothy exchange a brief look, and Jay clears his throat. "Uh, 
that won't be happening anymore."

Rose looks confused for a minute, and then comprehension dawns 
across her face in the form of a wide smile. "Really? You're not just 
shitting me, right? Really? You killed that guy?" The last question is asked 
of Timothy, who shakes his head. “Oh, uh. Bette told me. That you’re a 
vampire. We don’t care. I hope you don’t mind I know. We knew some 
vampire hunters but they were sort of jerks, a bit. So we’re neutral on 
the whole thing now.”

Timothy blinks. "Oh. Okay. No, it wasn’t me. It was someone Jay and I 
know."

"That is so fucking cool!" Rose's smile manages to get even brighter and 
broader.

Bette has edged away from Jay, away from the pet store and the three of 
them and further into the stark crowdless open area of the dark mall 
thoroughfare. She looks at Timothy, Rose and Jay with an unreadable 
expression.

"That's kind of fucked up," she says uncertainly. "I mean..."

"He was killing dogs, Bette. Puppies. In really awful ways-" Rose starts.

"I know that!" Bette snaps, cutting her off. "But it's still... I'm not really 
okay with hearing about people getting killed, you know? It kind of 
doesn't jive so great with my worldview."
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Timothy looks miserable. "I'll go."

With a shake of her head, Bette holds her hands up in a 'no, stop' 
gesture. "You don't have to do that. I'm... we'll... let's just talk about 
something else, ok? We'll just pretend that this whole conversation 
happened to some other people. Some people who are living in a Wes 
Craven movie or something crazy like that."

Timothy nods. "Got it." He takes a deep breath, with Jay knows is just 
for show, just to make Timothy seem more normal. Jay appreciates that 
he's making the effort, and he gets the feeling that Bette and Rose do too. 
Timothy's not really fooling anyone with the whole "normal" thing, not 
under half-dim fluorescents in an empty mall, anyway. Maybe it would be 
a more convincing act in a crowd.

"Let's go out," Jay suggests. "To a club or something."

"Tommy said he and Michelle were going to go see Remember the Stars 
at that little downstairs place," Rose says. “The one with the mural.”

Jay feels bad that he didn't know what Tommy and Michelle's plans were 
for the evening, but the feeling passes soon enough. They're a couple, 
after all. He shouldn't be expected to hover around being a third wheel 
every time to two of them felt like a night out.

"We could go do that, then?" Rose asks, sounding uncertain, giving 
Bette one of those weird mind-meld silent conversation looks that the 
pair of them do, like, all the time. Jay doesn't know if they're aware of it 
or not.

"Remember the Stars were a band I liked before I knew any of the 
members as people," Bette says decisively, like she's settling a 
complicated argument with herself, or maybe with Rose.

"Yeah," Rose echoes with a nod of her own. "Let's go see them. It'll be 
like old times."

Bette glances at Jay, then at Timothy, and her mouth curls up in one of 
her smarmy, smartass smirks. "Well, no. Not really that much like old 
times," she says.

They catch the train into the city centre, Jay and Bette in one double 
seat and Rose and Timothy in the one in front of them. Jay thinks that the 
seating arrangements probably ended up like that because Timothy and 
Rose are trying to give Jay and Bette a chance to hang out and talk to one 

154



another, but what actually ends up happening is that Jay and Bette sit and 
eavesdrop creepily on the conversation Timothy and Rose are having in 
front of them.

"I don't feel like I'm not meant to be a girl," Rose is saying. "I just... I've 
never felt like I am meant to be one, either. I'm just sort of... me." She 
shrugs helplessly, twisting her fingers together in her lap, plucking at the 
dusky velvet of her skirt idly. "Then, I don't know, this probably sounds 
super-lame, but when I was thirteen I got some money, because I won 
some stupid essay competition about the environment or something 
pathetic like that. And it was nearly Halloween, and we always do kind of 
a big deal for Halloween because it's badass and silly all at once, you 
know? Everyone gets to dress up awesome and eat candy and watch 
horror movies, and Bette always ends up getting in trouble for TPing the 
trees of all the teachers who've given her detention.

"So I spent the money I'd gotten on this Jedi costume. You know, from 
Star Wars?" Timothy is nodding. Rose smiles. "Of course you know Star  
Wars. Everyone knows Star Wars, even vampires. So anyway, I put on the 
robes and the cloak and everything, and... I felt really powerful. Not in, 
like, a Jedi way, obviously, but in a way where I was suddenly fearless 
about what people might say about me, or what they thought about how I 
was dressed. Suddenly it didn't matter what they thought about it, 
because I knew I looked awesome and I felt kind of, I don't know, 
invincible or something."

Rose gestures emphatically, like she can make her point clearer through 
forceful movement. "It was this totally insane feeling and I'd never felt 
anything like it before. It was amazing. And... this is going to sound so 
dumb and lame, I know it. But I kind of feel like that when I wear this 
dress? Like, it doesn't matter how I look to anyone else, just like it didn't 
matter if people were smirking at me when I went out that night in the 
Jedi costume. Because I feel so beautiful, and so I'm completely fearless 
and invincible. It's like I'm playing a character. This is my costume. My 
Rose-as-a-girl drag."

Timothy waits for her to finish, and then nods. "That's cool. That you're 
so aware of the ways it makes you feel. Most kids aren't that self-
perceptive."

Rose laughs softly. "I spend a lot of time in my own company," she says 
in a quiet voice, and then glances away from Timothy and out the 
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darkened window at the light-lit city rushing past. "Do you ever start 
forgetting who you are?"

"What?" Timothy sounds taken aback by the question. Rose looks away 
from the window and back at his face, as if she's surprised by the 
sharpness of the way he asked the question.

"Well," she says, screwing her mouth up in a lopsided scrunch as she 
searches for the right phrasing. "What you're wearing is a kind of drag 
too, isn't it? And sometimes, if I wear this for too long, I start feeling like 
I'll forget what makes the real me who I am. The person I stay 
underneath when I dress up. It's like I get... blurry. That's not the right 
word, but I don't know what the right word is."

Timothy doesn't answer immediately, and when he does the pace of his 
words is measured and deliberate. "Yes. I know what you mean. And it 
does happen to me, sometimes. But... I don't hold together properly 
except when I'm letting myself get blurry. The character I'm playing is 
realer than the me underneath, most of the time, so if I took him off I'd 
be nothing much of anything."

"But, but, that's not true!" Rose protests. "You're... you're you. I've 
only just met you and I can tell that. People who are more pretense than 
truth are horrible. You're not horrible."

"I'm not even actually a people, either," Timothy points out, a little 
twist of sadness in his tone and the set of his profile. Bette and Jay are 
listening so intently that Jay suspects they would both stop breathing, if 
they could, in order to hear the conversation better.

"Oh, like I give a shit if you're a vampire." Rose snorts. "I don't like 
most people, and I don't even have the excuse of being a different species 
to them. I'm way worse than you."

Timothy reaches across and squeezes her hand. "No. I think you're 
pretty cool, actually. I love the way you wear your makeup. It's very old-
school kinderwhore, like early Hole or Babes in Toyland."

Rose's eyes get comically wide, and Bette digs her nails into Jay's thigh 
like she's trying to distract herself sufficiently that she'll avoid bursting 
out laughing. Jay's not sure exactly how causing him pain is going to act as 
a useful distraction for Bette, but it seems to be working well enough.
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"Oh my god, you are the first person to get that! That's totally what I 
was going for!" she says delightedly. Timothy grins, the happy effect only 
spoiled a little by the fact of his fangs.

"I love all that stuff. My cat is named Bikini Kill, after the zine and the 
band. I still have the original issues of the zine from when it came out, 
somewhere at home. I could dig them out, if you're interested?"

The noise Rose makes in the back of her throat might me politely 
described as a yelp, or maybe a squealy squeak.

"Timothy manages to find the one girl for whom 'come see my 
collection of vintage riot grrrl crap' sounds like 'you must come up some 
time and see my etchings, my dear'," Jay whispers softly in Bette's ear. 
She giggles, turning a little, and suddenly her face is very close to his, and 
Jay can see the light pinkness across the bridge of her nose where sunlight 
has given her a very mild burn. 

Her eyes are dark, the pupils dilated wide.

"I thought we were supposed to be the young lovers here," she quips, 
voice very quiet and a little breathless.

"No reason it can't be a double date," Jay points out, and kisses her. She 
tastes like spearmint and the stale crackle of cigarettes.

At the club they meet up with Tommy and Michelle, the six of them 
cramming into a booth off to the side as the band set up. After a second, 
Bette says “hang on”, and walks over to Remember the Stars. They pause 
in their setting-up to chat to her, but their postures all seem tense to Jay. 
He shakes himself and turns back to look around at his friends. A smile 
spreads across his face.

"Get Rose's phone off her," Jay orders Tommy in a whisper, nodding in 
the direction of where Rose and Timothy are talking. Their topic of 
conversation seems to have moved to the work of Francis Bacon. Or 
Kevin Bacon. It's hard to be completely certain. Either way, they're 
talking animatedly, obviously enjoying themselves. 

"Rosie doesn't carry hers. The battery's always dead," says Tommy. 
"Why?"

"I was gonna put Timothy's number in it. Couldn't hurt, right?"
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Tommy quirks his eyebrows, readjusting his glasses on his nose. "I have 
a whole bunch of friends who are teenage girls already. You don't have to 
fulfill that role."

Jay punches him in the arm. "Cockface. They're having fun, aren't 
they?"

Tommy looks over just as Rose starts giggling at something Timothy 
said. They look so much like ordinary lovestruck kids that Jay thinks it's 
kind of nauseating. 

"That's kind of nauseating," remarks Tommy. "Okay, okay. When Bette 
gets back, I'll give you her phone and you can put Timothy's number in. 
She'll help us find a way to get Rose to call it."

"See, you're practically a girl too. It's not just me."

Bette comes back and the plan is carried out, Timothy’s number added 
into the address book. Jay will explain the plan later. For now, there’s 
music to listen to.

“Maybe it’ll be us up there one day,” Bette muses, nodding at the stage 
as the band’s short set comes to an end. 

“Do you have any songs yet?” Michelle asks. “Once you’re really a band, 
I’m so going to be your manager. That would be cool.” 

Tommy whispers something in her ear, and she smacks him. “No, I’m 
not going to be your groupie, loser. God.”

“We’ve got one song. Sort of,” Rose confirms, hunting around in her 
purse before drawing out a folded-up sheet of paper, which she hands 
over to Jay. “These are the lyrics.”

Timothy and Michelle both lean in to read the paper, and Jay, sitting 
between them, scans the words he already knows. 

In a distant country

There’s a statue of an egg

And the shark dies in the final reel

But that just means we don’t have a name and face 

To put to fear anymore

She scented my blood in the water

But I never wanted her to die

158



(And even if I did, I didn’t kill her)

In a distant country

The wolves are coming back

And even so, I’m still unformed,

And even so I’m out of focus

And in a distant country your baby’s going barefoot

But she’s fine, she’s fine, she’s fine

Death is not your friend

Death is not a confidant

But in the dark Death holds you

When you cry beside the beds he emptied

In a distant country

That’s how stories end

And the way some childhoods will

The haze distorts and throws mirages

When I grow up I will be more than you can dream

And in a distant country

There’s a statue of an egg

And a sign that says 

Something beautiful is coming

Timothy finishes first, and gives them all a wide and blinding grin, fangs 
flashing. “That is so cool. I’d love to hear it, as soon as you have a demo.” 

Suddenly half the band isn’t over by their stage, packing their stuff up. 
Anna and Lily are both crowded in near Timothy, looming over the still-
sitting group.
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BETTE

The point of Anna’s long, thin knife is over Timothy’s breastbone, a 
fraction of an inch from slicing through the crisp cloth of his shirt, and 
Lily’s got her menacing little gun held to Timothy’s temple. He is 
completely still, still as stone, but his eyes are wide and afraid. 

Michelle and Tommy look confused. Rose and Jay both look terrified, 
like Timothy. Bette doesn’t feel scared, though. She’s just so angry and 
worked up and they wouldn’t let her fight with them and now they’re 
threatening someone she has laughed with, with a blade and a gun. Bette 
is tired of this. She’s had enough.

“Put the fucking gun down,” she snaps at Lily. “And the sword.” This to 
Anna. They don’t move.

“There are no good vampires,” Lily says quietly. “Whatever he’s told 
you...”

“Fuck you. If you hurt him, you will regret it. I will make you regret it,” 
Bette says evenly, standing up and beckoning for the others to follow her. 
“Come on, we’re going.”

“I can’t let you do that,” Anna warns.

“You can’t stop me,” Bette retorts.

Lily fires.
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JAY

The gunshot is loud. World-ending loud. It’s an eternal, horrifying split 
second before Jay realizes that the wet splatter of gore on the side of his 
face isn’t Timothy’s brain. It’s just blood and bone fragments. Timothy is 
still alive, his palm a mess where it was pressed over the muzzle of Lily’s 
gun. There’s a dark stain spreading over his pale jacket from a wound on 
his shoulder, too, where the diverted bullet ended up entering. Timothy 
must have moved at the very last possible moment.

“Run!” Bette orders, and the six of them are already moving before the 
first commotion of people looking around for the source of the noise has 
stopped. All four members of Remember the Stars are following them as 
they push through the back door of the club and out into the evening air.

“Split up!” Jay says. “Scatter!” 

Tommy and Michelle, still looking bewildered, dart off in one direction. 
Bette and Rose head in another. Timothy, despite his injuries, hoists Jay 
onto his back and runs, faster than any human following them could keep 
up with. 

When they’re miles from the club, Timothy slows and lets Jay down 
again. Then he doubles over and vomits into the gutter, the blood leaving 
a viscous, dark splash on the ground. 

“I ruined his music,” Timothy says, voice cracking on the final 
consonant. “We had another – I tried to have another fight with him, but 
he never gets angry. I grabbed his records in their sleeves and I snapped 
them in half. All of them. Because I’m not who he needs to be and he’s 
still pretending I am. That’s what I said to him. Just before you woke up. 
That’s why I was so keen to go out when you suggested it.”

Jay is already scrolling through his phonebook to find Alexander’s 
number. “It’s okay. You’re okay. That’ll heal up fine,” he says as he dials and 
waits for Alexander to answer. “Shame about the jacket, though.” 

He’s trying to keep things light, but Timothy’s face is pale and shocked 
and pained, so instead Jay just hugs him close until the car arrives to take 
them home.  
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BETTE

Jay calls her just before dawn.

“Blake’s on the warpath. So’s Alexander. Stay far, far away from 
Remember the Stars, okay? In fact, stay inside completely for a couple of 
nights. Days, too, if you can. I’m going to skive off school a bit. Be a good 
idea if you all did, too.”

It’s cool for the first day. Bette fakes a stomach ache and watches a 
whole heap of bad daytime television, keeping in touch with the others 
through email. Rose keeps sending her bits of really awful fan-fiction 
based on Tim Burton movies, but Bette’s not sure if this is stuff Rose is 
finding online or stuff Rose is writing herself, so she tries to keep her 
replies neutral. 

On the second day, it’s boring, boring, boring. Bette’s going crazy. By 
the time night falls she’s ready to climb out of her own skin just to get 
some freedom. For someone whose best friend is basically a hermit, 
Bette really doesn’t deal well with being an enforced homebody, however 
temporarily.

She’ll just got for one quick jog around the block. It’s barely even dark 
out. No way any vampires would be this close to so many houses, 
especially not while the light of the sun is still painting gold and pink 
shades on the undersides of the clouds.

She’s gone two blocks, reveling in the freedom and the air around her, 
when she hears a noise from behind her.

Bette turns. It’s Lily, her face pinched and pale, her clothes rumpled and 
stained with dark splotches of blood. As she stares at Bette she tilts her 
head to the side in a graceless jerk, the movement uncanny and strange 
and completely inhuman.

“Hey, Bette. I’m kind of pissed at you,” Lily says. Her teeth gleam in the 
low light, especially her fangs. 

Bette runs. 

No, no, no, it can’t end like this, not when she’s still go so much to do 
and not when she doesn’t even know the story, how Lily got away from 
Jay’s friends and how she woke up as a vampire at all and no, this isn’t 
how it ends, oh god.
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Bette runs, and runs, and then Lily catches her arm and Bette stumbles 
to a halt, sobbing in fear. 

"Great tattoo," Lily says. Her hands are holding Bette's arm too tightly, 
squeezing to bruise, and then she pulls so fast that Bette cries out in 
surprise at the same second that Lily sinks her teeth in.

Bette wants to scream properly but her throat's not working, the same 
way it doesn't when she needs to cry out in her nightmares. She just 
makes a gurgling, choking sound, and that makes Lily bite even deeper. 

Bette has never felt so sad. She thought she'd be scared, or angry, or -- 
best case scenario -- sensible and clever, in the face of a life-threatening 
situation. She'd keep her cool about her and find a way out and survive. 
But now she's here and Lily is gnawing and slurping at her arm, ripping 
the skin open wider, and Bette just feels sick and tired and sad and wishes 
she could tell her mom that she loves her and see Rose and Tommy again 
and kiss Jay and Gretchen, oh she’s so sad about Gretchen, and she never 
even got to be a rock star or see the school musical or anything and it's 
not fair and she's so tired and sad and her tattoo must be ruined now and

"Poor bird," Bette murmurs, and then everything's gone.

~

She wakes up aching on cold-damp cement, with a serious case of 
cotton-mouth. All preliminary evidence suggests that she's at Rose's place 
and fell asleep on the floor during a movie. When Bette opens her eyes, 
though, she's in the docking bay next to the grocery store. Groaning, she 
sits up slowly. There's something in her mouth, and she spits into her 
palm as she shuffles over to lean her back against the bare bricks of the 
wall. The little pale shapes look like teeth, the roots whiter than the 
lightly nicotine-stained tips, but Bette's mouth doesn't hurt any more 
than the rest of her and when she runs her tongue along the top row of 
her own teeth inside her mouth they're all there where they should be. 
Her incisors feel a little weird, more tender than the rest, a little longer 
and sharper than she re-

Fuck.

Bette stares at the teeth in her palm for a while, not thinking anything, 
her mind blank. Then she throws them down in disgust and skitters away 
a bit, shifting down the wall like she's just discovered that she's been 
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holding a piece of human remains at a murder scene or something. 
Exactly like that, actually. 

Bette chokes on another groan, closing her eyes and breathing in deeply 
so she doesn't start freaking out. She feels sick and scared but her heart 
rate and breath are still slow and steady, so she's not about to have a panic 
attack or anything. She feels strangely grateful and surprised at how 
reassuring the feel of her heartbeat against her palm is. If she's still got a 
heartbeat, maybe being a vampire's not the end of the world.

Bette's next groan is mostly a sob. 

Okay. Not time for a freak out. She needs to call somebody to come 
help her. Her legs won't hold her steady, she knows that without trying. 
She's got no energy at all. Rose. She'll call Rose.

The thought of Rose makes something greedy and ravenous flare up 
inside Bette, some new part of her brain that was lying dormant as she 
woke. She thinks of Rose's basement-pale skin and the coarse tangle of 
Rose's hair, imagines pushing that hair away from Rose's throat and 
leaning into the soft warm human smell and then biting and then 
drinking and drinking, and how Rose would try to fight and how Bette 
could hold Rose's arms down at her sides so easily and stop her 
struggling while Bette drank and drank and drank until there was nothing 
left.

Now Bette's heart rate has perked up a little. 

Okay, so calling Rose is a really bad idea. Even if she really, really wants 
to, the new and snarling bit of her brain waiting eagerly for the rest of 
her to stop resisting. 

Bette pulls her phone out of her jeans and stares down at the numbers. 
Rose wouldn't even demand to know what was wrong, she'd just come as 
quick as she could if Bette said she needed her. Maybe she'd bring 
Tommy, too. Bette wonders how similar the blood of fraternal twins 
tastes. 

Rose's phone is turned off when Bette tries to call. For a second she's 
thankful, but then the predator-part of her takes over again and she 
knows that there's no way Tommy's phone will be off; he'll answer for 
sure. 
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She scrolls down to T. Above Tommy's number is one Bette can't 
remember adding: Timothy. Timothy was the name of Jay's friend. The 
vampire. She hits 'call' before she lets herself reconsider.

It takes four rings for Timothy to answer. "Elizabeth?"

"Bette," she answers out of pure habit. Thank god she hasn't developed 
that weirdo love of full names vampires have. "I'm next to a grocery 
store near that mall we went to. Do you remember?"

"Yes, I remember. What's wrong? Are you all right?"

Bette takes a deep, shuddering breath. He sounds so kind. She didn't 
realize how alone she felt until she heard someone kind. Maybe, if she 
asks, he'll bring Jay with him. Bette remembers Jay's blood, the warm 
slick of it against her lip, the feel of his body against her in her bed. She 
ends the call before she can let herself beg Timothy for Jay. 

She throws the phone away from her, as far as she can, and curls her face 
down against her knees. She's shuddering, but she doesn't cry. She's too 
tired to cry, and the night is loud around her.
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JAY

The concrete ground around the grocery store is already stained with 
the drips and splotches and marks any outdoor ground like that gets -- 
gum, fuel drops, grease. In the late-night puddles of streetlight yellow 
the blood doesn't look all that different to the other marks, just another 
dark smear of something soaked into the parking lot.

Bette is curled up against the wall, rocking back and forth and making 
choked, whimpery noises, like a baby animal in pain. Her arms are 
crossed over her knees and Jay can see her tattoo on the bare, blood-
smeared skin. There's a long, ragged scar slicing through the ink, already 
healed and white and flat. It makes one wing skew badly, like the hollow 
bone of it's been broken, and that throws the whole tattoo off-balance 
and makes it strange.

"Bette?" Timothy asks, touching her shoulder. Her head snaps up, 
expression wary. Her eyes are wide and catch the light like a cat's. She 
looks at Timothy for a second before shifting her focus to Jay. Jay's seen 
that look on her face before, that wild-with-wanting expression, but 
never so bare and uncomplicated. 

"You should run," she tells him in a bleak voice, dropping her head 
down against her knees again. "I'll kill you if you don't run."

"No you won't." Jay steps away from Blake and Alexander, who are 
watching everything with their careful sharp eyes, and over to where 
Timothy and Bette are against the wall. "You're my friend."

"Am I?" Bette asks her knees. Jay doesn't know if she means that she 
didn't know that they've been friends for ages, that Jay doesn't go around 
joining bands and sharing secrets with just anyone, or if she means that 
she doesn't know if their old friendship still counts now that she wants to 
tear him apart and gulp at the wounds. Either way, Jay's answer is the 
same.

"Yes," he says, and crouches beside her. Jay gives Timothy a look, 
hoping it conveys 'seriously, you'd better not let her kill me, okay?' 
clearly enough, and holds his wrist out. "You are."

There's nothing human about the hungry, desperate noise Bette makes 
as she bites through the vein. Jay's used to the feeling it causes, and can 
push the promise of oblivion away with only a bit of effort. He squeezes 
Bette's knee with his free hand, but doubts she notices. 
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Jay expects the others to react badly, instinct telling them to fight 
anyone outside the pack showing interest in his blood, but when he looks 
over at Timothy there's a strange calm look on Timothy's face, almost 
serene but more like awe. It makes Jay think of Linda's face when she had 
the baby in her arms. Timothy reaches out to stroke Bette's hair and she 
leans instinctively into the touch, making a wordless contented sound 
against Jay's skin.

"It must have been that hunter of yours," Jay hears Alexander say to 
Blake. 

"Lillian," Blake confirms. 

Alexander's tone is dry. "I'm too old to share a home with this many 
teenagers. They'll want to watch their rock music videos at all hours and 
play those computer games that encourage sex and violence."

"Heavens. We'll have to start setting a good example for them," Blake 
replies, equally deadpan. Jay takes his hand off Bette's knee long enough 
to flip them off, then leans in close to Bette's bent head. 

"You're part of their family now. They'll take care of you," he promises 
her, even though he's absolutely sure that this is by far the most fucked-
up clusterfuck in the history of clusterfucks and is probably going to lead 
to deep, deep shit for everyone involved. God, vampires are all such 
fucking idiots. 

"All right, stop now," Timothy orders Bette, prying her off Jay's arm 
and helping her to stand up. She looks completely wrecked. Jay can 
sympathize. Alexander guides Jay to his feet and lets him lean his weight 
against him.

"Come on," Blake says, leading the way back to where the car is 
parked. "Let's get home before first light." 
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BOOK TWO: 
ROADS AND CROSSES

To Beckah Widen, 

Samantha Baker, 
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WILL

The day Lily dies is peerlessly pretty. After that the season turns in one 
hurried rush, the leaves tumbling gold and the clouds rolling in under the 
blue. Autumn makes up for lost time. But that comes after. Lily dies 
when the weather is warm. 

Will's the only one in the warehouse when she returns. It's after dusk 
already, the sunset a fraction earlier in the evening than it has been on 
other nights, a quiet warning that the bright summer is almost over. 
Will's been working on their equipment stores; tinkering with 
electronics relaxes him. He likes the repetition. After what happened at 
the club the other night Will is determined to make their arsenal better, 
safer, more efficient. Lily tried to shoot a vampire with an ordinary 
everyday pistol, right in the middle of a crowded club.

Will’s always refused to use holy water in his designs, and tonight that 
had meant another argument with Anna. She'd left for patrol in a huff, 
taking Russ along with her. Lily left soon after, the late afternoon sun 
slanting long, to do a quick check on the kids from the club. 

Those kids had thought that vampire was their friend. They hadn't seen 
the world like Will and Lily and Anna and Russ had. They didn't yet know 
vampires and humans couldn’t be friends. 

Will sighs and rubs the heel of his hand against his brow. He's only in his 
twenties. Teenagers aren't supposed to feel like naïve kids to him, not 
yet.

 He should be checking the day's newspapers for anything they should 
know about, but the columns of newsprint keep drifting in and out of 
focus, so now he's playing around with the hardware instead. 

He's working on another taser.  Tasers, especially ones modified to 
increase their voltage, make for much more dependable weapons than 
any crucifix or wooden stake could hope to be. Will’s an atheist, so he’s 
never relied on the flimsy mysticism of vampire lore. The vampire is a 
predator, a parasite reliant on its host species to survive, like the sunless 
meat-flowers of the rainforest who leech sap from other plants and 
cannot process light, whose pollen migrates on carrion flies. Vampires are 
a part of nature, no stranger than any other natural strangeness. Will has 
seen too much to believe in the supernatural, in heaven and hell and good 
and evil beyond the bounds of reason.
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Eventually he takes off his glasses and pinches at the bridge of his nose. 
His head aches from eye strain. He probably needs a stronger 
prescription, but even going to the doctor to ask about getting a referral 
for an

eye test is outside his means right now. He'll have to make do with 
painkillers and fortitude.

He's bent over his work again, engrossed in the wires and fibers, when 
he hears the snick of the lock on the door opening.

"Heya," he says, not looking up. Anna and Russ won't be back for a long 
while yet, so it must be Lily. 

"Will," Lily replies, her tone hollow and strange, the voice of someone 
shocked out of themselves and barely present in the world. Will looks up. 

She is a mess of blood. Her hair is a dense tangle of gore clinging wetly 
to the shape of her skull, which seems to dent in, soft and formless, in a 
purple patch above her left eyebrow. The sclera of her left eye is bloody 
with burst vessels and the lid has swollen almost shut. Her clothes are 
dark with stains and blotches and there's a smeared handprint on her 
shirt above her belly, as if someone held her down as she struggled. 

There is newer blood around her mouth, and her fangs are white and 
sharp.

"You have to promise I won't wake up," Lily says in the same dull voice, 
wavering on her feet, eyes locked on Will's. He's up and moving before 
his mind knew he was going to move at all. 

She falls to the cement before he reaches her, crumpling like a stringless 
puppet. Will crouches beside her, pillowing her head on his knees as best 
he can. The pupil of her left eye is blown wide, the right a pin-dot, and 
her beautiful brown irises are red and dark, but there's recognition and 
clarity in her gaze as she looks up at him. 

"Promise," she repeats. 

"Whose blood is this, Lil?" he asks, trying to keep his voice gentle. He 
wants to scream. "On your mouth. Did you bite somebody?"

Her eyebrows draw together as she tries to answer, the movement 
making the skin over the injury on her forehead shift into hollows and 
shadows her forehead shouldn't have. Will, who is more experienced in 
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combat triage than most people will ever dream of needing to be, feels 
sick at the sight.

"A bird," Lily murmurs. "I caught it and... I knew I shouldn't. But I was 
so hungry. Poor bird." A tear slips down from the outer corner of her 
right eye, leaving a streak of clear skin in the grime of blood on her face. 
Her eyes stay locked on Will's. "Poor bird," she says again.

Will breathes out a rush of relieved air. Not a person. Lily hasn't hurt a 
person. That will be important when he has to talk to Anna and Russ. 
Will had learned long ago to be thankful for small mercies. 

Lily is crying in earnest now, choking on gulping sobs. Will makes 
shushing sounds and carefully strokes her hair, uncaring of the sticky red 
coating his palm. 

"You have to promise I won't wake up," she pleads. "I can't. Not like 
this."

And Will has no real choice at all to make. Vampires are evil. There are 
no exceptions.

But Will has never believed in evil.

"I promise you won't wake up," Will lies. 
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LILY

The first thing Lily feels is the sun setting, the first time she wakes up 
dead. 

It's like emerging from a clammy restless sleep, though Lily is somehow 
aware that she was awake already. Her fingers, hooked into claws, are 
skittering uselessly against the locked door of the closet, nails shredding 
the posters torn from magazines and taped there when she was younger. 

Panic arrives split-seconds after consciousness, and she lets out a 
frightened, yelping scream. She feels strange. Lightheaded and hungry 
and cold. Also, she seems to be locked in a cupboard. And her hands are 
cuffed together. 

She tries to remember how she got here, but there's an empty spot in 
her head. One time she’d been put to sleep in the hospital and it was like 
this, just a gap where there should have been an awareness of time and 
wasn't. It had scared her then because of how much like death it felt. 
Non-being. She'd ceased to be Lily for a few hours. This feels like that. 

"Lily?" It's Anna's voice. She sounds tense, like when they have to talk 
when they're in the middle of a skirmish.

"Get me out of here, please," Lily begs. She'll be able to cope with 
anything if they just get her out of here. She feels like she can't breathe.

Maybe she doesn't need to.

Terror starts flooding through her and she's about to scream again when 
the lock on the cupboard clicks and the doors swing open. Anna has her 
favourite short knife gripped in one hand, face stony.

"Hi?" Lily hazards. She'd give a friendly smile, but suspects the new 
fangs in her mouth might cause the gesture to be misinterpreted.

"Come on," Anna snaps, grabbing the chain linking Lily's wrists 
together and pulling her out of the bedroom into the kitchen area. Will is 
sitting at the table, watching steam rise off a full mug of hot tea. He looks 
up as they come closer, and his eyes tell Lily everything. She can feel her 
lips curling back over her fangs in a snarl.

"You son of a bitch." 

Anna never would. Russ never would. They'd have killed her. Will's the 
only one who would have wavered. Lily can tell, looking at him, that he 
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isn't sorry even now. Even under the blistering force of her anger, he isn't 
sorry. He'd rather go through this than kill her. It makes something bright 
and hot well in Lily's chest to know he loves her that much, loves her 
enough to be that stupid. 

"Can we unchain you?" Anna asks, businesslike.

Lily glares at her, and then down at her wrists.

"I don't know. Do you usually let blood drinking monsters run around 
your home while they're feeling thirsty?" Lily asks. Her voice is colder 
and sharper, now. Their age-dotted old mirror, the one without a frame 
that Russ found at a garage sale, is propped against the wall to her left, 
where Anna left it after getting ready for a show. 

Lily's still as pretty as she ever was, but the blithe, scrappy youth she 
had while she was alive is gone, replaced with something less forgiving, 
less messy, even in the rumpled jeans and shirt she's wearing. She doesn't 
remember putting them on. She doesn't remember a lot of things, her 
brain like a poorly-lit room inside her head, everything shadows. 

"I'll make fresh tea," Will says automatically. "That cup's been brewing a 
little too long."

Lily barks a laugh, and it sounds harsh and mocking to her ears, but Will 
goes to the kettle anyway. It's what he does. He makes tea. He's done the 
unthinkable, and didn't kill her when he had a chance, but at least that 
much about him still hasn't changed. In a crisis, Will makes tea. 

Or, at least, that used to be what he did. He hasn't in a long time, not 
since the time they found a house that had been raided by vampires, and 
there was a teapot and cups laid out neatly on the table, as if the vampires 
had sat down for a cup and a chat while three kids, two parents and a dog 
bled to death slowly, upside-down above the bathtub. They'd all lost their 
taste for tea after that. Lily can't even think about it without gagging. 
Which is weird, really, because now that she's a vampire, surely thoughts 
of gore should be just the kind of stuff she's into. The thought of that 
house, that night, shouldn't still make her want to hurl. 

She can't let Anna know. If Anna thinks there's anything left of the old 
Lily, Anna might not kill her. Lily's relying on Anna to kill her. Lily sits 
down in the chair Will's vacated.

"There'll be more tannins if it's been brewing too long," Anna points 
out, her tone calm and flat. Lily glances over at Will. He has their ancient 
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stove-top kettle in his hand, the one Russ uses to make the instant coffee 
he drinks as soon as he wakes up to kick-start his system. 

Since the first time one of them was bitten in a fight, the four of them 
have taken every chance they can to try to refine the combinations of 
ingredients that blunt the blood-cravings best. Properly managed, the 
after-affects of a vampire bite don't last very long. A week, maybe two, 
depending on the person's health and how badly they were bitten.

A week, maybe two, and then they're back to normal. Drinking blood 
makes the infection stronger. Makes the cravings stronger, makes them 
last longer. The stronger the cravings, the more likely it is that the person 
will come back a vampire if they die. 

Lily looks around. The warehouse doesn't look any different. The 
vampires who killed her must have fed her a hell of a lot of blood, to 
make the infection take hold so strongly in such a short amount of time. 
She gags at the thought.

There she goes again, being icked out by the thought of blood. Trust her 
to become the contrariest vampire ever known; grossed out by her main 
dietary requirement. 

Tannins have an affect on the blood. Tea and wine have them. In the 
past, when Lily's been grumbling her way through the after-effects of a 
bite, she's found great comfort in cups of tea. 

"We don't know if anything we've used in the past works on full 
vampires," she points out. Her voice sounds hoarse. Her throat stings 
with dryness. 

"We've documented cases of vampires ordering wine in hotels, and 
there was that house... the one with the, um, teapot," Will reminds her. 
"I think they might... slow your system. Mellow you out. So they'll slow 
your metabolism, too, if I'm right."

"Or, genius, they might whet my appetite," Lily counters, baring her 
fangs at him again. The gesture should be absurd, comical, but Lily can 
tell from their expressions that it's scary and real and Will is starting to 
realize what it is that he's kept alive. Lily hopes he won't mourn her too 
much. She doesn't like to think of him being sad without her there to try 
comforting him. 
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"If you don't calm down, I'll stake you now," Anna warns, a little of her 
usual composure coming back. Lily stands up again, taking a step towards 
Anna.

"Good! Do it now, Anna. Kill me, I need you to, c'mon you pussy –"

"Everyone shut up," Will interrupts, raking his hair back from where 
it's fallen over his glasses. "Anna, you're not killing anyone. Lily, will you 
let me try, at least? We might be able to retard your craving enough for 
you to function. It... god, shit, I don't know. Can we at least try? It's 
better than being dead, isn't it?"

"This is pathetic," Lily says flatly. In one violent movement she pulls her 
arms apart, snapping the chain linking the two halves of the cuffs. She 
steps toward Will slowly, like she's got all the time in the world. He holds 
his ground.

"Lily," says Anna, tone warning.

"It's okay," Will says. 

"Is it?" Lily asks. "Is it okay? Because right now, I gotta tell you, I feel 
pretty not okay, William."

"Please try the tea," Will says softly, and she can hear the plea.

Lily just stares at him for a long, endless beat, then reaches out and 
grabs the kettle out of his hand, pouring a cupful into the waiting mug. 
She gulps the hot tea down without stopping, then slams the mug on the 
top of the workbench beside her like she's just done a shot.

"More," she orders him, voice harsh, her breath ragged. Will hurries to 
refill the kettle.

"Here." Anna's offering Lily the little flask of holy water that Anna 
always carries. "Try this."

Lily drinks it all down in three swallows, throwing the bottle aside 
when she's done. Then she clutches at her stomach. In the mirror she can 
see her face contorting with sudden pain, fangs white and obscene in her 
soft mouth.

"Shit, shit," she mutters, falling to her knees. Will crouches beside her, 
resting a tentative hand on her back.

"Lil?"
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"Don't touch me!" she growls, whimpering and rocking a little, 
doubled over. It's not pain, not exactly. But she has never felt so wrong or 
strange. 

After a long, long time – it may be as little as a few minutes, but it feels 
closer to forever – Lily raises her head and looks at them. 

"Better," she tells them. "I feel a bit better. I -"

Her face crumples, and she begins to cry quietly.

This time, she doesn't shrug Will away when he tries to hold her.
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WILL

Will's mom is big on keeping journals. She's got one of those ones that 
has places for school photos and hand-prints from daycare and things like 
that, a record of Will's formative years and one for his brother as well. 
Will's stepmom -- former stepmom, actually; it's kind of fucked up that 
somebody can just stop being a parent like that because they stop being 
married to someone's dad -- isn't into things like scrapbooks. That means 
Jenny, Will's little sister, probably doesn't get anything like that written 
for her. Will thinks it's a shame, because Jenny has always been an 
excellent kid and deserves to have a stupid froofy book all about her. 

Will keeps journals too, but his aren't like a scrapbook or a diary. He 
tries to keep an impartial record of the work they do. He's seen so much 
and had to do some awful things, and there should be a record of that. 
Those sights and acts should all amount to something, even if that 
something's only information collection. 

He was writing in his journal at the moment when it first truly hit him 
that, when he died, he would die doing this. He's not going to have a 
stroke in his bed when he's seventy-eight, or get in a car accident on a 
wet day when he's forty. He'll die young, and he'll die fighting a vampire. 

Will's pen had paused mid-sentence on the page, ink welling into a dark 
blot. He'd blinked, taken a breath, and then gone back to writing.

He's done his best not to think about it too much since then. About 
what's in store for him. He knows he's going to die, but that doesn't 
mean he wants to think about it all that often. 

One thing that never occurred to him was that Lily would die like that 
as well.

Her hunger seems to come in waves, making her lethargic and 
aggressive by turns as she goes from weakened to craving, weakened to 
craving. It reminds Will of those awful months when they were twenty, 
before Lily was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and started taking 
medication for it. Her mood swings now are just as wild as they were 
then. 

He writes it down, all of it. Lily is his best friend, his partner in crime, 
the bane of his existence and the light of his life. In order to keep himself 
from going mad, Will pushes all of that to the back of his mind and writes 
down every snap and snarl and violent outburst. He records the crying 
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fits and the silent, brooding hours she spends curled in the corner of the 
sofa, forehead resting on her crossed forearms atop her knees. He makes 
her a subject, and tries to keep his heart from breaking. 

Day 5: Her amnesia of the hours following her death seems to be complete and  
irreversible. My suggestion of regression therapy through hypnosis was met with  
hostility. She was able to sew and dress the laceration made in my hand from the  
glass she threw without being tempted by the blood, but requested that I leave her  
alone for several hours following the first aid. She came to me just after sunset this  
evening and promised me she would be calmer tonight. There are healing blisters  
on her arms, suggesting she has been experimenting with self-inflicted sun  
exposure again. 

~

Lily and Will were fifteen when they first saw a vampire. It was after a 
dance -- well, not a dance exactly. It was one of those youth things 
organized by a local community group to teach kids that they didn't need 
drugs to have a good time. The goal, in the hands of concerned parents 
and citizens, naturally translated into a refreshments tables centerpieced 
by a bowl of watery punch, decorated with limp fruit, and a dance floor 
where kids shuffled awkwardly to a top forty playlist. Lily, in her 
typically arbitrary way, had decided to adore everything about the 
evening and was consequently having the time of her life. 

Anna had left in disgust hours earlier, leaving Will and Lily to enjoy 
paper plates of radioactive-colored Jello Jigglers, damp crackers, cheese 
cubes, chopped up raw carrots with ranch dressing, and pathetically 
determined cheer on their own.

They had been sitting outside against one of the hall's golden-lit 
windows, arguing about whether summer or winter was better and why, 
when they saw the vampire. They saw another kid first, a girl a few years 
older than they were. She was weaving on her feet as she walked, 
humming quietly to herself. Her t-shirt was stretched wide at the collar 
and there was a giant hickey on her neck. As she came closer she swayed 
violently, leaning against the wall to steady herself, and made a spacey, 
giggling sound.

"That's gonna go down great at a a ‘Just Say No’ event," Will observed 
dryly just as Lily punched him on the arm and said "Will, look."
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Will followed her gaze to the edge of the deeper shadows the girl had 
stumbled out of. There was someone standing there, a guy even older 
than the girl, barely on the upper edge of his teens. He had white skin, 
and not the pale pink fleshy shade like Will or Anna that most people 
called white. This guy was whiter than that. His eyes were dark enough to 
look black in the evening light, and his hair was barely a few shades 
lighter. He was dressed in a long pale gray coat and a gray top hat. When 
he smiled over at the two of them there was a strange gleam to his teeth, 
more like the flash of a knife than a smile.

"Don't," Lily said, grabbing Will's forearm, and Will realized suddenly 
that somehow they were both standing up, and that he had been trying to 
step towards the man when Lily stopped him. 

The man tilted his head to one side ever so slightly, as if they had 
surprised him. 

"Don't," Lily said again, but her tone was less certain this time, and her 
hand fell slack from Will's arm.

The sound of screaming wrenched their attention away, and whatever 
odd spell had been at work on them was gone. They hurried back into the 
dance without a glance behind them, and got caught up in the chaos 
caused by a girl stumbling in and collapsing to the ground in a faint. She 
died in the hospital just before morning, and Lily and Will did their best, 
over the years following, not to think about how close they’d come to 
ending their careers as vampire hunters before they'd even begun. 
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LILY

Vampires don't catch fire after a few seconds outdoors, like movies and 
TV make out. Not that Lily knew that when she stuck her hand out the 
window, of course, but she knows it now. 

It was like putting her arm into an oven, the superheated kind used for 
melting metal. Her skin began to sting and  turn red immediately, but she 
didn't pull her elbow back for long, long seconds, gritting her teeth 
against the pain and watching as her flesh started to bubble up into 
blisters and to peel in curls of skin. 

She buried her face in the cushion of the sofa and screamed and 
screamed and screamed. It was good to feel something. To be able to 
know exactly why she hurt so much, for a change. 

By nightfall the burns were mostly healed. Lily never freckled much, 
and the skin underneath the burns showed no mark at all. 

Lily's tattoos don't look right on her new skin. And it will always be 
new skin, even if she ends up living inside it for hundreds of years. The 
unfamiliar white and cool of it will never feel like hers. Her tattoos 
belong on the gold-brown of her human shape, on the shade that mixed 
her multiracial genetic history with summers spent at skate parks and on 
the soccer field. 

On one arm, her left, she has a half-sleeve from shoulder to elbow of 
the Addams Family, in the style of the original Charles Addams cartoons, 
ghoulish gleeful children and strange adults. The black ink lines are more 
vivid now, their canvas paler. 

The red heptagram on her other shoulder, a seven-pointed star inside a 
circle, looks as stark as a brand on Lily's newly-different body. The 
heptagram is a symbol of protection, a jailhouse door between her 
psyche and the world outside and all its monsters. She traces the edges of 
the design, the tiny scars where the needle pushed the ink too deep, with 
the edge of her thumbnail. Even now, after everything that's happened, 
having that tattoo there comforts Lily. Makes her feel a little safer. 

On her wrist is her favorite, little black letters. "All you need is love". 
She wishes it were true. 

She's been thinking a lot about tattoos lately. She doesn't know if she 
can still get them. Probably not. All her experiments with knives have 
shown that all cuts and injuries heal completely, without even the 
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smallest of marks left behind. Lily hasn't told Will about these 
experiments. He'd be angry at her for hurting herself, and offer a more 
controlled environment for future tests. Lily doesn't want that. Her 
relationship with her own flesh has never been controlled before, and 
she'll be damned if that's going to change now.

Lily doesn't believe in damnation. Not really.

She believes in a God that loves, and if God still loves her after some of 
the stupid shit she's pulled over the years then, well, being a vampire is 
comparatively small potatoes. Lily's sure that all this would be much 
harder if she was an atheist like Will. He believes in a cold, rational, 
inherently meaningless universe, and Lily doesn't think she'd be able to 
cope for a second if she had to face all this with no promise of a grander 
plan behind the scenes. It would be like drowning, swimming up and up 
for air, carrying the knowledge that there was no surface above, no point 
in it except for the futile refusal to give up. 

Thinking about atheism makes Lily feel a little ill. She doesn't know 
how Will can face the day. Sometimes she thinks that maybe she doesn't 
really believe in God at all, and that she's just too scared to let herself 
think about what it might mean if she was honest with herself.

~

The four things that make her afterlife vaguely tolerable are: killing 
vampires, playing music, killing vampires, and Will Cooper.

The four things that make her afterlife completely miserable are: 
vampires she hasn't killed yet, her goddamn nightmares, her goddamn tea 
smoothies, and Will Cooper.

That's not really fair, and Lily knows it, but she figures that being made 
an example of in the fight against the legions of the undead is adequate 
grounds for some irrationality. Plus, "Please don't let me rise from the 
dead and thirst endlessly for blood," doesn't typically translate to "I don't 
mind becoming the thing I hate the most, honestly I don't, and it will be 
absolutely perfect if you make me drink endless cups of disgusting crap 
in the search for vampire methadone."

So it's not really fair that Will's on the shit list, but maybe it's a little fair.

The worst part is that Lily can't even be truly angry at Will, because 
Will's got a fairly robust guilt complex doing the work already. Any shitty 
thing Lily does, Will just works around, even if it's ripping up one of 
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Will's meticulous observation journals, or fucking with their computer 
setup. Nothing gets Will angry anymore. Not at Lily. It's like that's the 
thing Will let die on the floor that night, in exchange for the choice he 
made.

Every night, Will tries a different recipe for the smoothie, the blood 
replacement. Lily drinks it; fights down the nausea that wants to bring it 
straight back up; waits until it settles enough so she can open her eyes. 
Will takes the empty glass, or mug, or bowl, or whatever container 
they've still got left that Lily hasn't hurled against a wall. And then, they 
wait, and plan hunting strategies, and sometimes they call up Anna and 
Russ and the four of them jam for a while before heading out to kill as 
many of the bastards they can. 

Anna and Lily try not the end up left alone in a room together if they 
can help it. The silences between them are awkward, guilty things. Anna 
and Russ don't sleep at the warehouse anymore. Lily doesn't know where 
they go. They haven't moved out; all their stuff is still there. It's just them 
that isn't.

At the end of the night, as the sun starts coming up and Lily starts 
getting drowsy, Lily and Will sit against the wall with their legs stretched 
out and argue about music, and TV, and movies from the eighties, just 
bitching at each other in the same careless way they used to when stuff 
made sense. Lily drifts off to the sound of Will explaining some totally 
crucial insight into something totally irrelevant, and so it's all kind of 
okay. For the moment. 
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WILL

Day 9: She has expressed a desire to mix the cocktails for herself whenever  
possible. A minimum of five cocktails throughout the night seems required to keep  
her from a psychotic break. Perhaps, if we find sufficiently controlled circumstances  
in which to undertake the experiment, we might be able to compare this to the  
minimum amount of blood needed each night. With Lily in her current state, 
however

Will pauses in his writing and crosses out Lily's name, hard. He can't 
call her by her name. He can't think about the reality of the words he's 
writing. 

With the subject in her current state, however, such an experiment is out of the  
question.

He looks up from his notebook, which is resting on his knees as he sits 
cross-legged beside his drum kit. Being near the instruments makes Will 
feel a little calmer, as if they're his own personal adult version of a kid's 
security blanket. 

Lily is in the kitchen, chopping garlic at such a rapid rate that her hands 
and the knife blade are almost a blur. If it's chopped and added to the 
mixture quickly enough, the bitter edge to the taste doesn't get a chance 
to set in. After a lifetime of being able to burn water and ruin toast, Lily's 
now learning all kinds of little tricks known mostly to chefs. The irony 
would be funny, if it didn't break Will's heart. 

She tips the chopping board, adding the garlic into the blender mixture 
already made up of stewed black tea, lemon rind, tomato juice, spinach, 
kale, holy water, blueberries and pomegranate arils. It sounds repulsive 
enough to Will's human taste; he can't imagine how gross it is for Lily to 
gulp down. She complains sometimes, but not much. Will suspects it's 
hard for her to separate one small misery out of the general tangle of her 
nights. 

Will's phone rings with the dumb tinkly tone that Lily’d set as his 
default weeks ago. He hadn't been bothered to change it, and to do it 
now seems like an admission that things have shifted irrevocably since 
those recent distant days.

"Hey, it's Russ."

"What's up?"
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"We've been offered a spot tomorrow night. Second billing. Okay 
money," Russ says, hesitation obvious in his words. "Should we take it?"

"Hang on." Will moves the phone away from his ear and turns to where 
Lily is putting away the ingredients from her smoothie. Her face has the 
revolted greenish cast it always gets after she's had a dose of the mixture. 
"Lil. Do you want to play a gig tomorrow night?"

Her face lights up, flickering for a moment to an expression so 
animated and happy that she looks like the old Lily, the living Lily. The 
illusion only lasts a second before reality steals her smile, but it's enough 
to make Will's heart twist all over again.

"Yeah, I think so," she says cautiously. "Let's give it a shot." 

~

Lily goes through more explosive fits of self-pity and frustration and 
brooding quiet before the show, but that's not so different from how she 
used to get before going onstage before. It's comforting for Will to roll 
his eyes at Anna and Russ as Lily storms around being obnoxious to 
everyone while the other support acts get through their sets. 

And then they're on the stage and the lights come up, and just like every 
other time it feels to Will like he's finally come home, back to the only 
place he's ever been where everything made sense. 

It's just like it ever was, with Lily smirking and flirting and prowling the 
stage, her new fluid grace not so different from the lithe rockstar poses 
she's always had. If her voice is richer and stronger now, her smiles a little 
more savage, then the crowd don't notice. Even Anna and Russ seem 
happy for a change, something Will is happy to see -- he doesn't want to 
hate them for not being able to handle what's happened. It's good to 
remember why he loves them. They're part of his band. He could never 
do otherwise than love them. 

Just like she always has, Lily seems to feed off the energy of the crowd, 
their enthusiasm urging her to greater heights of reckless abandon. She 
leaps off the edge of the stage and onto their waiting grasp, carried on 
the hands of the crowd with her arms outstretched, as if she's daring 
them to tear her apart. By the time she makes it back onto the stage her 
clothing's torn and askew, her hair a mess. Her eyes are alight with life 
and she gives Will a feral, joyful grin. He has rarely loved her more than 
he does in that moment, and she has rarely seemed more alive. 
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After the show, they load their equipment into the van and Anna and 
Russ drive it away, promising to bring the instruments back to the 
warehouse next time they stop by. It's a vaguely awkward end to the 
night, the broken pieces of their life reasserting all the jagged edges that 
the music and the crowd had smoothed away. Will feels a little lost.

Before he can suggest that it's time to head back to the warehouse -- it's 
been hours since she had a smoothie -- he sees a boy, some local teenage 
kid Will doesn't know, approach Lily. Before he can decide what to do, 
they slip off into the dark together, talking softly. And then they’re gone. 

It's the first time Lily's been out of Will's line of sight in public since she 
died. He's so tired. It feels more like defeat than exhaustion. He goes 
home alone, and tries not to think. 
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LILY

Will is waiting on the sofa when Lily gets back to the warehouse, his 
ankles crossed on the edge of their ever-wobbly coffee table, the soles of 
his bare feet dark from the dirt on the uncarpeted areas of the vast space. 
The television's on, quietly, flickering and whispers, but the lights are all 
off. 

"You're cutting it close. It's nearly dawn," Will says, a note of tension 
thrumming underneath the mild words. Lily clenches her jaw and tries to 
keep her own voice even. 

"I hope you have kids someday. They'll chainsaw you in self-defence as 
soon as they hit their teens. Why the fuck are you waiting up for me?" 

Will turns the television off and sits, face turned toward her, expression 
closed-off and difficult to read. Lily doubts he can still see her with so 
little light in the room, but she can still see him, can still see every detail 
of his face. There are sleepless shadows under his eyes, and a small pinker 
dent in the pink of his lower lip where he's been biting at it distractedly. 
He looks so worried about her. It makes her feel so helpless and sad that 
getting angrier seems like the only way to endure it. 

"You're not my keeper," she snaps. "What's it to you if I'm out all night? 
I didn't want to just come back here and sit around watching old movies 
on our shitty TV set until the sun came up. Is that a crime all of a 
sudden?"

"I saw you with that kid."

"So what?" Lily stamps her foot, but that feels childish and ineffectual 
so she kicks the coffee table instead, cracking the unstable leg closest to 
her with the toe of her boot. The table crashes sideways and Will lifts his 
feet out of the way, sitting up straighter. 

"Are you scared I bit him? Do you think I killed him, is that it?" Lily 
asks, shouting now. "Have you been sitting here imagining all the ways I 
might have done it?"

"Lil, I'm just worried -"

"Do you wish it had been you?" Lily stalks closer to the sofa, kicking 
the ruined coffee table out of her way and sitting herself down on Will's 
knees, one leg on either side of his, her face in close. She can feel his 
breath against her mouth and she wonders if vampires can smoke like 
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this, shotgunning out of the mouth of somebody still human, letting their 
exhale stand in place of the inhales that vampires can't do properly 
anymore. She can speak and sing, but not smoke. 

"Lily." Will's tone is warning, and he puts one hand on her shoulder to 
push her back, but Lily growls and shoves his own shoulders back against 
the thin cushion of the sofa. 

"Will," she echoes, mocking the concerned inflection of his voice. 
"What? Isn't this what you've been wondering about? Isn't it what you 
want?" She leans in close to his neck and opens her mouth, just enough 
that the points of her fangs graze lightly over his carotid artery, leaving 
the skin unbroken. Will's pulse is racing and his breath is fast, hand still 
shoving ineffectually at her shoulder. 

"Don't," he says, but the plea sounds futile, despairing and hopeless, 
and his head falls back a little, pulling the skin of his throat tighter over 
the rushing blood so close underneath it. 

Lily stays frozen, poised, for a heartbeat's worth of time, and then she 
climbs off Will's lap and walks away toward her bedroom. 

"It's nearly sunrise," she says in a voice as bitter as almonds. "I'd better 
go lock myself back in my closet." 

She can still hear Will out in the main area, even after she's shut inside 
her safe little cupboard. She can hear that he doesn't get up from the sofa 
for a long time.
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WILL

Despite going to bed well after sunrise, Will wakes before nightfall. The 
days are getting shorter fast. He's forgotten what comfortable rest felt 
like.

He sits on the front step outside the warehouse door, listening to the 
sparse afternoon traffic in the neighbourhood around him. He keys his 
sister's number into the pad of his phone, hesitating briefly before 
connecting the call.

"Will?"

"Hey, Jen. Is this a bad time?"

"No, no! I was just surprised, ’cause you never call. How's life?"

"It's okay. What's the world like in the mile-high city?"

"Pretty good. I'm hanging out in a line this afternoon -- going to a show 
tonight and everyone's lined up early. I honestly did not think that there 
were this many black t-shirts in the state. It's slightly epic."

"Can something be 'slightly epic'? That seems like a contradiction." 
Will's smiling already. Talking to Jen has always made his heart feel 
lighter, ever since he was a little kid. Somehow he always forgets how 
much better he feels after interacting with her. The brain's often merciful 
inability to retain the strongest of emotions for very long isn't always a 
blessing.

"I'll take a photo and send it, once we're done talking. You'll see. Slightly 
epic is the perfect description, and I'm offended that you doubt me. Oh! 
I pestered Shelly into letting me drop out of school for a year. She doesn't 
like it at all, naturally, but I'm old enough now that I can do it without 
her permission if I want, so I guess this way she figures she'll at least be 
able to suggest some rules. I wanna go to India, or maybe New York. I 
haven't decided yet. Somewhere I can be useful. You should come visit 
me and help me decide. Your band hasn't played a show in Denver in 
about a hundred thousand years, I swear. You should come. I miss my big 
brother."

"I wish I could, Jen," Will says truthfully. "I miss you, too. But the 
band's been pretty messed up lately. Lily and Anna haven't been getting 
along very well, and Lil's... not doing all that well in general. There's no 
way we're in any shape to tour. We played a show last night and hanging 
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around afterwards was the most painfully forced politeness I've had to go 
through in a long time. And I don't wanna come on my own and leave 
Lily like this, either."

"So bring her too. Lily's cool. Remember when I used to wish all the 
time that you guys would fall in love or need a tax break or something 
and get married, so that she could be my sister-in-law? Come visit me 
and bring her. Sounds like she could use a vacation too."

"Hmm. Maybe." Will doesn't think Lily will seriously entertain the 
notion even for a second, but it's distantly possible. 

"I gotta go, I think the legions of the black-clad are actually being let 
into the auditorium. But call me again, got it? I want you to actually 
make an effort to keep in touch for a change."

"Cross my heart," Will promises. "Love you, Jen."

"Love you too. Bye."

"Bye."

Will ends the call, dries his eyes on the cuff of his shirt, and heads back 
inside. Lily's awake, standing at her workbench with the smoothie 
ingredients scattered out in front of her. She's trying to slice the garlic 
but her hands shake too much, their white-wax texture sheened with 
clammy sweat. Will takes the knife from her gently and finishes the task, 
adding the other elements to the mix while Lily watches.

"If you weren't here, I wouldn't have this option at all," she says. He 
can't tell if she's thanking or accusing him.

"Maybe things will get easier over time," Will replies. 

"Do you trust me?" Lily doesn't look at him as she asks. Her face is very 
pale and drawn, her eyes bruised with deep shadows. It seems very 
unlikely that she'd look like that if she'd bitten the boy last night. Will 
feels his heart lighten with relief. 

"Yes," he tells her. "I trust you."

"I want to go out on my own tonight. Hunting. Vampire-hunting, not 
people-hunting, I promise. I want to see what kind of fighter I am alone. 
You can hang with Anna and Russ. It's gonna be easier with them if I'm 
not here. No, don't -" Lily cuts him off before he can do more than open 
his mouth to speak "It's okay. That's just how things are now. So I'm 
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gonna go out alone, do some hunting, maybe go dancing or something 
after."

He wants to say no. He wants to be an asshole and demand she stay 
close, no matter how crazy that may drive them both. But Lily has been 
his best friend for far longer than she has been his case study. Despite 
everything, Will wants to do whatever makes her happy, even if that's 
something vaguely dangerous and stupid -- this is hardly the first time 
Lily's choices have had those characteristics, after all. 

Will hands her the completed cocktail. "Okay."

Lily smiles shakily at him, gratitude in her eyes. "Okay," she echoes, and 
brings the cup to her lips.
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LILY

"Did she bite you?"

"What? No, of course not. She's -"

"There's blood on her mouth. If she bit you -"

"Rosie, she didn't bite me." Tommy's words are clipped with annoyance. 
It's so funny to hear him genuinely pissed, rather than habitually 
disdainful, that Lily slurs a laugh against his shoulder. Funny, cranky, 
warm Tommy. So warm.

"She's practically nuzzling you." Rose sounds utterly disgusted. "What 
the hell do you think you're doing to my brother? Hey, Lily, look at me." 
She claps her hands loudly in Lily's face. Lily raises her head for long 
enough to scowl, then drops her face back down against Tommy's 
shoulder. 

"I didn't bite him," Lily tells Rose. "Nope."

"She's drunk. You brought a drunk vampire to our house."

"I need to put her in the basement. It's almost dawn. My room gets too 
much light."

"Like hell you do."

Lily's out cold -- haha, out cold... she's always cold, so fucking cold -- 
before she hears Tommy's reply. 

~

The band Lily remembers most of the stupid collection of stupid bands 
she's amassed over her short life is Lungbutter, the crappy-ass hardcore 
one she'd had when she was eighteen. The screams and roars and wails 
she'd unleashed at the microphone had been more than a catharsis. They'd 
been something like how old punk guitarist dudes used to smash their 
instruments against the stage, destroying their beautiful objects, their 
outlets. She'd screamed her lungs out, smashed her voice on the stage 
until it lay in splinters. Destroyed herself as utterly as she could with 
nothing but her throat and heart. And then she'd lie there, spent, and 
stare up at the rafters above the stage. Drained dry of everything inside 
her. 

Other girls her age cut themselves. Anna did, on occasion, and Lily 
knew others who did it more often. But Lily never needed to, because 
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she had those nights in basements and tiny clubs, mic in her hand and 
ruin on her mind. 

Will was Lungbutter's guitarist, and Lily remembers that, too. 
Remembers how the intensity he brought to his drumming had been so 
confronting when it was unbound from the back of the stage, moving and 
making sound just there off to the left of her at the front. It had made her 
want him, more than she'd ever wanted a boy, and wasn't that just so 
typical and lame, that she'd get all lust-addled at the idea of a guitarist. 
Talk about groupie clichés.

But it was still true. Will with a guitar had made Lily's insides flip and 
twist, had made her screams more confused and furious and uncertain as 
she wailed them into the fist she clenched around the microphone. His 
confidence made her wish she knew herself as well as he seemed to know 
music. Offstage, he was as calm and wry as ever, but under the lights he 
became somebody new. 

When Lungbutter broke up, and they started a jangly pop thing they 
called Pipi, Will asked if he could be drummer again, back where he felt 
more comfortable. Lily didn't protest. Sometimes she misses how it was. 

~

Lily wakes up hating herself, same as always, so it takes her a few 
seconds to care that she's waking up somewhere different. It takes her 
even longer to bother to open her eyes. 

Rose is bent over a large-paged sketchbook, a short piece of charcoal in 
one thin hand. She's lost weight, a lot of weight, since the last time Lily 
saw her, even though it wasn't all that long ago. Rose has lost the puppy-
fat roundness of adolescence that made her offbeat prettiness so striking - 
the smooth swells of her waxen cheeks, the soft pout of her pink mouth. 
That's gone, her features pared down to something sparer, older, sadder. 
She's still pretty, but her youthfulness has been burned away. At sixteen, 
Rose's face has become timeless, young and grown-up at once. She's 
wearing dark makeup, emphasising the harder cast of her features - 
lipstick the color of wet black plums, eye shadow like deep bruises. 

The strangest change of all is Rose's hair. The first time Lily saw her, 
Rose's hair was long, heavy, uncombed waves around her face and neck. 
She'd dyed it blonde soon after, but even that switch wasn't so dramatic 
as the one Lily's looking at now. Rose's hair is gone, nothing left but a 
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dark fuzz across her scalp. It's so stark and unexpected that Lily can't help 
but gasp. Rose looks up from her drawing with a scowl. "You're awake."

Lily sits up. She's lying on a blanket in the darkest corner of a generally 
dark basement. "What time is it?"

"Around noon." Rose looks back down at her sketchbook. "You can 
stay here until it's dark outside. Then get out."

"I didn't bite Tommy," Lily says. "I swear."

"I know." Rose doesn't look up. "He told me that when we brought you 
down here. I trust him." The venom in the final word makes it clear that 
Lily, on the other hand, is not someone Rose trusts in the slightest. 

"Well, I didn't," Lily grumbles. 

Rose sighs quietly, closing her sketchbook and giving Lily a flat, angry 
look. "Vampires are liars. Your word is nothing to me." 

Lily feels her own face settle into a matching glare. "The way I 
remember it, you used to trust vampires too much."

After a crackling moment, Rose is the one to break eye contact, looking 
down at her charcoal-stained hands where they rest on her lap. "Things 
change."

Lily touches the tip of one fang with her tongue and barks a humourless 
laugh. "You got that right."

They lapse into an unhappy silence. Lily, being Lily, has to break it. 
That's all silences are good for. 

"You're bald."

Rose's eyes flick back up to her, surprise at the words shocking a small 
smile out of the girl despite her obvious intention to hate Lily without 
hesitation. 

"And you're a vampire," Rose responds. "When Tom brought you back 
with him, and I saw the blood on your mouth..." She shakes her head. 
"For whatever it's worth, I'm sorry."

Lily has to blink back a sudden sting in her eyes. "Thanks," she manages 
to say around the tightness in her throat. 

"Do the others know? Will and Anna and Russ?"
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"That you're bald? Not that I know of," Lily says with a smirk, unable to 
stop herself. 

Rose rolls her eyes and Lily can see a ghost of the old Rose in the 
expression, the prickly schoolgirl who'd needed saving in the late 
summer rain near the overpass. Just a ghost, though. A lingering 
phantom. That's all that's left of who either of them used to be. 

"Yes," Lily answers, more seriously. "They know. They're probably 
worried about where I am. I should call them." 

Rose's gasp is harsh in the still air of the basement, as if she's more 
astonished by this than anything else Lily could say or do.

"They... you still talk to them?"

"Yeah. Well, more 'argue with them' than 'talk to them', but the 
fundamentals are the same."

"But..." Rose looks genuinely shocked, utterly confused. "You're... 
you..."

"It was my blood. On my mouth." Lily licks at her now-clean lips. 
"Sometimes when it gets... when it gets really bad, I bite the ball of my 
thumb, or my arm. I've never bitten anybody else, ever. The thought of 
drinking blood..." Lily pauses. The thought of drinking blood is an ever-
present part of her conscious mind, insidious and wheedling and so 
powerful she can barely hold it at bay. "It grosses me out, to tell the 
truth. Pretty funny, huh?"

Rose looks sceptical, like she can see the complicated reality behind 
Lily's over-simplified explanation. Then she shrugs, and looks back down 
at her sketchbook. "Okay."

"What're you drawing?"

"A picture."

Lily rolls her eyes. "Yeah, I got that. A picture of what?"

Rose holds the paper up for Lily to see. The sketch is of an 
androgynous, soft-faced figure, adolescent and slight in a suit of gleaming 
battle armour. The breastplate is polished bright and there are flames 
reflected in it, the tongues of fire licking up to curl around the base of 
the young knight's throat. 
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"Joan of Arc," Rose explains. "I draw her a lot. The image speaks to me 
as an artist, I guess." She smirks at her own words, but Lily can hear the 
pain in them. 

"What's that?" Lily asks, gesturing to a glow in the corner of the 
otherwise-darkened background. Haloed in light, like old images of 
saints, is an anatomical drawing of a heart, bleeding down from its torn 
arteries and into the black. 

"The accounts of her death..." Rose explains. "They... she was burned 
at the stake, and she didn't go quietly like a martyr ought to go, all 
solemn and pristine, she screamed and begged and wept like anybody 
with nerve endings and consciousness would. The accounts all say that 
her heart wouldn't burn. 'Destroy the mind, destroy the body, but you 
cannot destroy the heart'. That's lyrics from a Smashing Pumpkins song. 
They're Tommy's favourite band. Me and Bette saved up and bought him 
that album on vinyl, because he's a lame hipster snob who's into stuff like 
that. 

"I thought the stuff about Joan's heart not burning was just, you know, 
Catholic bullshit, a propaganda thing put out by people who didn't think 
that murdering a teenage girl in a horrible way was a compelling enough 
story without embellishment." Rose shakes her head. "But it's not, 
because I looked it up and she's not the only one. You know that Buddhist 
monk who set himself on fire to protest Vietnam? His heart didn't burn 
either. Both the bodies were cremated again later, and both hearts 
remained intact through all of it. So now I'm not sure what I believe." 
She turns the page back to herself, sketching again. 

"Shelley's heart was the same," Lily offers. "Percy Shelley, the poet? He 
was cremated but his heart didn't burn, so it was sent to his wife. She 
wrapped it in some of his writing and kept it in a box." 

"That's Mary Shelley, right? The wife. She wrote Frankenstein?" Rose 
asks. Lily nods. "Bette was way into her stuff. She wanted Frankenstein 
tattoos all over, stitches like she was made of pieces, you know? I drew a 
bird for her like that, a patchwork bird. I got so self-important about that 
-- about the idea that something I drew was gonna be a part of 
somebody's skin forever." Rose smiles a little, ruefully. "But nothing's 
forever, is it?" 

Lily looks down at her own tattoos, the black lines stark against her pale 
unchanging skin. It's almost as black as the dark of the cupboard she 
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spends her sleepless hours in. "Nothing is the only thing that's forever, 
yeah," she agrees.

Rose swipes at her eyes with her fingertips, the lashes in spider-legged 
dark clumps from the tears she stopped from falling. 

"Did you and Bette have a fight?" asks Lily. She remembers how fraught 
and dramatic teenage friendships can be, how life-or-death. 

Rose's eyes go wide and her whole body stills completely. "You don't 
know," she says, voice flat, and from her tone Lily does, abruptly. 
Everything falls into terrible place: Rose's animosity, her blistering anger 
at Tommy for bringing Lily back here, her sadness and spareness and new, 
hard-won maturity. 

"Bette's dead," Lily says, the words sounding hollow to her own ears. 

Rose flinches, eyes blinking closed and letting two tears free down her 
cheeks. Then she shakes her head. "No. Vampire. Bette's a vampire."

If Lily had to breathe, the breath would be knocked out of her. As it is, 
she forgets to inhale for long, long seconds. Her stomach feels cold. 
Bette was one of those kids who always seemed doubly alive somehow, 
burning with bright, still-forming strength, and curiosity, and energy. To 
think of her becoming a creature like Lily is horrifying almost beyond 
words, and Lily is a lyricist, she should have words for anything. 

"She kills people," Rose goes on, matter-of-fact and emotionless, 
standing and turning away from Lily, going over to sort the art supplies 
on the desk. "She drinks their blood. She's livi... staying with Timothy 
and his friends. Timothy's the one you tried to shoot. I wish you'd shot 
him. I wish you'd shot them all. Her mom thinks she's at some special 
science program. They faked the papers and everything. She has heaps of 
money now. She tried to buy Tommy a new stereo but he wouldn't take 
it. I don't see her. Ever. I can't. I can't. I can't. I..." Rose sits down on the 
floor suddenly, clutching at her legs, shuddering with sobs she isn't 
letting out. Lily doesn't know if Rose wants her to hug her or not. 

"No wonder you didn't want Tommy hanging out with me," Lily offers 
finally, not knowing what else to say. "I wouldn't either. I mean, not that I 
know from personal experience," she goes on, knowing she's babbling a 
little but unwilling to let Rose's shudddering breaths be the only sound in 
the basement. "Because I don't have any younger brothers or sisters, but 
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Will's got a little sister and if it were her, he'd go on the warpath just like 
you, I'm sure."

"We're twins. He isn't littler," Rose reminds her. 

"You know what I mean."

"Yeah," Rose says. 

"I'm so sorry."

"Yeah." Rose hugs at her own legs, voice young and small and terribly 
alone. "Me, too."
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WILL 

She doesn't come home. Not that night, not the next. Will feels like his 
head's gone blank. He doesn't even feel sad or worried. He can't feel 
anything. 

None of them can sleep. Anna and Russ stay at the warehouse with him, 
sparring more and more violently as the morning stretches on. Will 
thinks about telling them to chill, but he doesn't. He just goes back to his 
journals, back to the formulas. They'll find a cocktail combination that 
works even better than their current formula, and when Lily gets back 
things will be okay.

In the early evening Will walks back from collecting the mail from their 
box at the post office. Hands grab him and shove him against a wall. He 
has time to think 'so, this is it. I'm sorry, Lily' before he realizes that it's 
Lily holding him.

"They tried to make me drink," Lily snarls at Will, her pretty face 
contorted into something savage and furious. "They tried to make me 
kill a girl." With a final shove, she lets Will go, stepping back. Will steps 
toward her.

"Who? What did they look like?"

"One of them was the one I tried to shoot," Lily answers, the muscle in 
her jaw tensing visibly. "They must have been the ones who killed me, 
too. They grabbed me on the way home from Tommy's. Bette's a vampire 
now. Rose told me."

"You got away?" Will manages to say after a moment, which is a 
completely pointless question because well, obviously.

"Is this worth it?" Lily rages, pacing around Will, ignoring the question. 
Her movements are smooth and efficient. She's a natural hunter now, as 
much as any predator in the wild. "Playing with your goddamn cocktails, 
drinking Anna's holy water... you can't save me. We all know it."

She's behind Will now, and Will knows he should turn and keep Lily in 
his line of sight but he hates that, it's not fair. He doesn't want to stop 
trusting Lily. That'll be the end of something Will still isn't ready to let 
die.

He's not sorry for the choice he made, there on the warehouse floor. 
He'll never be sorry. 
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"They want me to be a monster. You wanna save my soul. Who do you 
really think's gonna win?" Lily murmurs in Will's ear, leaning close. Will 
could still twist away. He's been in more precarious situations on hunts 
before.

"It's not about s-" Will starts, and then Lily's fangs drive deep into his 
neck. 
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LILY

They don't talk about it. Ever. Lily figures there's probably an entry 
about it in one of Will's journals, but they never say a word out loud. 

Will wears high collars for a week, and then seems to scratch at an old 
scar pretty regularly, but that's all that's different. Lily starts getting 
nightmares while she's awake, and gets used to finding herself curled in 
an arm chair with the heels of her palms pressed to her eyes and her 
shoulders shaking.

"There's something broken in my head," she says sometimes, when she 
notices that Will's there. Sometimes she doesn't say anything, and Will 
just lets her be.

They've found a mix of the cocktail that seems to work, and there's an 
optimism back in Will's voice when he talks about the future. He still 
seems convinced that everything's, somehow, going to turn out okay. 

Lily dreams about the taste of Will's blood.

One evening she's working out a little on the practise mats they've got 
scattered in one corner of the warehouse, knife throwing mostly because 
she's pretty jazzed about how good her aim is now. She can hit a target 
dead-on with her eyes shut, provided she's had a second to see where it 
is. 

After that gets boring, she decides to try jumping. She's always had a 
pretty good spring for someone so short, and now she's practically 
Supergirl with what she can leap in a single bound. Well, three or four 
bounds anyway, which is still fairly impressive. It takes her that many 
attempts to get a handhold on the exposed rafters of the warehouse's 
high ceiling. She hooks her knees over the beam and braces her palms 
against the wall nearby, her body hidden from view from anyone below. 
She giggles to herself, unable to stop feeling at least a little delighted. 
She's a stealthy bat, hiding up in a belfry. Cool.

Before she can get bored of the new trick -- Lily would be the first to 
admit that she has the attention span of a kid on red Kool-Aid -- Anna 
and Russ arrive. Lily frowns. Will's still asleep, and so she hasn't had to 
grouch her way through any uncomfortable silences or tense 
conversations yet tonight. 

She'd managed to make herself a somewhat sloppy but otherwise 
serviceable cup of her smoothie, and was feeling pretty okay about stuff 
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for a change. Now Anna and Russ are going to be weird at her, as usual, 
and remind her all over again that she had to go and die and spoil it all. 

Lily wonders if weird still counts as weird if it's status quo. Probably 
not. Stupid vampires took that away from her, too.

"I just think it's sort of shitty," Russ says to Anna, collecting a couple of 
his favoured weapons from the cabinets just below Lily's hidden perch. 
"Creeping off."

"It's not creeping off. I've written them letters. They have our cell 
numbers. We'll still see them out in the city sometimes, I'm sure. This is 
just too fucked up for me. I can't handle it any more, talking to her and 
working with her like everything's normal. It's only a matter of time 
before she snaps and kills him, or you, or me. I don't want to stand 
around and do nothing until then." 

"We don't even know if she really did bite him," Russ argues as they 
move away from the weapons and through to where they used to sleep. 
They're keeping their voices low, obviously thinking both Lily and Will 
are still asleep. Lily can hear every word and every step and rustle of 
their clothing. "We haven't asked. There might be a logical -"

"Stop. Don't. Just get your things. I want to be out of here. I..." Anna 
gulps, breath heaving. "If I have to look her in the eye, I'll never be able to 
make myself go. I'm not gonna watch all of us die just because I'm too 
stupid and weak to kill her."

Lily's anger feels red-hot inside her chest, blood-hot, furious. She wants 
to tear Anna apart for betraying her. Wants to make Anna scream until 
Anna admits that she's wrong. But that would just be proving Anna right, 
of course. 

Not that it matters. Lily's lost them either way. 

She clings to the rafter and the corner where the ceiling joins the wall 
for the endless minutes it takes for Anna and Russ to gather their stuff. As 
soon as they're gone she drops to the ground, ignoring the shock the 
landing sends shooting through her feet and legs. She wonders if cats have 
to deal with that same jolt when they fall from high places. 

There's an old dulled knife blade, a ragged leather arm brace, two stray 
suspender stockings, and three CD cases left on Anna's bed. Lily picks up 
the brace, rubbing her thumb against the buckle. The topmost album 
cover is the first EP that Remember the Stars put out. It's called I Was A  
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Teenage Alchemist. Lily remembers recording it, sleeping each night on the 
pullout beside Will in the basement of the friend of Anna’s and Russ's 
who was producing the thing for them. Will had been entranced by the 
production console, running his fingertips over the dials and switches 
with a look of bliss that had made Lily want to be a success as a band 
more than ever. She wanted to give Will a place in that world forever if 
she could.

Lily picks up the CD and sits down against the wall, curling her knees in 
close against her chest as she opens the case and pulls free the thin glossy 
booklet. She'd written little stories for each song, paragraph-long tales 
she'd dreamed up in the middle of the night when insomnia chewed at 
the edges of her sanity and all her nightmares came to visit. The stories 
all had names like The Girl With The Rat On Her Wrist and Rapunzel Houdini. 
They were weird things that made Lily uncomfortable to think about too 
much, so it's been years since she’s read any of them. She opens Anna's 
discarded album now, turning the pages carefully to the last of the 
stories.

Little Red Hood

The children in the village all know the story of the girl in her cloak, red felt  
hood around her face, hair as white and eyes as blue as an arctic wolf's. Her  
homespun dress is ragged and her feet are bare, and all across her skin is a lattice  
of scars, deep tears knit together in broken white lines.

 She haunts the woods where she died, flitting from tree to tree in the evening  
light. They say a wolf ate her grandmother, tore the old woman apart, and then  
lay in wait in the old woman's cottage for the girl.

 She tried to run. All the children in the village agree on that point, though none  
of them could say why they’re so sure about it. She tried to run.

 A hunter out tracking in the forest heard her screams and killed the wolf, but it  
was too late. It had ripped open her throat with its hard, cruel teeth and the girl  
bled to death on the floor with tears in her eyes.

 But there were still wolves in the woods, and children who would need to  
navigate the branches and paths, and so the girl asked Death if she might stay  
even though her life was over. And Death allowed it, and took the hunter instead  
of the girl, and his blood filled up her thirsty veins.

 And now she walks the forest, her grandmother's woodcutting axe in her hand. 
Hunting wolves.

202



WILL

With only the two of them left, they need better equipment. Will’s 
never been the most gifted of mad scientists, but necessity has taught him 
more than a little about soldering and circuitry. His latest design is a little 
hand-held grenade which lets off a blinding flash, bright enough to hurt 
vampire skin pretty seriously. 

He’s only been able to make a prototype so far – which Lily promptly 
stole and covered in anarchy symbols drawn in sharpie – but, with the 
right equipment, he thinks he’d be able to make it a major element of 
their supplies. 

Will calls around -- trying not to think about the weighty phone bill 
lurking in his future, and it seems so crazy and strange that they still have 
things like phone bills to worry about, after all that’s happened -- until he 
finds a supplier up in Milwaukee who's got the stuff they need. 

Lily comes with him, sitting curled on the passenger side with her knees 
to her chest and her ragged sneakers on the seat as Will drives through 
the sunset streets. 

"It's like Batman and the Joker."

Lily looks away from the darkening sky, giving him a tiny bemused 
smile. "Elaborate, please? I'm guessing there was a context for that 
statement when it was inside your head. Though that might be giving you 
a little too much credit."

It's good to see her smile. She hasn't since the others left. "At the end of 
the first movie." Will punches Lily in the arm, mostly on principle. 
"When Gary Oldman's talking about how the bad guys just keep getting 
worse to keep up with the good guys."

Lily scratches her eyebrow. "So that would make us the Joker, then. 
Since we're the ones upping our arsenal, so we can keep pace with the 
gangs."

Will wants to roll his eyes, but instead he just shakes his head. "No. 
Well, yeah. But we're... a good Joker. Fighting an evil Batman."

"I think you might want to take that whole comparison back to the 
drawing board," Lily says with another twitchy smile, tapping her fingers 
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on her knee impatiently. Driving makes her nervous, Will knows. At least 
on foot, she figures, they can always run away.

“Can I have a sword?” she asks. 

“No. I’m going to get some more of those throwing daggers we used to 
use, though,” Will answers, distracted by the light traffic around them. 

"Aw, c'mon." Lily pouts. She used to be better at pouting before she 
had fangs, but she's still Olympic-grade at it now. "Why not?"

"Because I've seen you use a sword." Swords were always Anna's 
weapon, and often Russ's. The four of them had all tried to begin with, 
spending practice afternoons in the park like an especially deranged 
RenFaire troupe, but Lily and Will had both admitted defeat early on. 
"Posing like a Frank Frazetta poster, that’s something that you were fine 
at. Actually hitting things, not really."

"That was when I was human. I bet I'm great with it now. I bet I'm a 
master swordsman. You're making a mistake to let my new powers go 
unused."

"Lil, you do know that you became a vampire, not a Jedi Knight, right?"

"You suck," grumps Lily.

"I think that's you, actually."

"Oh, haha. Suck, vampire. That's witty. You're very witty." 

"And you're still not getting a sword," Will says breezily, playing along 
with the illusion that they're happy and relaxed and that everything might 
be okay again some day. "I prefer not being accidentally decapitated, if 
it's all the same to you."
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LILY

One day, in the early afternoon, Lily is dragged out of her deep sleep by 
the feeling of the cupboard around her. It happens, sometimes. 
Occasional claustrophobia and the need to sleep in a light-proof enclosed 
space aren't two concepts that blend together well. When it happens, all 
she can do is wait the feeling out and pray that she won't dream if she 
goes back to sleep. 

This time it feels too strong to wait out, though. She decides to brave 
what little sunshine they haven't been able to hold at bay, and get up. She 
tamps down on the reflexive panic that rises, making herself count to ten 
before pushing the doors open.

The warehouse is almost as dark as the cupboard, though there are 
enough small cracks of light through the curtain edges and door frames 
to make Lily wince a little. Will, already fully dressed, is at the table 
drinking a cup of tea. She wonders if he's still getting cravings from when 
she bit him. She can't ask, though. That would require them to 
acknowledge that it happened at all. So instead he drinks tea, and she 
refrains from comment. 

Lily can't stand the stuff, and would never drink a cup except to slake 
her thirst. Caffeine has made her double-jittery as hell ever since she was 
turned.

"Couldn't sleep?" Lily asks, yawning.

"Nah."

"Bad dreams?"

Will just shrugs a little, pushing the other chair out with his foot so Lily 
can sit down too. 

They're quiet together until the sun sets.
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WILL

Life goes on. Chicago’s still got more vampire packs than any other 
major American city, and Will and Lily are still hunters. 

It says something deeply profound about how fucked up their lives are 
that it feels comforting and familiar to be hiding in the shadows of a 
nightclub, watching the tight-pressed crowds of bodies around them for 
any glimpse of too-pale skin or too-sharp teeth. 

They can’t kill every vampire they see, of course. Even when there were 
four of them hunting, that was never a possibility. They’ve always been 
out-numbered, but tonight it seems to Will like they’re even more out-
numbered than usual. 

Lily’s noticed it too. “What the fuck is going on? It’s like a Monster 
Mash here tonight.” 

"We're probably big news on the vampire grapevine. Well, you probably 
are, anyway,” Will offers. 

"Oh, yeah, I'm special," Lily says sarcastically. "Whatever. They don't 
care who we are. It's gotta be something else."
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LILY

When Lily gets back to the warehouse after a solo hunt, three nights 
later, and finds everything trashed and smelling like Will's blood, the first 
coherent thought she can hear herself think is 'okay, so maybe it is us.'

She doesn't have the time or patience to go back to Will's suppliers to 
get a really good sword, but she's still got enough connections to the 
Chicago underworld -- the living underworld, that is, the hunters' 
underworld -- to find a fairly good one easily enough without going too 
far afield.

The people she speaks to all ask how things are going now that Anna and 
Russ are gone, and how they’d heard rumours, and it's really good to see 
Lily around again. Good to see she's still okay, because they'd heard 
things...

Lily keeps her mouth shut as much as possible, and fakes as much 
general conversation as she can stand. Inside she feels crazed, as raw and 
ferocious as she ever has. As bad as the first days after she died, when Will 
didn't have the courage to keep her dead.

Considering how many times the warehouse has been compromised as a 
location, they really should just suck it up and move somewhere new. But 
it's home, or the closest thing they've got to one. This is where they all 
learned to fight as a team, where Lily died, where Lily came back. And 
now it's where Lily's trying out her brand new sword.

She manages to slice one of the practise dummies in half on her first 
swing at it; the two halves clattering to the floor. Up, to the side, down, 
spin, she's a natural at all of them.

"Sweet," she mutters to herself, triumphant. Despite the grimness of 
the situation, she can't help but give a tiny smile. That's what Will's 
friendship has given her back over these terrible weeks: her ability to 
smile. She's not giving that up. He'll be pissed if she's back to being grim 
when she saves him. And she's going to save him, no matter what. 

Lily throws the sword across the workout space, where it lands right in 
the heart of one of the other dummies.

She should know. She should be able to tell. She should have some kind 
of fucking Will-sense superpower or something that tells her if he's okay. 
TV's always full of people getting premonitions at the moment the 
people they love die, like there's some magic psychic connection that's 
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supposed to come along with the deal, instead of just the vulnerability 
and problems love really brings with it. 

But Lily can't feel anything. She has to keep on going as if Will's alive, 
because otherwise she's just gonna curl up and die right here on the 
floor.

She curls her knuckles against the ridge above her eyes and presses the 
heels of her palms to her cheeks, willing herself to cope. A breath in, a 
breath out. She's not sure if she technically needs to breathe anymore or 
not, but it calms her down a little anyway. 

The part of Lily that could've been a successful songwriter, in a different 
world, always hangs back a little from the rest of her. It's the little shard 
of herself that catalogs her reactions when the bad shit happens, and 
notes the way a laugh feels when things are going well.

That part of her has only been overwhelmed and struck silent twice in 
her life, once for a bad thing, before she was medicated, when she 
desperately wanted to kill herself; and once for a good thing, one calm, 
clear morning at Will’s house when they were teenagers, waking up after 
a late night out. 

It's not silent now, and as Lily walks into Englewood, where a lot of the 
vampire packs lurk, that part of her starts working through all the 
different quips she could make when she finds who she's looking for.

She hasn't thought of any good ones yet, though. She's walking through 
a shitty part of town with a sword strapped to her back, messenger bag 
on her hip and the hood of her jacket up around her face, daring any of 
the lurking vampires watching her to give it a try. There aren't any of that 
group of well-dressed ones who killed her in sight, and Lily gives thanks 
for small mercies. They make everything complicated, and right now Lily 
needs nothing but simple.

She's been walking for a few minutes when she sees a lithe, dark shape 
up on the roof of one of the low tenements, about three stories off the 
ground. As Lily stares up at it, it shifts and vanishes out of sight.

"Just like fighting an evil Batman," Lily mutters, and jumps for the 
roof.

She makes it, just, her palms grabbing the edge firmly enough to spring 
herself over. "Yeah, I'm a Jedi Knight," she says, a little more delighted 
than is really necessary. 
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The vampire she followed is waiting for her on the rooftop, and now 
he’s got another vampire with him. And Lily would be bothered by the 
savage kind of joy she feels as she reaches for her sword, except that she 
knows that her love of violence isn’t due to her vampirism. If it had 
shown up along with the fangs and the washed-out complexion, she'd 
feel more conflicted about it, but making vampires die had been one of 
her favorite hobbies long before that. 

There are probably all kinds of parries and thrusts she could be doing, 
fancy sword moves that would cause all kinds of damage. But just 
swinging the blade with enthusiasm seems to work fairly well too, 
especially when she’s got a possessive, furious energy welling up inside 
her. Will is hers. How dare they touch him. How dare they.

~

When Lily's the last one standing, she hears the sound of slow applause 
from the shadows.

"You're appalling with that sword, but that was impressive in its way," 
the new vampire says. She sounds older than the other two had looked, 
though her face is no older than Lily’s own. 

"Where is he?"

"Dead."

Lily's been a vampire for a while now. She's got a better handle on her 
rages. She manages to keep her self-control, just.

"Here, catch." Lily pulls one of the flare-bombs out of her messenger 
bag and presses the release mechanism, tossing it to the other vampire as 
it beeps and opens. The light sprays out in all directions, burning the 
vampire's hands and face.

"Let me ask you that one again," Lily says as the other vampire howls in 
pain. The blade barely trembles as Lily holds to sword to the vampire’s 
throat. "Where is he?"

"You're both going to die screaming," the vampire hisses, and Lily's 
heart lightens so fast that she feels almost giddy. 'Going to die screaming' 
means 'not dead yet', and that's good enough for Lily.

"Don't move or I'll shoot," says another new voice, from near the same 
rooftop edge Lily climbed over. If there's someone new to interrogate, 
that means Lily doesn't need the vampire in front of her anymore, so Lily 
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flicks her wrist and lets the sword slice the vampire's head off in one 
smooth motion.

The first bullet rips through her wrist, the second through her hand, 
before she can dodge away. The sword falls with a clatter. Lily's almost 
more surprised than she is injured; who actually shoots when they 
threaten to, really? Either you shoot straight off, or you threaten. One 
isn't supposed to lead to the other.

"Ow, fuck!" Lily says, because no matter how surprised she is, she's still 
pretty fucking injured. And where's the class in using ordinary human 
bullets, anyway? Man, vampires suck.

"Down the stairs. There's a van outside," the vampire orders, gesturing 
for Lily to walk ahead of him down from the body-strewn roof.

~

Will's greeting is determinedly chipper, though Lily can hear the fear 
and relief warring under the words. "Your rescue attempt leaves a little 
to be desired."

"I had a sword. I told you I'd be good with a sword," Lily answers, her 
own voice equally light, bleeding hand pressed against the front of her 
torn hoodie. She scrambles over to where Will's leaning against the side 
of the van's small interior, bumping her hip to Will's as she sits down 
beside him.

Lily doesn't have to check Will's face to know that all the things she's 
trying to say and can't will be conveyed by the gesture. Maybe they do 
have a little bit of that special psychic-sense thing between them after all.

"Sorry I missed it," Will says blandly. "So, remember when I said that 
the vampires were interested in us? How about that."

"Shut your mouths, both of you," the vampire who was herding Lily 
says. "Shut your mouths or I'll kill you both, screw the price." 

The van begins to move, and Lily tries to keep one corner of her 
awareness on noticing the turns and stops it makes as they drive. Trouble 
is, that super-cool action star stuff is way harder than it looks in the 
movies. 

"The price?" Lily asks. The vampire just bares his teeth at them.
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"We're worth a lot, turns out," Will explains. "As long as we're alive. 
The news spread an hour after I was grabbed. Lucky break, really."

The vampire laughs. "It just means that some big-shot's determined to 
kill you himself. Didn't want anyone else stealing the fun. There's a 
number of people who'd pay a fortune for the chance to be the one to 
end you."

"I don't know about you, Lil, but it sounds to me like we've got some 
enemies," Will says dryly.

"That's enough talking. You're a fucking traitor's disgusting little blood-
pet and you can shut up," the vampire spits out, gun still trained on them 
both.

"Now, see, that's just rude," Lily says, getting a full-force glare. She 
smiles back, as charmingly as circumstances allow.

Will uses the moment to dart a hand into the pocket on the inside of 
Lily's waistband, at the point where their hips bumped, and grabs the 
throwing dagger she always hides there. Their endless hours of target 
practise pay off as the dagger flies and lands true, hitting the vampire in 
the heart, and the wound begins to bleed sluggishly around the metal. 
Lily takes care of the driver, snapping his neck with the arm that's not 
sporting bullet holes, sending the van in a drunken swerve off the road.

The van impacts against something with a metallic crunch, and goes 
still.

"I'm not a fucking traitor," Lily says to the carnage that's left of their 
captors. Her voice sounds eerily calm to her own ears. She kicks the back 
doors of the van open, glad of the chill of the pre-dawn air. 

"She's a hunter," Will finishes, following Lily out onto the sidewalk. The 
gangs have all gone to ground for the day, and there's nothing between 
them and escape.

"When did the weather turn so cold? This sucks," Will mutters, 
crossing his arms against the chill. In the better light, Lily can see how 
pale and drawn his face looks. There are new bruises on his neck, none-
too-gentle bite marks. 

"God, Will, you must be--. Jesus. Are you okay? I'll... I can give you 
some blood. Just this one time. It'll make you feel better. Seriously, have 
some." She offers out her wounded wrist, glad it's not the one with her 
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Beatles tattoo on it. She's pretty sure a bullet wound screws up even 
vampire ink. 

Will makes a face and shakes his head.

"No time. You need to get home before sunrise. I'll have a cup of tea 
when we get there. Let's go, Little Miss Action Hero." He gives Lily a 
fleeting smile and sets off running. Lily follows.

~

They're too exhausted and sleepy when they get back to the warehouse 
to bother with tea. Lily locks and double-locks the doors, then shoves the 
table against the main one for good measure. They're pretty much safe 
during the daylight hours, but there's no reason not to be careful anyway.

She's not stupid. She knows who set the price on their heads, and why. 
Vampires are naturally greedy, even more than they are violent. A reward 
was a guaranteed way to keep Will alive until Lily could get to him, and 
Lily's willing to bet that the offer will be pulled as soon as news leaks that 
they're not captured anymore.

Goddamn well-dressed vampires and their goddamn head games and 
their goddamn continued obsession with Lily and Will. Lily kicks the 
wall, just because she can, before joining Will on the ragged mattress he 
sleeps on. She'll risk the light of the warehouse, just for this once. She 
can't bear the idea of putting the cupboard doors between her and Will. 

His skin is clammy and cold, and Lily wraps her good arm around him 
and shifts closer, as if she can lend him some of her meager warmth. 

She's shaking a little, and probably clinging too hard, but she can't help 
it. Now that they're both safe, she can admit how scared she really was, 
and it's making her heart twist painfully in her ribcage. Will's here, he's 
all right, and Lily can stroke his hair and touch his face and it's okay, it's 
okay, everything will be okay.

Lily moves back a little and bites into her own wrist, on her uninjured 
arm, just above the tattoo. All you need is love. "C'mon, it'll help you 
sleep."

"Your hand. You need the blood to heal," Will protests, already 
breathing a cool puff of air against the skin of Lily's arm as they press 
against each other in the small space.
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"My hand'll be fine," Lily promises, the last word catching as Will bites 
down. The songwriter part of her searches for words to describe this, but 
she can't find them. "But next time we piss a bunch of vampires off, it's 
my turn to be the damsel, okay? I want some of that kinky hostage 
action."

Will makes a muffled, protesting noise without pulling away from Lily's 
wrist, moving a hand up to swat at Lily's head instead. Lily catches Will's 
hand with her own, lacing their fingers together in the dark.

   213



WILL

Just after dawn, a few mornings later, Will sits and enjoys a quiet 
moment out the front of the warehouse. He's sitting with his back against 
the door frame on the sidewalk step, drinking a bottle of orange juice 
and squinting up at the icy blue sky and sharp, bright sunshine. One of 
the odd little silver linings of recovering from vampire bites is that his 
senses sharpen, leaving him without the need for his prescription lenses 
for a few days. He's wearing the sunglass -tinted pair he's got anyway. He 
doesn't want to end up with a permanent squint from this temporary 
light sensitivity. He burns easily – always has, with the Irish-fair skin he 
inherited – but at the moment he doesn't even freckle. 

"Pity," he mutters to himself. "It'd be nice if I at least came out of this 
ordeal with a tan."

A girl in a Catholic school uniform is walking toward the warehouse, 
and it takes Will a few seconds to recognise her as Rose. Lily had said that 
the girl looked different now, but Will hadn't expected the change to be 
so dramatic. 

"Hi."

"Hey." He smiles, gesturing to the space on the step beside him. "What 
brings you here?"

She shrugs. "I dunno. I was hoping someone would still be awake. I told 
Mom I had early practise at school. I'm in this stupid musical that's on 
soon, so she bought it." Rose sits beside him.

"What musical?"

"Peter Pan. I'm playing Peter."

"Congratulations. You should talk to Lil. That's one of her favourite 
books."

"Hm." Rose answers, playing with an unlit cigarette. The edge of a 
bandage is visible under the sleeve of her school blazer, wrapped neatly 
around one wrist. "Tommy said that Lily told him Anna and Russ moved 
out."

"Yeah," Will nods. "They're gone now.”

"Good." Rose's voice is hard. "I hope I never see them again. Russ was 
the one who told Bette she couldn't be a hunter. Maybe if he'd let her 
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learn more, she wouldn't have... it's his fault. It's all your faults, but 
especially his. I hate him."

"I'm so sorry about Bette."

"Yeah, everyone's sorry." Rose lights her cigarette. Her eyes are flinty 
and bright. She breathes in, dragging the smoke deep. "I think I'm sick of 
sorry. Angry feels less like dying. Maybe if I stick with angry I'll stop 
hacking my wrists up to feel something other than fucking sorry." 

She doesn't say anything else after that, just inhales again and watches 
the trickle of foot-traffic pass by. Will spins his bottle of orange juice 
between his palms, trying very, very hard not to think about that bandage 
on her arm, the veins below, the pump of her blood. The ache in his 
mouth feels much too strong to ever fade, nothing like how the light 
sensitivity is already starting to diminish. 

Maybe it's a problem he'll have his whole life, like alcoholics who have 
to speak in the present tense about their addictions even after years of 
sobriety. Hi, my name's Will, and I can't sit beside a friend without 
wondering what her heart would taste like. It's been two weeks since I 
was last bitten by a vampire. 

The thought makes him ill and makes him shiver, all at once, so he 
clears his throat and tries not to think about it at all.

~

It's another sign of how surreal his definition of normal has become 
when Will feels relieved that the vampire packs explode the night with 
another turf skirmish. They do so on a weekend, and the chaos centers 
around River North, so Will's got no time at all to get lost in this 
thoughts; he's too busy protecting people and helping Lily fight. 

The two gangs involved are ones Will isn't especially familiar with. One 
seems mostly comprised of solidly-muscled, fair-complected males who 
shout terse instructions at one another in clear, clipped Swedish. The 
other gang is a mix of males and females, small, and lithe, and sharp-
chinned, their hair and clothing decorated with ribbons and beads in 
deep jewel colours. They’re a scatter of races, and they speak bubbly, 
conversational English, laughing in triumph and delight as they fight. 

There's no real need for Lily and Will to engage in the battle at all; the 
vampires are doing a perfectly good job at reducing their numbers all by 
themselves. It's really only important for hunters to come to brawls like 
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this because there are always humans who gets tangled in the fray, 
wounds to dress and panic to soothe. 

Most of the people-herding gets left to Will this time, though, because 
Lily seems to have forgotten that she's here for any purpose except diving 
into the middle of the fight and cutting a swathe through both sides, 
taking on two teams of about twenty vampires apiece on her own and 
practically glowing with the joy of it. 

Will tells himself that she's blowing off steam, that she always got 
excited when the odds were against her, but the truth is that this is where 
Lily fits now, in a way she never did before. These battles are against 
creatures that she maybe has more in common with than she does Will.

Will forces himself to look away from her and stop thinking about it, 
searching for more people he can save. If he has something to do, he can 
make his brain shut up for just a little while longer.

He sees a girl running further down the block, her form like a flame in 
the night because of the light yellow cotton of her dress. She's wearing 
high heels and they make her stumble, so Will goes to steady her and help 
her get to somewhere safe. Her hair is short and dark, like Lily's, but left 
in its natural wave rather than the flat-ironed torture Lily still subjects 
her own to.

"Hey," Will says, touching the girl's shoulder as he catches up with her, 
and the world spins and his back slams against the rough brick wall of the 
locksmith's store they're beside. The crash is hard enough that Will feels 
two of his ribs crack, smashing the breath out of his lungs and leaving 
him gasping and in pain. He's momentarily grateful that he doesn't need 
his glasses yet, because the force of the knock would have sent them 
skittering and to be blinded right now would be a terrifying thing.

That gratitude doesn't last beyond the first moment, though, because as 
his vision comes back into focus Will can see that the girl is Bette, and 
her fangs are sharp and white and gleaming. He chokes to draw breath in, 
to speak or plead, but his lungs are still burning and so he doesn't manage 
it before her head snaps forward and her teeth rip open his neck.

The savagery of lovely vampires often surprises Will. In fiction, 
vampires are usually disgusting or seductive, but the reality is a blend of 
both. The pretty teenage girl walking in a yellow dress like a flame and 
too-high shoes can be, at the same time, a vicious predator who tears 

216



deep into the vein with her teeth, heel of her palm pressed into his 
windpipe, bringing the airless dark rushing up to cover him.

~

He's surprised to wake up at all, and doubly surprised to wake up 
comfortable.

"Two, one... and you're back."

There's someone inside his head, drawing the cotton-thick remnants of 
unconsciousness away from him slowly. Will struggles for clarity, 
imagines himself driving out this visitor to his mind as forcefully as he 
can. He catches the edge of emotions not his own as the presence leaves: 
surprise, then intrigue.

Will blinks and sits up, glancing around as he does: a wall of 
bookshelves, a window with the blur of the city at night beyond it. He's 
lying on a wide sofa and he's still fully dressed. The back of his head 
aches. His broken ribs ache. The side of his neck, opposite the older 
bites, aches. The soft joint inside one of his elbows aches. He is very 
thirsty and very afraid.

There are two vampires, perched on high-backed chair of dark wood 
beside the sofa. Watching him. One is Bette, the other a boy who looks to 
be of roughly the same age.

"May I have my glasses?" Will asks as evenly as he can. He'd had a pair in 
the pocket of his jacket when Bette attacked him, but his jacket is gone 
now - presumably for access to the veins of his arms.

"Oh! Of course!" the vampire who isn't Bette says, going over to where 
Will's jacket lies in a crumpled heap. His voice is somehow familiar, and 
after a second Will realises that it matches the intrigued mind-voice he'd 
felt upon waking.

"Here are your specs, sorry," He presses Will's glasses into Will's palm 
with a cool hand. 

Will doesn't really need the glasses to see, but with that thin barrier of 
lens between him and the world he feels a little less ill at ease. 

Both Bette and the other vampire have traces of blood clinging to the 
corners of their lips, presumably Will's own. The vampire beside Bette is 
regarding Will with fascinated and cheerful interest, while Bette herself 
seems reluctant to meet Will's eyes.
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Will has spent years being revolted and repelled by the way vampires 
look, but in the last few weeks he has been forcing himself to unlearn 
that instinctual flinch for Lily's sake, and so now he can see a little of the 
eerie beauty in them that has seduced so many unlucky people. 

The vampire beside Bette has soft, thick hair that falls in heavy light-
brown locks over his forehead and eyes. The eyes themselves are the flat 
dark red of all vampire eyes, but this pair is bright with sharp 
intelligence. His lips are full and lush with new blood, which emphasises 
the sweet youthfulness that his face must have once had, and still has in 
the spare, cold way that vampirism freezes features. He looks like he was 
under twenty when he died. 

"I'm Timothy," the vampire offers. 

"Will."

"I know." Timothy smiles, the tips of his fangs dimpling the pillow of his 
lower lip. Then, after a moment, his smile broadens. "Do you like cats?"

Bette snorts. "You aren't supposed to bring her out here," she says to 
Timothy, still refusing to look at Will.

Timothy shrugs, standing and walking to one of the doors which lead 
off the room. "I won't tell if you won't."

"Bette -" Will says as Timothy vanishes into the other room. "It doesn't 
have to be... you could --"

"What, be like Lily? Go crazy slowly, instead of all at once?" She looks 
him straight in the eye, suddenly. "I didn't—I didn't want it to go like this 
for you. But you just can't resist a damsel in distress, can you?" There's a 
wry, almost bitter twist to her tone as she asks the question. Then 
Timothy opens the door again, and Bette turns her gaze away from Will. 
There's a kitten curled in Timothy's pale palms. 

"She's a sleepyhead," Timothy says, passing the kitten to Will where he 
still sits on the sofa. The kitten blinks up at him, then rolls over onto her 
baby-large paws and wriggles excitedly for a moment before pouncing on 
some invisible foe on the cushions beside him. 

Will's about to remark on cats playing with their prey, and ask if that's 
what Bette and Timothy are doing with him, when there are the sounds 
of others -- people or vampires, Will can't tell -- approaching. 
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"Whoops," Timothy says guiltily, scooping the kitten up again and 
hurrying her back into the room she came from. Bette's moment of guilt 
seems to have passed; she giggles at Timothy's quick subterfuge. 

"... I know you'd rather we kept our holdings modest for the time 
being, but this expansion's still well within what we've managed in the 
past. Fortune favors the brave, Alexander. It will be fine."

"Fortune does no such thing."

A door opens, bringing a gust of slightly cooler air into the warm room, 
and two more vampires step inside. 

"This is more like it," the one whose voice Will heard first says, 
removing a long black coat that's banded with sable fur at the collar and 
cuffs. Underneath it he's dressed in a well-cut dark shirt and vest and 
grey pinstriped trousers. He's Caucasian, black-Irish or Italian maybe, 
and his hair is shoulder-length and dark.

The second vampire's clothing is paler, a sage-green brocade coat over 
dark green pants and a cream shirt. His features are Chinese and his hair 
is tied back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. The look he gives Will 
seems to drip with disapproval and frustration. 

"Timothy had the kitten out here," Bette says by way of greeting. 
Timothy gives a protesting 'hey!' from the other room. 

"Better that than yet another pet human," the second vampire says in a 
scathingly dry voice. "Come on, Bette, let's leave Blake to his ridiculous 
intrigues." 

"Yes, yes, go away," the first vampire retorts, apparently not bothered 
at all by the criticism in his companion's tone. "Thank you for collecting 
him for me, Bette."

"Hm," she says, non-commitally, shooting Will a final unreadable look 
before leaving the room with the other vampires. 

"It's nice to finally have an opportunity to speak to you properly," the 
vampire -- Blake -- says, smoothly sitting down on the sofa beside Will. 
He's very attractive, even-featured and with a sharp, thoughtful cast to 
his looks. The red of his eyes and the sharpness of his teeth seem to 
enhance the overall effect, rather than disrupt the beauty into something 
horrifying, which is how Will usually sees vampires. On this vampire, 
everything looks just right, and Will wants to close his eyes and...
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"Get out of my head," he demands through gritted teeth, forcing 
himself to look away and break the eye contact. 

Blake laughs delightedly, reaching a hand out to stroke lightly at the old 
bruises on Will's neck. Will shudders.

"I suppose I should be disappointed. I'm not like the talented Timothy; I 
can't do very much at all to the thoughts of others. It's a very rare mind 
that can even hear the suggestions I offer it. It's such a shame that you 
can, but you've got the knack of keeping me out." He takes Will's glasses 
off carefully, tracing one cool fingertip down the edge of Will's cheek. 
Will remains completely still, feeling like a rabbit caught in the gaze of a 
cobra. "But I do so love the way you fight so very hard."

"Please don't hurt me," Will says as evenly as he can manage. Begging 
will just make him seem more like prey. 

"But I have to." Blake smiles, forcing Will's chin up, exposing his throat. 
"We always hurt the ones we love." 

Will's surprised at how long it takes for unconsciousness to claim him. 
He didn't think he had that much blood left to give away. 

~

He wakes on the sofa, covered by a light, warm blanket made out of a 
patchwork of warm berry shades. The drapes are pulled wide on the 
window, and it's day outside. He sits up quickly, doing his best to ignore 
the dizzy swim of his head at the abrupt movement. Sunlight. Sunlight 
means safety. 

The door out is locked, of course, with no visible means of picking it 
from the inside. Will swears under his breath, looking around for other 
possible means of getting out. The window is sealed, like the windows in 
high-rise offices. That means the room must be air-conditioned, but Will 
can't see the vents. 

There's a stainless steel cup on a small folding table, the kind of cup that 
milkshakes sometimes come in at cafes. Will can tell even before he looks 
that the contents are blood. It smells better than anything has ever 
smelled before, not the skin of a lover, or the first cup of coffee after a 
long night, or his parents' garden after a rainstorm. It's all those things 
and more.
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It's also almost certainly human blood, possibly that of someone 
murdered by the vampire gang. Will pulls one of the leather-bound 
novels down off the shelves lining the walls and balances it over the top 
of the cup, to keep the scent at bay. Then he goes back to hunting for a 
method of escape. 

The other doors are unlocked. Will hesitates before he opens the first of 
them, remembering that all the vampires other than Blake left the main 
room that way. But it's day, and the main room is drenched in clear bright 
sunlight. He's safe in here, at least for now. They can't follow him in here. 

The first room is empty. There's a faint smell of cat, and the bedding is 
rumpled. Old fliers for live music shows are framed on the wall. The 
window in here doesn't open, either. There's a plug in and a phone jack, 
but whatever electronic equipment was in here before has been removed. 

The second room is inhabited. 

Will has known Jay for a couple of years or so; Jay is one of the kids 
who've formed a familiar clump of faces near the front of almost every 
show Remember the Stars has played. Will's signed CDs for him and 
taken after-show snapshots for profile pages and doled out stray set lists 
and guitar picks. Ordinary, everyday, happy stuff, the small currencies of 
the local live music scene. It seems impossible to Will that Jay could exist 
both there and here, in the real world and in this nightmare in-between 
place.

He's staring out the window at the thin daylight, sitting in an oversized 
armchair with a pair of large headphones over his ears. He looks weary 
and thoughtful, in worn gray sweats and a faded My Chemical Romance 
tee. 

"Jay," Will manages, which is only the beginning of what Will wants to 
say. He wants to tell Jay to run, to get as far away as he can before it's 
night, and these predators give chase. But all that Will's exhaustion-thick 
slur of a voice can force is the boy's name. He clears his throat and tries 
again, louder this time. "Jason."

Jay looks over at him and pulls the headphones off. The music he was 
listening to sounds like half-heard whispers in the second before Jay shuts 
off the mp3 player. "Hi."

"What are you doing here? How do we get out?"
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"I stay here sometimes. And to answer your second question, we don't." 
Jay shakes his head. "I'm only even here because I fought with all of them 
about it. Blake wanted you to wake up on your own." Jay snorts. "Sorry, 
that guy can be a jerk when he feels like it. You get used to it."

"Wait, wait. You're going to have to give me a little more exposition 
than that. I'm suffering from blood loss here," Will says, sitting down on 
the carpet with his back against the wall below the window sill. The light 
isn't wholly comfortable on his sensitized skin, but he wouldn't miss it 
for the world. This may be his last chance to feel it.

Jay gives him a thoughtful look, then nods. "Okay. We're in the upper 
level of the gang's townhouse. Above us there's only the attic. Below is a 
recording studio, and then the living area on the ground floor. Blake and 
Alexander and Timothy live up here, and Bette has been here a lot lately 
too. She's the only girl in the gang. I don't think she feels comfortable 
down in the general apartments, though she's never said. There are 
eighteen living here in total at the moment, not including me. Or you."

"Why am I... what reason is there to bring me here? To keep me alive?"

Jay fidgets with his mp3 player, not looking at Will. "To make sure that 
the vampire infection is strong enough in your system that you're sure to 
come back. I don't know how long Blake was going to let things go on as 
they were, with Lily a vampire and you still human, but I guess that you 
getting grabbed by that other gang was enough to force his hand. You're 
probably already carrying a strong enough strain right now, but he wants 
to make sure."

"So, what, I'm a prisoner here until I'm in the proper state to be 
executed?" Will tries to keep himself as calm as he can. It's not a very 
calm version of calm, all things considered, but it's the best he can 
manage. "Why would he do that? Why... Lily's a better hunter now than 
she was when she was alive. Why give your enemies extra power like 
that?"

"Why not ask him, not me?" Jay snaps. "This is his... I didn't want this. 
Bette didn't want this. Alexander thinks it's stupid and irritating. I think 
Timothy thinks it's funny or romantic or whatever, but he knows that 
Bette and I would be angry if he said so, so he doesn't. Blake is the one 
you have to ask. None of the rest of us understand."

"Jesus." Will doesn't know what else to say.
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"And..." Jay starts again, tone softer, almost yearning. He looks at Will. 
"This isn't being kept prisoner. Don't think that. This is nothing like that. 
This is love. He loves you and Lily so much, you have no idea how much. 
He wouldn't go to all this trouble for anyone he didn't love."

"Jay, it's... it's obsession. It's selfishness and cruelty. Lust an... and what 
the hell am I saying, you're fifteen. I've just described what you consider 
love to be. Perfect." Will shakes his head in frustration. 

"You're a condescending coward," Jay retorts, anger flashing in his 
long-lashed eyes. "A soft stupid coward who's being given something. 
Something important. And you're too stupid to see it."

Jay looks away from Will, blinking hard.

"Jesus Christ." Will buries his face in his hands. "Jay. You're—I'm not 
being an asshole when I say this, I promise. This. Isn't. Love."

"You'll have somewhere to belong. Forever. And Lily. And. And he chose 
you. Don't you get it? How important that is? Vampires get bored of 
people and they leave them or kill them. I was left with nothing when I 
was ten years old."

"And I'm sorry that happened to you. But..." Will sighs, thinking hard. 
He'd been obstinate when he was a teenager, too, and he'd known Lily 
then as well -- and no fifteen year old in the whole span of the human 
past and future would ever manage to match Lily in the obstinacy stakes. 
And even with all that experience to draw on, he has no idea what to say 
to Jay that will get his point heard. "Look, if some creepy guy, forty or 
fifty or something, started leching on you all the time, you'd know he 
was a pervert, right? You'd know to stay away. Do you even know how 
old Blake is?"

Reluctantly, Jay shakes his head. 

"He might be hundreds of years older than you. That's much worse than 
a couple of decades. I know the movies and TV and stuff make it seem 
like something romantic, when a vampire falls in love with a teenager, 
but the only reason older people seduce teenagers is because it's easier to 
have power over them."

Jay laughs at that, a disbelieving, bitter sound. "You sound like a very 
special episode presentation in health class, you fucking asshole. Can you 
even hear yourself? Putting aside the fact that Lily sleeps with teenagers 
all the time and everyone in the local music scene knows it --"
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"That's, that's different, she's not that much older and you know her, 
she's irresponsible but she's not – she'd never hurt anyone."

"So you're allowed to make special excuses for your team, but I can't 
for mine? Okay, fine, so maybe Blake doesn't love me." The words are 
bleak, resigned, like they're ones Jay says to himself inside his head, 
hoping that repetition will take the sting out of it. "Maybe he doesn't 
need me like I need him. But he wants me. And vampires don't pay much 
attention to the difference between need and want."

~

When they've argued back and forth for a while longer, Jay locks Will 
out of the room. Will double-checks every nook and cranny for anything 
that might help him escape, then checks again. There's nothing.

He tries to sleep. He tries to read. He feels sick and hungry, and so 
thirsty he can barely think of anything but the battering dryness of his 
mouth and throat. He imagines the blood in its metal cup, cooling as the 
hours slide by excruciatingly slowly. Warming as the metal warms in the 
sun. His mouth waters. 

He holds out until the sun sets, and feels a small and fragile sense of 
pride at that. No matter what they do to him, no matter what comes 
later, he can hold that truth inside himself. He didn't take the blood, no 
matter how desperately he wanted to. 

Blake comes back when the sun's been down about an hour. He looks 
around the room, at the cup with its impromptu lid made of the leather-
covered book, at Jay's closed and locked door. He raises an eyebrow. 

"Well, once again you have proved to be a fascinating surprise. 
Alexander was convinced you'd ruin anything we left in here. I had to 
promise to replace whatever you damaged. But you haven't harmed a 
thing. I do hope you haven't hurt Jay, either. I'm quite fond of him, and 
injured humans take so very long to repair themselves."

"The things that are broken in that kid are on your head, not mine," 
Will says. "You're a monster."

"Now you're being dull and trite," Blake says in a bored voice. "I'll 
come back out here later and see if you're being more interesting then. 
Here." He walks over to the small folding table, lifting the book off the 
cup and placing it back on the shelf. Then he brings the cup over to Will 
and puts it in his hands.
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Will grits his teeth and closes his eyes, but the loss of sight just makes 
him notice the smell more. His resolve shatters and he gulps at the blood, 
choking in his haste to swallow it down. It's wonderful. 

"That's more like it," he hears Blake say, and the sound of Jay's door 
opening and closing. Then Will's alone again, swallowing down the last 
thick dregs of the blood, hating himself and hating Blake and thankful 
beyond measure that Lily retains no memory of her own ordeal and 
death. He wonders if he'll forget, too, and finds that he hopes not. 
Somebody has to remember that Jay's caught up in all this. Someone 
needs to care enough about that kid to save him, for once in his life.

Will sits and waits, and wonders if Blake intends to kill him tonight. 
Eventually, he falls asleep. 

~

Will wakes up from dozing with a start. Blake is leaning against the 
bookcase, watching him, the vague surprise and interest on his features 
looking exactly as it had years before, back when Will was no older than 
Jay is now. 

"Watching the pair of you grow up has been an utterly fascinating 
passtime over the years, you know," Blake remarks. 

"Get out of my head," Will says furiously, and couples the words with the 
same clumsy mental shove he'd tried to push Timothy away with. Blake's 
eyes go almost comically wide.

"And how worth the wait you are. You're going to make a wonderfully 
complicated sort of vampire, I think."

"Why? Why any of this?" 

Blake shrugs. "You were interesting. Both of you. I probably would have 
left you to go on for a few more years -- as I said, you became 
increasingly interesting with every year that passed. But when Lily tried 
to shoot Timothy, Alexander told me that he planned to kill her whether I 
liked it or not, and if I wanted to turn her I'd have to go along with his 
own plans for her. Incidentally, that's why her memory has a blank in it 
following her death. The injuries he gave her were... extensive."

"And me? What's going to happen to me?"

"I'm going to dump your body in the lake, I think. You'll be awake again 
before dawn, more than enough time to get back to Lillian. Send her my 
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regards, please. I look forward to seeing what terrible revenges you plan 
to wreak against me." Blake smiles. "This is rather like waiting for the 
second act of a favorite play to begin, you know."

"I'm going to kill you someday," Will says, because those words seem 
like the only ones worth saying in that moment. Blake just laughs, 
straightening his posture from his slouch against the shelves, and 
approaches slowly. 

"Well, I'm going to kill you now, so I think that gives me the advantage, 
really," he says, and the last thing Will feels is Blake's hands on his head, 
and the crack of his neck. 
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LILY

Lily fell in love with Will the first time she saw him. Or, more exactly, 
she saw him and leaned over to Anna and whispered "Holy shit, I am in 
love with that guy over there, you have to let me have him as our new 
drummer, he's the love of my life", and Anna pinched her really hard and 
told her not to be such a catty fucking bitch.

Will was small and heavyset then, before his growth spurt, and he'd 
been wearing stiff department-store jeans and a button-up shirt that 
might as well have had 'my mom buys my clothes' on the pocket. His hair 
was clean and combed and he was fourteen years old and Lily hadn't 
actually been kidding. She really did love him in that moment, when he 
brought his own drumsticks to try out on the shitty remnants of a kit in 
the rec room at Anna's house.

Lily had been fifteen, not really a jock or a nerd or an in-crowder or an 
outsider but kind of all those things at once, one of those kids pretty and 
friendly enough - and disinterested in clique politics enough - to flit from 
group to group without reprisal. She was good at sports, she was good at 
singing, she was good at answering questions in social studies and getting 
extra credit. In short, she was an insufferable menace. Anna liked her 
anyway, which just went to show how crazy Anna was.

If pressed to give a reason as to exactly why she'd imprinted her heart 
and soul on an awkward boy a little younger than she, Lily would have 
shrugged in the loose-jointed way she'd had at that age, the vaguely 
noncommittal insolence of all teenagers. She couldn't articulate it 
exactly, even to herself. He was just... cool: earnest and weird and geeky 
and a little bit lonely. All the things Lily was, but he wasn't as good at 
hiding them. It was like he was an imaginary friend from inside her own 
earnest weird geeky lonely head, only he was real. 

~

By the time Lily breaks out of the cell the cops have thrown her in -- an 
underground one, thank goodness, because they're crooked assholes who 
know exactly what she is -- it's five nights since the brawl and all 
evidence that anything happened at all has been eradicated. Somewhere 
in her heart, she knows she's too late this time. Will's dead. Will’s dead 
and she's alone, and yet somehow the world hasn't stopped turning and 
she's still here. 
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The warehouse is trashed. Half the ingredients for the cocktail are 
strewn across the floor and the others are missing completely. Will's 
journals are a clump of ashy rectangles on the bare concrete of the floor. 
When Lily touches them, the soot stains her fingers with crumbled gray.

Only the musical instruments are completely untouched, lying in their 
cases like they're waiting, still, to be played.

~

She finds out later that Russ and Anna have left Chicago completely. Lily 
tries to be glad for them. She wonders if they'll keep hunting, or if it's 
time for humans to admit defeat and simply run while they can.

It might be because she hasn't had the cocktail in a week, or it might be 
everything else, but Lily's in the mood to kill something. 
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WILL

Will hits the ground running and doesn't stop. Cities, faces, everything 
blurs, and he lets it. Maybe it'll blur enough that it'll all run together and 
become a mess, a void, and he'll be dead again.

He knows now how Lily must have felt when she realized that Will had 
lied to her as she was dying. Even with everyone around her, Lily must've 
been so alone. Now they're two of a kind, but Will can't go back. Can't 
go forward, either. Just away, forever. As far as he can get.

When he looks in mirrors now he can't help but feel a kind of sad, 
sardonic amusement. So much of the vampire lore he's read and studied 
says that vampires don't show up in reflections, but the vampire is all he 
can see when he looks. Will Cooper's gone, engulfed by this strange, 
dramatic, fierce new creature, whose long musician's fingers and skinny, 
knobbly wrists are white, graceful, unfamiliar, strong enough to snap a 
quarter in two as if it were a chocolate coin. 

He steals a newsboy cap, the kind he always used to wear, and pulls it 
low over his forehead. He puts his glasses on his nose and his sharp, 
clever vision adjusts itself to see through the prescription he'd once 
relied on. It makes no difference. The vampire in the mirror is wearing a 
Will costume but his eyes are a deep black-red and his teeth are sharp 
and wrong when he tries a tentative smile and, worst of all, there is an 
unshakable look of loss and horror in the face of this unfamiliar Will-
ghoul. His thoughtful, worried, sarcastic expressions have been 
consumed forever and now there's only this, only loss. 

He moves from place to place whenever it's dark, sleeps when it's light. 

Some nights Will wonders if, because his death was not an absolute, he 
is still dying by small degrees. Maybe this is the true way humans become 
vampires: all that they used to be falls away piece by piece, until only the 
monster's left behind.

He drinks from humans now, drug addicts and drunks, the homeless 
and the hopeless. People as lost as he is. Heroin, like sunlight, makes Will 
feel dizzy and terrible, his sensitive synapses so overwhelmed that he 
curls up and shakes, teeth rattling and a clammy, slick sweat blooming on 
his skin as he waits for it to pass. Crack and meth are easier. They taste 
like despair and addiction. That's not so different to ordinary blood, for 
Will. 
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There's no point in trying to mix the cocktail. It was one thing to do it 
for Lily, but when it’s just for himself it seems like too much work for no 
good reason. It wouldn’t make any difference to anything, not really. 
Nothing is going to make any difference to anything ever again. 

One night, there's a teenage boy. A junkie. The veins in his left arm are 
collapsed from the needles, and so Will bites down into his right wrist. 
The heroin makes the taste of the blood sticky and too sweet, like wet 
warm sugar. It's thick, and he gags, and the next thing he knows he's 
waking up beside the still and cooling body of the boy. It's almost dawn. 

Sometimes he feels sure that the overdose would have been enough to 
kill the boy anyway. There was a lot of heroin. Too much. But the 
thought's no comfort.

When he's in Detroit, he spots another vampire. He thinks at first that 
it's from the same group as the one Lily tried to shoot. One of the ones 
who answers to Blake. But after a few hours of watching, Will knows he’s 
wrong. This one's different. She kills, but she doesn't seem evil in the way 
Will's always thought about evil. There's no malice in her. She doesn't toy 
with her prey. 

"You're very young, aren't you? Barely dead," the vampire says, so Will 
gives up on pretending to be stealthy and steps out under the street light.

"Uh, sorry I was fo-" he starts. The vampire raises a hand, gesturing for 
him to be quiet. She's pale, as pale as bone. It's been weeks since Will 
looked at anyone face to face, and when he looks at her he realizes with a 
horrified jolt that he recognizes her. Her name is Gretchen. She was in a 
band that opened for Remember the Stars once, just a few months ago. 
She looks so different now that he didn't recognize her. 

Gretchen is dressed in white, a shift with lace at the low neckline and 
the knee-length hem. It has no sleeves, and the expanse of bare white 
arm is almost shocking. Her hair is loose and her lips are very dark, and 
she looks like a girl from a fairytale. Not a sanitized cartoon with singing 
birds; she is a remnant of older stories, a king's daughter kept alive by a 
hunter who gave the heart of a deer to the wicked queen instead. 

"I'm so sorry, Will," she says, with a look of awareness, as if she’s just 
recognized him at the same moment he recognized her. Will wonders 
how different he looks from the last time she saw him. If he is as changed 
as she is. 
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"I'm sorry, too," he replies. She smiles, almost. It's closer to a smile 
than any other expression, at least. 

"I was dead long before you met me. But thank you nonetheless. I really 
am sorry, by the way. Not many hunters are forced into your fate. I 
imagine it's terrible. Are you travelling alone?" 

The first time -- the only time, before this moment -- Will met 
Gretchen, it was backstage in a club, and they were both too busy 
arguing with their respective bandmates and venue staff to pay one 
another much attention. He remembers that she was young, and 
energetic, and had a thick European lilt to her words. The accent's been 
shed completely now, and Gretchen's voice is the polite, elocution-clear 
speech of someone who comes from nowhere in particular except the 
dusty past.

"I am." Will nods. "I won't trouble you, if you'll give me the same 
courtesy."

Gretchen laughs. It's a high and lovely sound, but her amusement 
sounds dangerous and a little cruel. "You wouldn't last half a moment 
against me. If I wanted you dead, you'd be dead." Gretchen shakes her 
head, and then tilts it to one side as she looks at him. "Even now, you 
think yourself a vampire hunter. It's fascinating."

Will doesn't know what to say to that, so he stays quiet and waits. 

Gretchen speaks again after a few silent seconds have passed."How was 
the city when you left it? The nightclub owned by... by my family, I 
suppose you might call them. They used to be, at any rate. It's doing well? 
How are those children who followed your band, Tommy and Rose and 
Bette?"

Will's senses, though not as honed as those of the vampire he faces, are 
still exact enough to catch that the last question sounds different from 
the rest. Gretchen isn't making idle conversation for the sake of it; she 
really cares.

Will thinks of Bette as she was when he last saw her: the elegant flame-
like dress and the dirty fingernails, the smile like a wicked secret. 

No matter how strange and frightening this version of Gretchen may 
be, no matter how inhuman, Will can't bring himself to tell her what's 
been lost since she left.
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"They're fine."

"You have a scar on your neck. Someone bit you, quite some time 
before you died."

Will claps a hand to cover the side of his throat. If he could still blush, 
he would be. Every night, from when it happened until he died, the 
feeling of Lily drinking, holding him still, replayed in his dreams. 
Sometimes nightmares. Sometimes not.

"That was, um. That was Lily. But. It wasn't her. Who killed me. I mean. 
It was --" Will shudders, swallowing hard. He's not going to think about 
that. He's not going to remember. "Others."

Gretchen raises her eyebrows. "Lily? But she's not with you now."

Will doesn't answer, not even with just a shake of his head. There are 
some things he'll tell Gretchen, and some things he'll lie to her about, 
but that's a subject he won’t talk about at all. 

Gretchen tosses her hair back from her thin face. Her deep red eyes 
look softer now, like she sees something in Will that she understands 
terribly well.

"Some day you'll be glad that she's forever," she tells him quietly. 
"Constants like that are comforting. When I'm feeling at my worst, I 
often seek my brothers out, even now." She tips her head back, 
motioning to the dark behind her. Three slim shapes step forward, 
smooth as shadows. They were completely invisible before, even to Will's 
heightened senses. He feels a shiver of fear, even though it's obvious that 
they won't strike him without her order, and that beyond protecting her 
they aren't interested in him at all. 

"You can call them Jack, Arthur, and Quincey if you like." A small smile 
tugs at the corners of Gretchen’s blood-dark lips. "Three husbands for a 
vampire bride. Bram wrote a rather tasteless decapitation scene for me in 
his novel, have you read it? All that thrusting and arching and gasping."

Whenever he'd re-read Dracula, Will had always felt incredibly sad for 
Lucy Westenra. Mina Murray was an adult woman already at the story's 
beginning, sensible and faithful and clever and useful. But Lucy, Lucy was 
so young, laughing and bubbly and silly, falling in love with all her suitors 
and unable to make a decision between them. She was incomplete, a 
work in-progress, a teenager with all the promise and all the lack of 
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wisdom that teenagers contain. Her death had given Will more than one 
pause over the years.

"You knew Bram Stoker?"

Gretchen nods, then gives a very un-vampire-like chuckle. "I like 
authors. I've known a lot. Sometimes they write me into their stories." 

Despite everything, Will finds himself returning her laugh with one of 
his own, looking at the heavy fall of her dark hair and the lively light in 
her eyes. He can't help feeling a tiny spark of gladness at knowing that 
Lucy had managed to survive beyond her death. "I'm glad the truth is 
better than the fiction," he tells her, meaning it. 

In very different circumstances, Will would have called the look that 
Gretchen gives him kindly, compassionate. "You can travel with us if you 
like," she offers after a moment. "Time in the company of others often 
provides the answers to questions asked in solitude."

For a moment Will imagines what that would be like. Slipping in and 
out of humanity as the years go by, never wholly of the world but never 
completely free of it either. It's a tempting offer, and Will is very 
tempted, but he knows that he won't find the unnamed things he's 
seeking there.

"Thank you, but no," he says as courteously as he can. Gretchen nods, 
unsurprised at his answer.

"Perhaps another time. Be well, Will. If you see Rose and Bette again, 
tell them... tell them I said hello."
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LILY

Lily wakes up tired. Lily always wakes up tired.

"That might be because you don't drink blood," Tommy suggests when 
she mentions it. "Or it could be depression. Back when Bette first went 
vegetarian, when we were in ninth grade, she fainted on the way home 
from school this one time because her iron was so low. I bet your body 
needs a heap of iron, from blood, and since you don't drink blood you're 
tired."

He pushes his glasses up his nose, squinting through them as he inspects 
Lily's face closely. "Depression drains all your energy away too, though. 
You are sorta miserable all the time."

"I was on medication. For bipolar. Before I died," concedes Lily. "But I 
haven't taken it since. I can't keep the pills down. I don't think vampires 
are meant to be able to take drugs."

"Drugs are just chemicals. Everything in the world is chemicals. How 
could your body tell which chemicals were drug ones?" Tommy asks, 
puzzled. Lily shrugs. "Anyway," Tommy goes on. "Do you think you still 
have it? Bipolar?"

"I don't get the manic part anymore. Just the darkness."

Tommy rolls his eyes. "I don't understand why everyone thinks the 
whole vampire thing is such a pity party. You're going to be a hot goth 
super-heroine forever, you're never going to get old or sick, and kinky 
people into blood play will be lining up to go to bed with you as soon as 
you stop mooching around feeling sorry for yourself."

Lily, despite herself, gives Tommy a tiny smile. "You think I'm hot?" 

Tommy rolls his eyes again. 

It's dusk and they're walking home from the charity thrift store where 
Tommy's doing his community service hours. He got busted selling 
pirated software online, which Lily secretly thinks is pretty funny because 
Tommy's always struck her as someone who's more likely to wind up 
sticking a fork in a toaster than someone who commits electronic fraud. 
He had to pay a fine - the money, as far as Lily knows, came from his 
sideline business in counterfeit DVDs - and now all that's left is the 
occasional indignity of giving back to his community. 
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They run into Jay and Michelle as they pass the latest try-hard hipster 
cafe attempting to sink down roots in the neighborhood. Lily gives the 
business three months, tops, before it bombs. She's been a part of the 
local scene long enough to know that even the posiest of posers won't 
trade great decor for bad coffee. She can smell the burnt beans from 
outside.

"New look for you," Lily says, nodding to the henna-like face paint 
looping and curling in red-orange swoops over the dark brown-gold of 
Michelle's cheekbones. 

"I feel like I'm raping about twelve different cultures here," she gripes. 
"The dress rehearsal was this afternoon and it turns out that 'Peter Pan 
Musical' is actually spelled 'C-L-U-S-T-E-R-F-U-C-K."

"It wasn't all bad," Jay protests, obviously doing his best to be 
diplomatic as the four of them walk toward Tommy's house.

"Don't listen to him. It was all bad," says Michelle. "See, right, okay, 
Jenna was our Wendy, and then she dies and we thought whoa, fuck, 
they'll cancel the production for

 sure, right? And rightly so, because we were all feeling gross about it, 
even if some of us thought Jenna was a mean cow. Even mean cows don't 
deserve to get their throats ripped open, you know? But then the drama 
teachers decide to cast me as Wendy instead, and everyone knows they're 
gonna change their mind about that in like four seconds, because we all 
know that they're the kind of people who think it's 'theatrical' and 
'interesting' to paint Princess Tigerlily up like she's auditioning for some 
kind of cut-rate Bollywood knock-off made by LSD-heads." Michelle 
pauses in her rant, takes a deep breath, snaps her gum, and continues. 
"So they then decide to put me back as Tigerlily and convince Jenna's 
little sister to play Wendy instead. But Ashley is, like, stealing her 
mother's sedatives or her painkillers or something, and she's a complete 
wreck who's high all the time and who rocks up to rehearsal with 
cigarette burns all over her arms or black eyes or whatever. Meanwhile 
Peter Pan has shaved her head and is wearing more eyeliner than me, 
which is saying a lot. In short: clusterfuck."

Lily, Jay and Tommy absorb this. 

"Actually, that sounds pretty cool," offers Tommy.

"I'd see it," Lily agrees.
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"Told you so," Jay tells Michelle smugly.

As they walk up the path to Tommy's house they hear the sharp brutal 
crack of a door slamming somewhere below them. The windows of the 
house are lit up, the glow doubly bright to Lily's sensitive vision. Tommy's 
house isn't just a house, it's a home, that's obvious in every tiny detail and 
imperfection. The edges of the front garden are mowed sloppily because 
Tommy would rather be inside playing games online than out doing 
chores. There are beautifully tended rose bushes along the sides of the 
house, a few hardy blooms clinging tenaciously even now.

In the front living room Tommy's mom is sitting on the plump white 
leather sofa. She's wearing these amazing, high, leopard-print pumps 
with black pedal pushers and a black blouse, and for a few seconds Lily 
wishes that she was the sort of person who wore heels rather than 
sneakers, because Tommy's mom's shoes are fucking cool.

Tommy's mom is talking to another cool-looking mom-aged person as 
they come in, saying "Everyone warned me that raising a teenage boy 
would send me gray, but he's not half the trouble she is. It seems I can't 
have a conversation with her without starting a war these days."

"Mmm," the other mom agrees. "I'm finally getting my breath back 
with Bette away at her science course. She fit their scholarship criteria 
perfectly, which is lucky. It's a great opportunity for her."

Lily feels Tommy and Jay grow tense at the mention of Bette's name. 
Michelle doesn't. That's interesting, that Tommy's told Jay but not 
Michelle. Lily wonders why.

"Heard from her recently?" Tommy asks Bette's mom, his voice almost 
pitched in his habitual disinterested monotone but not quite. Bette's 
mom nods.

"Yeah, she sent a photo the other day, of her in the lab she gets to use. 
Hold on a sec, I think I have it with me." She rummages in her bag, 
pulling the photo free a few seconds later and passing it over.

The picture shows Bette at a chemistry bench, a notebook and several 
bottles of different compounds and solutions scattered in front of her. It's 
sunny outside and the light streams through the windows in the airy 
room, throwing bright rays onto Bette's young face. She's grinning 
happily, and all her teeth have ordinary human bluntness. 
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"Great Photoshop job," Jay says softly, under his breath so the moms 
won't hear. They're talking again, though, and aren't paying attention to 
Lily and the kids.

"Wouldn't know," Tommy says, eyes still fixed on the image of Bette. 
"I'm practically blind, even with my glasses. Plus, I never got the hang of 
Photoshop. I was better at selling it than using it."

Tommy hands the photograph back to Bette's mom and they head 
upstairs to Tommy's room. Lily can hear significantly better than humans, 
now, which is how she picks up words after the mothers think that 
they're out of earshot.

"I wish Rose made friends easily, like Tommy does. She seems so lost 
since Bette's been gone."

~

Up in Tommy's room, Michelle and Tommy start a game of boxing on 
one of his gaming consoles. She beats him on every round, the grin of 
victory softening her sometimes-brittle features. In between punches 
they argue about Michelle's new cat, which is hairless and so won't set off 
Tommy's allergies.

"I still don't want to cuddle it," he says. "It looks like a freaky alien 
monster without fur. It's weird."

"It's a kitten! I can't believe you're insulting a kitten." Michelle's on-
screen character knocks Tommy's character down in an indignant KO. 
"You have no heart."

It's like watching two pre-schoolers who like each other pull on each 
other's pigtails. Lily has pretty much never seen two kids worse at being 
broken up than Tommy and Michelle. She thinks it's sweet, in a vaguely 
co-dependent way.

Jay's leafing through an old music magazine, and Lily can see that he's 
trying not to smile at Tommy and Michelle's bickering. His hair falls 
forward over his eyes because of the impractically trendy cut he keeps it 
in, and the shadows on his face are dark and angular. It makes him look 
haunted and bleak for a moment, incredibly sad underneath the small 
half-smile. It's in that second that Lily notices the healing bruises, mostly 
covered by the collar of his shirt. Jay has been bitten by a vampire, and 
more than once. 
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It isn't fair. It isn't fair that there's nothing clean and sweet left in the 
world, not even these funny weird kids Lily knows and likes. Even they 
aren't safe from the dark. 

Of course they're not. The hunters are all dead, gone, or dead and gone. 

Lily's hands yearn to go out and hurt. She has to tamp down a desire to 
snarl. She has to go kill some vampires, to avenge the innocence that 
Tommy and Jay have lost already, and the inevitability of Michelle's own 
knowledge about the things that gulp blood in the night. 

Lily waves goodbye to the others. "I'm gonna go see how Rose is doing. 
See how fatalistic she's feeling about the great Peter Pan Musical 
Disaster," she jokes. More than almost anything, Lily wishes she could 
stay in that comfortable bedroom, doing pointless things with Tommy 
and Jay and Michelle. But somebody has to protect what little happiness 
those kids have left, and it makes sense for that to be somebody who's got 
nothing more that can be taken from them.

That's Lily. And maybe it's Rose, too.

Lily goes down to the basement, knocking on the door before she goes 
inside. The place is a mess and smells like cigarettes and teenage stink. 
Rose is chain-smoking on the bed. Her hair is a glossy dark bob, dramatic 
around her face.

"It's a wig," Rose says when she sees that it's Lily who's come to pay her 
a visit. 

"Come help me kill vampires," Lily says by way of reply.

Rose stubs out her cigarette, then nods. "There's a bus in ten minutes."

~

"I went to a hairdresser's. Not the one my mom works at, a different 
one. I already gave my mother a heart attack when I shaved it off in the 
first place, so I figured she deserved to be spared the indignity of having 
to sell me a wig. Of course, that meant she got crabby at me when she 
saw I'd gotten one from somewhere else, because it meant she hadn't 
been able to use her employee discount. "Rose rolls her eyes. "My mom 
is nuts. I feel kinda bad for her sometimes, because I'm not the daughter 
she expected to have. I think there's a part of her that's disappointed that 
I don't measure up, even if she'd never say so."
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"You're a great kid," Lily protests angrily. Rose is thoughtful and unique 
and protective of her brother, and Lily hates to think that a girl like that 
could feel like she doesn't measure up. Rose's words aren't a surprise to 
Lily, though -- Lily can tell that there are thin cuts on Rose's wrists, 
underneath the cuffs of her worn, long-sleeve black tee. Some old and 
healing, some new, hairline-slim slices from sharp little blades. 

Lily wants to warn Rose that such wounds are dangerous, that the blood 
is easy for predators to smell, but there's no point. Rose already knows 
that. 

Rose screws her face up and shrugs. "I'm not pretty, or clever. I don't 
cheerlead or have a boyfriend. I know that's the kind of kid my mom 
wanted." 

"Then that's her problem, not yours," Lily growls. 

Rose shakes her head, but doesn't argue directly. "Anyway, as I was 
saying before we got sidetracked. I went to a hairdresser's and the lady 
was weird about it when I asked for a wig. She kept saying 'it's for a good 
cause' when I was bitching about how ugly my naked head looked, as if 
I'd shaved it off for one of those cancer fundraisers or something. Even 
though I kept telling her that I did it because I went crazy for ten minutes 
and thought it was a good idea. It was like she didn't really hear what I 
was actually saying, just this script in her head. I dunno. 

“Gretchen says it's cheating to wear a wig when you've gone and shaved 
your head, because you're avoiding the whole point of it. But I didn't 
really have a point, not like dykes who get buzz-cuts to make a statement, 
or... or anything. I just wanted to make the person I was disappear. Shave 
her off at the root." Rose shrugs again, the helplessly inarticulate gesture 
Lily recognises from her own teenage years and from the other teenagers 
she knows now. It's the universal sign language of the young, the loose-
shouldered 'I don't know what I mean, and I think maybe nothing really 
means much anyway'. Lily sympathizes with the feeling. 

"So I got this one. It's too fashionable to feel like it really works on me, 
though," Rose says, gesturing to the classic black wig, silent-movie blunt 
across her forehead and jaw line. In that moment Lily can see a little of 
the adult woman Rose might one day become, a clever scatterbrained 
artist dressed in clothes a little more stylish but just as uniformly black, 
face settled into grown-up planes and proportions, skin clearer and 
perhaps a little less pale, a flush of contentment in her cheeks. 
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There's still the promise of that in Rose, in Rose's sharp teenage smell 
and cigarette-laced breath and the warmth of her body, a warmth Lily 
can feel even from the other side of the bus. Lily will never be warm 
again, but Rose is warm. Rose will get older, and maybe even wiser, and 
fall in love and have her heart broken and learn and become so many 
things. 

Lily understands, suddenly and completely, that it wasn't just familiarity 
and affection mixed up with this new terrible hunger that she felt for 
Will. There's something else entirely at work as well, something she can 
feel pulling her toward Rose now. The fragility and the potential and the 
possibilities living people have within them is an intoxicating mix. It's 
like watching a fractal pattern replicate and flower. Seeing a universe 
expand. And all inside a person, a pliable blood-filled person that Lily 
could pin down and... 

Lily swallows and closes her eyes, turning away from Rose. "Oh," she 
says. Then, to distract herself, "Gretchen? The German girl from that 
band? How's she doing?"

"Okay, I guess. Her family moved away, which blows. I liked her." Rose 
frowns a little. "We still talk online, a bit. It's nice. Not about vampires, 
or death. I got her email address from her uncle at the club. We talk 
about bands and books and art and things like that. I miss her. I miss what 
the world was like when I knew her. When things were easy and the 
biggest thing I had to worry about was a crush I had on a girl in a band."

The bus arrives at their stop, and Rose and Lily climb down into the 
suburban chill of late-night neighborhood air. It looks so safe and nice, 
the houses with their gardens and fences and driveways, the pavements 
with hopscotch grids and the bus shelters with tags sprayed on the seats. 
Lily does her best not to think about the fact that it was somewhere just 
like this that Bette was killed, somewhere just a few blocks away from 
where they walk now. 

She's obviously not the only one with Bette on her mind, though, 
because abruptly Rose stops mid-step and turns to Lily.

"It's your fault. She wanted to help you," Rose says, sounding sad and 
angry and hopeless. "You tried to push her away, like that would save her. 
You didn't let her learn from your team anymore. But that didn't save 
her, because pretending things aren't happening doesn't make them go 
away. Hiding under the blankets doesn't get rid of monsters. And now 
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she's dead, and you're dead, all for nothing. There aren't any bystanders 
left in this fight. Nobody gets to stay out of it. You're a victim, or a 
soldier. You made Bette be a victim when you didn't let her be a soldier, 
and her death's on you as sure as if you'd been the one to kill her."

The explosion of words passes as suddenly as it arrives, and Rose 
deflates with a weary look on her young features. "Come on," she says 
tiredly. "Let's find some vampires or something."
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WILL

Straight after high school, the band they had was an angry, noisy, 
political, not-especially-good scribble of sound that they named 
Lungbutter. The name came from Lily, from the wracking cough she had 
for long weary months, because if she couldn't get rid of it then at least 
she could gross out other people with the idea of it. Will remembers 
evenings spent sitting on the roof of Lily's porch, where the red tiles 
slanted down from the window of her bedroom at an angle just forgiving 
enough that her parents didn't stop them from sitting there. The vantage 
point made the back yard strange to see, a tip-tilted world of dark trees 
and faint stars stretched out below and above, with them caught 
somewhere in the middle. 

Will remembers those evenings, when Lily was too tired to venture far 
from her bed, when they'd sit and talk about all the places they'd love to 
see some day. They were going to eat fried chicken in tiny Southern 
diners, and wade in the shorelines of marshy lakes where the reeds were 
high and the mud was warm between their toes. Everything they wanted 
was just around the corner, waiting for them to grow up enough to grasp 
it. 

Remember the Stars was never intended to be the band. It was just a 
band, the latest in an ongoing parade of dabbling projects they’d tried 
out. There were four of them by then, with quiet, laid-back Russ making 
up the quartet. They'd been hunting for a few years and had day jobs of 
varying professional fulfilment -- Will in a record store downtown, Anna 
selling overpriced jeans and kitschy accessories at a boutique in Lincoln 
Park, Russ in the mailroom at a law firm, Lily doing data entry for a 
sporting goods supply company. They were young and passionate and still 
trying to decide what they might want to be if they ever really grew up, 
and then somehow their latest light-hearted attempt at a band started 
getting noticed by the street press and the radio. 

Lily named the band, stealing a quote from one of the biographies her 
mother read constantly. Some writer or artist had once put it in a letter, 
and Lily had never been able to shake it out of her head. "Remember the 
stars and infinity on high. Then life seems almost enchanted after all." 

Will knows that it was mostly the way the words sounded together that 
appealed to her, rather than any philosophy in the phrase. Lily's concept 
of faith was a puzzle to Will at the best of times; she seemed to believe in 
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God in the same way that children will shrilly demand that their parents 
deal with perceived unfairness. 

Remember the Stars was just another band, like Lungbutter and Pipi 
and all the rest. Then somehow it became bigger than that. 

~

Will travels light. He emptied his bank account before he left, on the 
first night after the end of his life. He'd been in a daze, and it had seemed 
like a concrete activity to undertake. Go to the ATM. Withdraw all the 
money he'd been putting aside for no particular eventual use. He bought 
a car with some of it, just a nondescript light green sedan being sold 
cash-in-hand by its owner. He gave the guy a wad of bills, the guy gave 
him a ring of keys, that was that. 

He keeps the rest of the money in the glove compartment. The car isn't 
nice enough to bother stripping for parts and it isn't crappy enough to 
torch for kicks, so he's never had a problem with leaving it parked. 
There's a pillow on the back seat and a few changes of clothes in the 
trunk, and that's it. That's all Will needs. 

Before dawn he finds a basement garage and parks in a distant corner 
and sleeps fitfully on the back seat until night falls again. Then he goes 
and finds blood, and then he drives. Sometimes when he reaches a new 
town or city he walks around the streets for a few hours and watches 
people go about their lives. Sometimes he buys a book and reads it. Very 
occasionally he turns on the stereo in the car and searches for a radio 
signal, listening to random pop and rock in the still of the darkness. 

The world looks different at night, so much so that he can't say for 
certain where he is. He drives through fields upon fields upon fields, 
repetitive as a drumbeat. The sidewalks in the tiny towns he drives 
through are cracked and buckling. Grain elevators and water towers 
make unfamiliar shadows against the dark horizons of low stars. Will 
thinks he must have passed at least a thousand Waffle Houses off the 
highway.

One evening, like any of the other evenings, he leaves the car parked on 
a city block and goes walking. It's a pleasant night, milder than the 
weather had been in Chicago when he left. He's been moving West and, 
he thinks, a little South.
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 A squirrel scurries along a branch, small and warm and twitching. Will 
watches it and smiles, not feeling much of anything at the sight but 
knowing that he used to smile at squirrels when he saw them, in another 
life. They always reminded him of his little sister, because of the time she 
brought an injured one home wrapped in her school sweater and then 
nursed it slowly back to health. Its fur had been a tawny brown, just like 
Jenny's hair. Will thinks he misses his sister. It's hard for him to tell under 
the haze of refusing to feel anything. 

His eyes narrow in puzzlement as he approaches his car on his return. 
The hood’s up, and someone’s rummaging in the engine. As Will gets 
closer he can see it's a girl, maybe fourteen or fifteen, wearing a dark 
knit cap and jeans and a threadbare black t-shirt. Her arms and wrists are 
pale and very thin, and her face has a nervy, pointed sort of loveliness to 
it, like a fox. 

"Of all the cars you could steal the battery out of, this one is the one 
that drew your eye? Really?" he says, half-curious and half-mocking. She 
startles, eyes going round. A moment later she’s got a hand holding a 
small knife coming up in front of her body instinctively. 

Her irises are vein blue and the small curls of hair visible under her cap 
are the palest blonde Will has ever seen, too soft in their fall to be 
peroxided, only a hint more vibrant than her skin. She curls her pink 
mouth back in a sneer, as if the hard expression could ever be enough to 
counteract the fragility of her features. 

They look at one another for one long moment, and then she bolts. Will 
is after her in less than a second.

It's instinct, a new change in Will that's been waiting somewhere deep 
in his hind-brain until it's triggered by the girl's quick escape. Something 
runs, and the predator in him is automatically primed to give chase. He's 
following her down the street at a run before his conscious brain catches 
up with what he's doing.

"Wait!" he calls. And then, even though he can't be certain that it's true, 
he adds "I won't hurt you!"

She's fast; he's faster. Near the corner, where the narrow street 
intersects another, he catches her shoulder and she whirls, crouching low 
in a posture of defense. 
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"I'm not mad about the battery," Will assures her. The savage expression 
on her young face doesn't soften. "Can I buy you some food or 
something? Please? You look half-starved." 

She thrusts one thin grubby palm out. "Give me money. I'll buy food 
with it."

"I’m not gonna just give you money. You might blow it on drugs."

She gives a shrug, voice still flat, eyes still wary. "I steal all my drugs."

Will resists the near-overwhelming urge to roll his eyes. "Oh, yeah, 
now I totally trust you to look after yourself. Come on, all my money's in 
my car. I'm buying you food."

The girl snorts. "I'm not getting in a car with a vampire I don't know."

Will blinks, then rallies. "Okay. Right. We'll go get the money and go to 
a diner. No riding in cars involved. I promise."

"I'll kill you if you try anything," she threatens. She doesn't sound 
afraid, or like she's bluffing. She's just warning him what'll happen if he 
attempts to hurt her.

"I'd rather you didn't," Will counters, though he can't make himself feel 
strongly one way or the other. He doesn't really care what happens 
anymore. 

The wariness in her expression is becoming more like puzzlement. 
"Why would you help me?" 

"Because you look like you need it." Will shrugs. "I don't care about the 
car. I'm not going to hurt you. You can put the knife away."

Slowly, never taking her eyes off him, the girl slips the knife into the 
pocket of her jeans. There's a tattoo on one wrist, but Will doesn't get a 
good look at it. "I'm not scared of you."

That makes one of them. Will smiles, a little ruefully. "I'm glad. I'm not 
scared of you, either, if that helps." 

The girl smirks. "Maybe you should be. It'll be dawn in forty minutes."

There's no fear in her eyes as she meets his stare with a frank one of her 
own, just weariness and hardness and something lost, the same 
something Will sees in his own face in mirrors. 

"Come on," he says. "Let's get you that food."
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They walk to a diner around the corner, introducing themselves as they 
go. Just first names. No surnames, no context of who they are or who 
they used to be. Sofie says she's nineteen. She seems streetwise and self-
contained and old beyond her years, but she's alive and that means she's 
aging, and the youthful lines of her face are nowhere near the shape of 
someone almost twenty. Fifteen, tops. 

The diner smells of burnt coffee and grease. Sofie orders tea and two 
blueberry pancakes. The waitress is too bored to be surprised at the 
order, but it makes Will look at her with a new eye. Has she been 
recently bitten, and needs to stave off cravings of her own?

It’s none of his business if she is, anyway. Will orders a tea of his own.

"Do you kill people?" she asks him when the waitress has left them 
alone in their booth, with its cracked red vinyl seats and peeling linoleum 
tabletop. There's no challenge in her tone. It doesn't sound like there's a 
right or wrong answer, just curiosity on her part. Like she genuinely 
thinks she could still hold her own, even if he was the worst of vampires. 

"I try not to," Will answers honestly. He thinks about adding 'never on 
purpose', but decides not to. She doesn't need his whole bleak life story. 
"Are you homeless?"

Sofie shrugs, playing with the little dish of creamer buckets on the 
tabletop. "I've got a room. I'm done in this town anyway. I'm leaving 
today."

"Done with what?" Will asks as the waitress brings their orders over. 
The pancakes look a little stale, pre-made and then warmed when 
someone wanted them, but Sofie cuts off a generous slice and stuffs it in 
her mouth without hesitation, chewing heartily and swallowing before 
she answers. 

"Done with what I was here to do," she replies. "You're better off not 
knowing."

"Why?" For the first time in his death, Will feels a spark of curiosity 
about something. He's reluctant to let that go. It's easier when he doesn't 
care about anything, but that doesn't mean it's better. "Are you a 
hunter?"

Sofie shakes her head and takes a long drink of tea. "No. Never. Sort of. 
I don't kill anyone. I steal from them."
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"What, car batteries?" Will asks, smirking. 

"People. Kids. A lot of vampires keep people as prisoners. Blood on tap. 
It's usually children, because they're easier to control and because 
vampires are usually fucking disgusting. No offense."

Will gives a shrug. "None taken." 

"I find out where they're being held, the people. And then I get them 
out of there." Sofie slices off another generous portion of pancake and 
stuffs it into her mouth.

"Why not kill the vampires while you're at it, though?"

"Hunters wind up dead," Sofie says flatly. 

Will can't really disagree with her, considering his own condition, so he 
just waits for her to elaborate. 

"Vampires rarely feel strongly enough about their prisoners to give 
much of a damn one way or another if they escape. A week, maybe two, 
and they've stopped caring. They won't bother to take revenge on me if I 
can keep out of their way for that first stretch of time. But kill a vampire 
and you're fucked. The rest of his gang will get you sooner or later, even 
if it's a lot later."

"So where are you going next?"

Sofie drinks the last of her tea and shakes her head. "I'm not that stupid. 
I don't tell anyone that."

"I could drive you. I've got nowhere else to be."

Her look is piercing, like she can read every layer of him and spot the 
smallest of deceptions. After a second she nods, coming to some silent 
agreement with herself, and pulls a piece of newspaper gone soft with 
folding out of her pocket.

"These kids. Sisters, three of them. They went missing in Santa Monica 
a month ago. The bodies of their parents were found in their home. 
There’d been a fire. I know the signs."

"Okay, Santa Monica it is," Will agrees, then pauses. "Uh, where are we 
now?"

"Kansas."
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"Really? Huh. I've never been to Kansas before," Will says, and 
somehow he finds that funny and strange and a little awful. He's seeing 
new places for the first time, but he can't appreciate them. He's going to 
live forever, but it doesn't feel like living at all. "Can we go through 
Denver on the way? I should say hi to my sister."

Sofie shrugs one bony shoulder. "Sure. I don't care." 

~

Sofie lives in a water-damaged room in a boarding house, furnished 
with a bed that sags and decorated with strange ghostly shapes of leaking 
stains on the faded sage-green wallpaper. There's an overhead light with a 
pretty rose-coloured shade, but there are old cobwebs between the bulb 
and the shade, and Sofie doesn't pay any attention to the switch by the 
door as they step inside. 

Instead, she lights a collection of candles on the sill of the single 
window, fat, squat, yellow blobs of wax that have dried and dripped in 
streaks down to the bare wood floor. The little flames illuminate the 
streaked glass of the panes and throw strange gold shadows under Sofie's 
face.

"Those're my books," she says, gesturing to a huge, teetering stack 
beside the bed. "You can have a look if you want. I've read them all, so 
I'm not taking any with me. I need another cup of tea. Do you want 
one?"

Will nods. "Yes, thank you."

"Okay, I'll be right back." She heads back toward the door into the 
hallway. The rest of the house, what Will saw of it as they walked through 
to Sofie's room, isn't as run-down as her part of it is. Just old, and 
creaking, and a little faded. 

The collection of books isn't much different from the ones on Will's 
shelves back in the warehouse, back when he'd had a home of his own. 
There's everything from crisp new editions to old paperbacks falling 
apart into a spill of soft-edged pulpy pages, to leather-bound tomes that 
smell like still rooms and old perfumes, to computer print-outs bound 
together with a clothes pin. Anything and everything that's ever been 
theorised or daydreamed about vampires. 

Will eases the topmost book open to Sofie's bookmark and skims the 
page. It's an old Slavic folk-tale, awkwardly translated, with pencil 
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scribbles in the margin. Sofie's handwriting is neat and pointed, all the 
tops and tales of letters stretching out in flicks and half-loops. 

He doesn't need the candle light to see by, but it gives a lived-in feeling 
to the room, so he's glad that Sofie left them burning when she left. 
Putting the book down carefully -- he's read enough to last lifetimes, and 
it seems silly to read any more now that he can learn from practical 
experience. 

Her clothes seem to be kept in a suitcase left open against one mildew-
marked wall. Dark jeans and dark shirts and jackets, plain cotton 
underwear in black and the grimy white that comes from being washed 
with black. There's nothing pretty or frivolous that he can see in the 
haphazardly folded piles, and the only softness comes with age. There 
aren't any novels or magazines except those that might provide Sofie with 
new things to learn about vampires. It's the room of someone who keeps 
going for one reason and one reason only, and has long since ceased 
making a pretense at having any interests outside of it.

 It's the first place Will has felt comfortable since he died. 

There's a small grey mass of something high on the wall that Will first 
takes for a wasps' nest but then realises is actually the shells of empty 
chrysalides, abandoned by the butterflies or moths that grew within 
them. When Will was still in elementary school, his class had kept 
butterflies, but he’d never been particularly interested. He was always 
more interested in the tadpoles in his biology textbooks. The chance to 
watch their evolution was a powerful draw. Caterpillars changed inside 
their soft little winding sheets, the process hidden from observation. But 
tadpoles grew to frogs as they swam and darted. 

The most amazing moment was the brief time half-way, when tiny legs 
pushed themselves out of the wriggling brown little body and began to 
kick, though the rest of the creature was still the same thrashing baby as 
before, still brown and tailed and underwater, not nearly a frog yet but 
no longer just a tadpole either. The overall effect was of something 
strange and awkward and short-lived and beautiful, miraculous in its 
metamorphosis, wriggling and swimming and waiting to become. 

Sofie returns, her footsteps almost as soft and muted as those of a 
vampire, and hands him a chipped mug with the name of a local 
computer repair business on the side. "Here.” 
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"Thank you." 

She sits on the floor, gesturing for him to take a seat on the edge of the 
mattress. He joins her on the threadbare carpet. He'll have to find a place 
to park his car for the day, soon; it's almost daylight. 

Sofie shakes a handful of pills out of a bottle and swallows them down 
with a mouthful of tea and a wince. "Garlic," she explains. "They give 
me bad dreams if I take them at the end of the night, but if I take them 
earlier they make me tired. I have to decide which is the lesser of two 
evils."

Garlic, blueberries, tea. There are no bruises on Sofie's throat, and at 
fourteen or so she's right on the borderline for being able to survive a 
bite at all. Pre -pubescent or adolescent vampire victims can't recover 
from the infection with time as adults can. If they aren't turned 
completely, they die. 

"You're wondering what I am," Sofie states, slurping another mouthful 
of tea. 

Will nods."Sorry. Was I staring?"

"No. But I'm used to it, I can tell when somebody's dying to ask. I'm an 
urban legend; it makes people curious." 

"An urban legend?"

"The common term is dhampir, though technically that's just for boys." 
A small quirk of amusement ghosts across Sofie's serious mouth. "Half-
vampire. I don't know if there are any alive in the world apart from me 
right now. Probably not. It takes a lot of luck to end up as one. Mostly 
bad luck. And we rarely last long." 

Will shakes his head. "I don't understand. How is that possible? Once 
somebody's bitten, the infection fades or they die and come back. How 
can --"

"I was nine. There are ways for children to survive being bitten. If this is 
what you call surviving. I was being held... look, maybe it's easier if you 
just read my journal." Sofie stands, balancing her now-empty mug on 
one of the tall towers of books, and rummages in her suitcase. After a 
moment she holds up a battered spiral notebook with a ballpoint pen 
stuck through the wire coils. "It's funny how many hunters keep journals, 
isn't it? That even makes it into the books and TV shows and stuff. You'd 
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think that a bunch of people so scared of the impermanence of 
experience would be less hell-bent on destroying immortals. It's funny." 
She throws him the notebook. "There's space in the basement for you to 
sleep, if you want. You'll be safe there."

"Thanks," says Will.

"You're saving me the hassle of conning someone out of a bus ticket to 
California. Least I can do is keep you alive," Sofie answers with a hard 
smile.
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LILY

Lily hates it when people are nice to her. It sounds so pathetic and 
masochistic when she puts it like that in her head, but that's what it really 
boils down to. She hates being coddled and cared about when she's being 
a shithead. Will and Anna and Russ used to know how to act when she 
got drunk -- they left her alone, then told her off later when she was 
hungover and regretful and cursing herself colorfully over a plate of 
greasy food. 

"Okay," Tommy says, sounding a little concerned but mostly amused in 
that kind of rueful, you-gotta-laugh way people get when someone they 
care about is acting like a dick but you can't really hate them for it 
because you know how unhappy they are. "I think we'll get you home 
now, all right?"

Will and Anna and Russ knew not to try to put her arms across their 
shoulders and walk her out of the club if she was too wobbly on her legs 
to stand straight on her own. That's what Tommy and Jay are doing now, 
and she wishes so badly that they wouldn't. She feels humiliated when 
people are careful. She's not frail, she's not made of glass, she doesn't 
need this. When she's this drunk she wants jerks with smarmy grins and 
too much confidence to take advantage of her, to lead her out to their car 
and then to their apartments, to kick her out afterward with money for a 
cab and a pop tart.

Lily likes being used like that because it makes her feel powerful and 
strong and alive. She can lie there while some dude gets himself off using 
her, and doesn't care about her or if she's having fun or anything, and she 
can hate him and hate how he's treating her. In those moments, she 
genuinely believes she deserves better than to be treated like shit, and 
knowing she deserves better and is surviving anyway is a thrilling, 
wonderful feeling. 

But when people are nice to her -- and Christ, Tommy and Jay are 
teenage boys, surely there's some universal law that states they're 
incapable of chivalry and decent human behavior, isn't there? -- Lily just 
hates herself. She feels like she's fooled them into thinking she's worth 
their care and effort.

Lily sometimes suspects she's way crazier than anybody knows, and Will 
and Russ and Anna sure knew that she was pretty damn crazy. 
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But Will and Russ and Anna are all gone now, and there's only Lily left. 
Lily, and two teenage boys who're helping her walk down towards the 
train station. Tommy and Jay used to be fans of her band. They'd come to 
as many shows as they could manage, and sometimes flirt with her in an 
awkwardly charming fan-boy way afterwards. Sometimes she'd flirt back, 
because their mix of haughty cool-kid confidence and shy wannabe-
groupie nerves was endearing, and because it made her feel a little bit 
like a rock star. 

"Do you miss it?" she asks them now, as the chill of the early-hours 
autumn air sobers her up slightly. "The band?"

Tommy shrugs, which Lily has learned is Tommy-speak for 'yes'. Except 
when it's Tommy-speak for 'no', or 'maybe', or 'I don't know'. This one's a 
yes, though. 

Jay says, "Sometimes." 

"Yeah, that's me too. Sometimes," Lily says. "You’d think it would be all 
the time, every second, except that there's so much other stuff I miss as 
well that it all has to take turns. So the band only gets to be the thing I 
miss sometimes." 

"Yeah," Jay agrees, and holds her up a little more firmly. Lily leans her 
head against his shoulder, because he's a little shorter than Tommy, and 
smells a little better. Tommy smells like guys his age usually smell, sort of 
sharp and overheated and organic, like there's so many chemicals and 
hormones and stuff inside them that it seeps out into the air. It's not 
unpleasant, exactly, but Lily doesn't like to breathe it in too much. It 
makes her want things she knows she shouldn't. 

Jay smells like that too, but there are other, calmer smells overlaying it, 
a delicate aftershave and subtle cologne and a strange, smoky scent that 
Lily can't place. It isn't cigarettes, or alcohol, or night air. There are tiny 
scars on his neck now, two of them, right over where his vein traces its 
path under his skin. The scars make Lily feel horrifyingly sad. 

"She can crash at my place this time. The closet's big enough," Jay says 
to Tommy. "Chelle will start getting jealous if she finds out that you keep 
having Lily Green sleep over at your house." 

"Michelle and I aren't together anymore," corrects Tommy. 
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"Yeah, yeah," says Jay dismissively. "Whatever you say, champ. I'm 
gonna take Sleeping Beauty here back to my place in a cab. You go enjoy 
the comforts of your post-nuclear family."

When it's just the two of them, Jay re-wraps his scarf at his collar – 
covering the scars from Lily's view – and puffs warm air into his hands. 
"I've got tickets to this movie premiere thing next weekend, if you wanna 
go," he says.

"Sounds fun," Lily answers. She's starting to sober up. Alcohol never 
lasts that long for her. She wonders if it would work better if she drank it 
via someone's blood, instead of out of a glass like she's a normal person. 
She's horribly tempted to test the theory. "What movie?" 

"It's not one I've heard of. Some Mexican art-house thing."

Lily makes a face. "I'm not really into magical realism."

"Not all Mexican art-house movies are magical realism, doofus. And 
you were saying just the other day how you love Pirates of the Caribbean -- 
how is cursed gold and undead pirates not magical realism?" Jay gives her 
an exasperated look.

"That's fantasy. Totally different," Lily answers, glad of a topic other 
than blood to distract her. "Magical realism is, like, whimsical levitating 
umbrellas and teapots that pour liquid wishes."

"Whatever." Jay rolls his eyes. "Do you want to go to the movie or 
not?"

"Yeah, I guess. How'd you get the tickets?"

"My... a friend gave them to me. He doesn't like going to movies. 
Projectors give him headaches."

"Wow, sucks to be him," Lily says flippantly. Jay's hand has come up to 
his throat, and he's rubbing the fabric of his scarf over where the bite 
scars are underneath. Lily huffs in frustration.

"You shouldn't let anyone do that to you," she tells Jay. "Bite you."

"You sound like -"

"An after-school special, I know," Lily agrees. "But listen anyway, 
m'kay? Humor the drunkard."

Jay snorts a laugh. "I thought that's what I was doing already."
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"Don't be clever."

"It doesn't always... feel bad," he says, tone more serious now. "It can 
feel good. It... it's complicated."

"Everything is," Lily says, and lets him guide her home.
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WILL

Sofie's Journal:

One of the names of a part-vampire in Bulgarian folklore is also that language's  
word for hawthorn. These days, the accepted reason behind this meaning is that it's  
after the kind of wood these part-vampires would use to carve stakes. Part-
vampires usually do as much killing of full vampires as they can. It's a dark and  
lovely irony that they make us terrible enough that we can destroy them with  
impunity. Somehow they never learn better, and we continue to appear in the  
population from time to time, a side-effect of them. 

But the hawthorn name: It doesn't come from the wood at all, but from the  
berries. The hawthorn-children, the half-vampires, needed the berries to survive. 
They'd eat them freshly plucked, or dried, or crushed into juice. If they had  
enough, then they would survive, after a fashion. They wouldn't turn and they  
wouldn't die. It was a kind of life. Better than the other options they had left to  
them. 

My name when I was born was Sofie Emily Emory-King, but now I just go by  
Sofie. I was the second child in my family. My older brother was named Curt  
Elijah Emory-King. We had two mothers, Bettina and Joanne. Bettina was a  
veterinary anaesthesiologist, Joanne owned the restaurant we lived above. Joanne  
was our birth mother because she was white. She and Bettina thought that we  
would have easier lives if we were white too. They used a white sperm donor. But  
when I grew up a bit and went to school I wished more and more that I looked like  
both my parents, that my skin marked me as belonging to them both. I was cut off  
from experiences that should have been my birthright, even if those experiences  
were things my mothers wanted to spare me from.

The irony of it all is that all my memories of my childhood are golden, happy  
things, sheltered seemingly in a world without bigotry of any kind, and the one  
sadness of those early years is my frustration at my colouring and the fights I'd  
have with my mothers over it. I had gay parents but didn't feel the stings of  
homophobia. I was a girl but didn't know the frustrations and injury of sexism. 
Bettina was Puerto Rican but I never saw her faced with racism. 

One of the incontrovertible truths about any childhood, however - even the  
happiest of childhoods - is that childhood ends. 

The vampires who killed my family burned our home. Vampires often do that. 
They like the look of fire, and it removes most of what little risk there is that their  
victims will rise again. I tried to break free of the vampires and run back inside so  
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I could die with my family. I was young and stupid. I thought my pain was larger  
than I could survive. That seems so naive now. It's almost sweet.

I found out later, much later, that vampires and child pornographers often  
consolidate their needs into a single cache of children. The vampires who killed my  
mothers and brother didn't do this. I've been told I should be grateful for this fact. 
I'm not. Nothing those vampires did or did not do was out of mercy for me or the  
other children they kept. I will not mete out credit and thankfulness simply  
because some depravities were not to their taste. 

I'd been a bright child but with nothing to read and a near-constant state of  
dizzy tiredness I backslid quickly. The vampires didn't care if their herd of easy  
prey spent all hours of the day and night in a listless stupor, and that's what we  
invariably sank into. Even I, though I fought to begin with, was broken down. It  
probably made us easier to take care of, if the rudimentary meals and bedding we  
were given can be called care. 

That would be where both my story and my life ended, if not for Jay. I think I was  
so desperate to have something to love that I would have loved anything, and I  
think I chose him to love because I missed my own brother so much. Once, scientists  
studied what would happen if baby monkeys were given warm cloth mothers in  
their cages. The monkeys would cling to the rag dolls, even if spikes were hidden in  
the fabric. The urge to love something, anything, is deeper in us even than our  
humanity; it’s been there since we were creatures in the trees. Driven by that  
impulse, Jay and I made ourselves a tiny, lonely family of two in our sterile home  
of dying infants. And when I broke out, I took him with me.

~

They've been driving for several dark quiet hours of the next night 
when Sofie asks "What's your sister's name?"

"Jenny," Will replies. "She's fifteen now, I guess. I always forget her 
birthdays. I think it's because I don't really want to admit she's growing 
up, I don't know. She had really bright red hair the last time I saw her, but 
that's probably different now. She changes it a lot.

"Our dad and her mom split up when she was five and I was fourteen. I 
saw her at Christmas for a couple of years after that, when my father still 
lived in Denver as well as Shelly -- Jen's mom -- and Jenny. You ever been 
to Denver? My older brother's always bitching about the altitude when 
we go to visit Dad, but it never really bothers me. It did this one time, 
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when I went to a concert and I was dancing, and afterward I was 
lightheaded and couldn't breathe. 

"When Jen was about seven, Shelly started moving her around all 
different places, and I didn't really get to see her again. They only came 
back to Colorado last year. I spent a couple of weeks staying with them in 
Utah when Jen was thirteen. 

"Jenny's kind of strange in some ways. She has both the CDs my band 
put out, and she made me sign them, and she gushed about how much 
she loved us and hoped we'd come play a show she could attend. But the 
rest of the time she treats me normally, just her big geeky brother. It's 
like she can put bits of her life into a bunch of different little drawers, 
and open and shut them when she needs to.

"She liked Utah a lot, I know that. She hated leaving. I teased her and 
said that was just because she liked being able to say she was an SLC 
punk, but I know it was more than that. She loved being so close to 
nature. She's kind of a hippie. She does correspondence school because 
she moves around so much. She likes volunteering at all kinds of places; 
she wants to be a professional fundraiser when she's older. She wears 
glasses, like I used to. I'll have to put them back on, when we go see her 
and Shelly."

"You're not going to tell her?" Sofie sounds surprised. Will wonders if 
she can even really remember what it was like to live without knowing 
about vampires, or if it's all the golden childhood haze she described in 
her journal. He drums his fingers on the steering wheel.

"Maybe. I don't know yet."

~

There's a drawing of a hideous drooling rodent creature, all warts and 
sores and nervy shaking lines, on the inside of Sofie's left wrist.

"Ratfink, right? The Ed Roth cartoon?" Will asks, nodding at the tattoo.

"Yeah." Sofie nods. "I hate it. It makes me sick."

"Then why get it etched into your skin?"

Sofie looks at the road, the black empty stretch of highway between 
them and the invisible horizon, but Will suspects she's seeing something 
else. "Because I hated the scars more. The bites," she answers finally, 
voice cold. "Because if there was going to be something disgusting on my 
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wrist, it was going to be something I chose. Not something that was 
chosen for me."

"But why not get something beautiful?" Will asks. Sofie just shakes her 
head, like there's no way she could explain so Will would understand.

~

"So if she's a vampire who doesn't want to kill people, and now you're 
the same thing, how come you're not with her?"

Will presses his lips together, thinking carefully before he replies. "It's... 
I don't know," he manages lamely, shaking his head. "What's happened... 
nothing makes sense in my head anymore. It's too complicated. I don't 
know what I'm looking for. I just know I haven't found it yet. It's... it's 
complicated."

"Your tattoo says otherwise," Sofie says, nodding to the small black 
words on Will's own wrist.

~

They got the tattoos on what would prove to be one of the last perfect 
golden times of the band, a quick six-show tour around the Midwest, in 
weather sharp enough to shock the skin awake but warm enough for long 
lazy afternoons with the windows of the van down and the wind like a 
roar as they moved. They didn't know that the good days were ending and 
that soon there would be too many vampires to handle back home for 
even the shortest of tours, and so the memory is bittersweet because the 
future, seen from that moment, had seemed so full of promise. The band 
was doing well and they were happy and young and so alive.

After the last show, once the equipment and their tired, wired bodies 
were packed into the van, they started back home. Somewhere along the 
line that drive had become a tradition, the all-night drive after the last 
show. It wasn't that any of them were homesick and in a hurry to get 
back, not exactly - if home was anywhere, it was out on the road, moving 
and playing and bitching about Russ eating the last of the Doritos and the 
chemical stink of Anna's hairspray and Lily being a moody bitch again and 
not taking her turn driving and Will forgetting to fill the gas tank for the 
millionth time. That's where their hearts were, that was home, and killing 
time in a local motel after the last show of a tour was done with meant a 
night of knowing that they were leaving that behind, at least for a little 
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while. They all hated that feeling, the after-the-party feeling, and so 
they'd fallen into the habit of the all-night drive.

Anna and Russ were sleeping in the back and Will was driving. Lily was 
sitting up front with him, because Lily had a weird fascination with the 
turn-off signs that marked the way to Canada. She said that seeing them 
made the world feel smaller.

They had the radio on, softly, so it wouldn't wake the others. All you  
need is love by the Beatles, and Lily had her head against the glass of the 
door beside her, and that made a faint reflection of her face appear in the 
glass like a ghostly halo of her real skin, and the night was quiet and vast 
and they were young and happy and there was music on the radio and 
Will wanted to capture it all in amber, to leave a part of himself behind 
in this moment for the rest of time.

"Let's get tattoos when we get home," Lily said suddenly, as if she'd 
somehow managed to read Will's mind. "Just because."

"What should we get?"

"All you need is love," Lily replied. "Love is all you need."

So they did, on their wrists, in small and neat black letters. "All you 
need is love," on the inside of Lily's right, over the tracery of her veins 
and the thick red scar she'd put there when they were eighteen and Will 
had found her before she'd lost too much. She'd needed stitches and a 
transfusion and counselling and Will had been so angry at her that he'd 
been silent and furious for a week before being able to even look at her.

But now when he looked at her arm the scar wasn't the first thing that 
drew his eye. The tattoo was too vivid for that. All you need is love.

Will got the second half, the 'love is all you need', on his left wrist, so 
when Lily held his hand and squeezed their words would press together, 
become a fragment of a song. From the first time they'd written a song 
together Will had knows that the pair of them weren't simple arithmetic 
-- they were alchemy, a reaction of ingredients mixed to make a potion. 
And now their bodies were too. 
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LILY

All dislike of magical realism aside (which is a legitimate dislike; Lily 
likes her flights of fantasy with more swords and less whimsy), Lily wakes 
up on the evening of the premiere feeling like complete shit. If she'd felt 
like this back when she was alive, she'd have called her doctor about 
having her meds adjusted, and then curled up on the couch in one of her 
softest hoodies with her legs across Will's lap, watching old cartoons 
from the eighties and waiting for the cloud to pass. 

But she can't do any of that now -- the electricity got shut off in the 
warehouse a couple of days ago, so even the cartoons are out, and Lily 
doesn't know which power company Will had their account with -- so 
instead she pulls her phone out and messages Jay.

i cant come 2 movie. feel shitty. srry

He writes back almost straight away, because his hand is grafted to his 
phone. Lily thinks it's cute, and it's distinctly different from Anna and 
Russ's habitual lack of technological accessories. Lily likes that her new 
friends can't seamlessly slip into the void left by the old. 

ok, Jay's message to her says.

 i'll invte ash insted. 

Then he sends another. Take care.

She calls Rose and Tommy's house line, because Rose is so lacking in 
technological expertise that her phone is practically never on.

"Hello?"

"Tommy? It's Lil. Is Rose there?"

"Yeah, sure." There's a scuffling sound as he pulls the phone away from 
his face. "Rosie! Lily's on the phone!" Then, back in conversational tones. 
"You're not coming to the movies tonight?"

"Do you and Jay share a brain or something? Because that's pretty kinky, 
you know."

"I'm just generally psychic," Tommy says, voice in his usual deadpan 
monotone. If Lily didn't feel like utter shit, she'd laugh. "Here's Rosie."

"Yeah? Rose says. She sounds about as cheerful as Lily feels.

"I want to kill things," Lily says.
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"Okay," answers Rose. "Meet me downtown in forty minutes. You can 
crash back here after."

"Okay. Bye."

"Bye."

Lily washes her face and gets dressed and drinks three cups of cold, old 
tea from a thermos to damp down her thirst, then steps outside to face 
the night. 

~

Rose isn't an especially good fighter, but Lily thinks that whatever small 
amount of poetic justice there is in the world is centered on letting Rose 
win her tangles with the vampires they come up against. She fights like 
willpower alone will keep her burning; a rage too big to be taken down 
by enemies.

They kill a few, and wound a few more. It's a good night. The darkness 
inside Lily doesn't lift or lighten, and so she pushes on despite it, and 
then lies in Rose's basement and stares at the sunrise shadows on the 
ceiling until sleep finally pulls her down. 

~

Next evening, the wait to get outside becomes more frustrating after 
night falls. Lily fidgets and paces, restless, unable to concentrate on 
anything. The sensation's enough like hunger that for a minute she's afraid 
of herself and what she might do to Rose, but after the feeling sharpens a 
little more she knows that it's not hunger for blood. It's hunger for 
movement and touch and smell and starry air above and lighted windows 
and sidewalk crowds and everything else it's possible to experience. 

Vampires are born starving, and nothing will calm the ravenous need in 
them after that. Lily's beginning to understand just how big the change in 
her is. The blood's just the drug. The high is everything else in the world. 

Finally, finally, after ten, Tommy and Rose's mom and dad go to bed, 
and Tommy leads Lily through the dark house to the back door. The 
kitchen smells like the spaghetti the family had for dinner, and the traces 
of cigarette Rose brought up from the basement on her hair and clothes, 
and hairspray and deodorant and soda and wine and coffee. Life carries 
so many scents with it, so casually. It makes Lily realise how stale and still 
the warehouse has become, nothing but damp herbs and garlic to show 

262



that even the dead inhabit it. Maybe she should get one of those room 
atomiser diffuser things they advertise on TV to make houses smell good. 
The commercials usually have cartoon butterflies and flowers and shit in 
them. There should be a special vampire one with crimson cartoon roses 
and bats coming out of it. Makes your crypt smell graveyard-fresh.

The garden air is chill and wonderful on Lily's skin. She feels like she's 
able to breathe again, which is pretty hilarious since breathing's not 
something she needs to make a habit of anymore. 

A soft sound in the branches of the tree that grows up beside Tommy's 
room catches Lily's attention. It's a tiny sound, almost silent, just a twig 
snapping, but Lily can hear everything in the night now.

Bette is perched, lightly balanced as a cat, on one of the topmost central 
branches. She's dressed in ankle boots of supple black leather, fastened 
with tiny silver buckles, fishnet stockings that make her white skin 
underneath look even whiter, colder. Her well-cut skirt and close-
cropped bolero jacket are midnight blue velvet, and her blouse is soft, 
clinging silver silk. 

Her black hair is in sweet little spit-curls around her impish face, but 
her inky lashes can't distract from the red of her eyes, her candy-bright 
lips don't hide the fangs in her grin. Bette looks beautiful, and dead.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" Lily growls, hoping her 
voice is too quiet to alert any of the people inside the house. 

"Well, sunshine," Bette answers, dropping soundlessly to the grass, 
crossing her arms as she smirks at Lily. "I was thinking I'd go in through 
the window, sprinkle fairy dust on them, and tell them to think happy 
thoughts."

Lily's tone is low and forceful. "You stay away from them."

Bette snorts. "That's rich, coming from you."

"I've never touched them."

This earns a roll of Bette's eyes. "Yeah, yeah, okay. I'm just returning 
some comics I borrowed off Tommy. Is that okay, oh princess of the moral 
high ground?" She reaches into a slim black leather purse hanging from 
one shoulder, drawing out a care-worn book. "I'll drop it off and be on 
my way, if that'll save me a scene from you." Bette smirks, scratching at 
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the forearm of her jacket sleeve absently. "I learned the hard way not to 
get on your bad side."

Lily shakes her head, not having the faintest idea what Bette's on about. 
"Huh?"

Bette scowls. "Whatever. Ancient history." She nimbly scrambles up the 
branches again. "I'll be out in two minutes. You can stick around and time 
me."

Lily waits and worries, wondering if she should go in and play chaperon 
and make sure that Tommy's safe. Weirdly, she trusts Bette -- if Bette 
wanted to kill Tommy or Rose, they would probably be long dead by 
now. 

Bette slips down the window and lands gracefully on the ground, giving 
Lily a shit-eating I-told-you-so grin. "Howdy. What are we doing now?"

Lily grits her teeth. "Well, I'm gonna go kill some vampires. So you 
might want to go the hell away, if you don't want to be one of them."

"Ooh, can I help?" Bette's grin gets even wider. "That sounds awesome 
fun." 

"Fuck you."

"Testy, testy." Bette shakes her head. "Come on. I dare you. Reform 
me. Let me come kill vampires with you." 

Lily needs to believe in redemption right now, God help her, so she says 
"Okay. Follow me."
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WILL

Sofie heads for the the little book display at the truck-stop and focuses 
on the non-fiction, and Will follows. 

"I should read up about... hm." Sofie chews on her lower lip. "What do 
you think? Homeopathy or martial arts? I should get both, really, but I'm 
feeling lazy." She flashes him a smile that's still twitchy and on-edge, like 
all her expressions, but her posture is a little more relaxed than her usual 
poised stance. 

"Can you read while a car's moving, or do you get motion sick?"

Sofie sighs and nods ruefully. "Yeah, I can read while we drive, you're 
right. I'll get both." 

"No, no. I meant you should get some fun stuff. If you try to study 
while you're moving, you'll fall asleep. Trust me, I napped every 
commute to and from my last few years of high school. It's the most 
reliable sleeping pill on earth."

Sofie raises her small sharp chin a little, her expression proud. "Not me. 
I've got discipline."

Will forces himself not to roll his eyes. "Nevertheless. Get something 
fun. Something you actually want to read, not what you think you should 
be reading."

"Okay, okay. You buzz off and browse and let me pick, then."

"The fiction's on the other side," Will points out helpfully. 

"I enjoy non-fiction," Sofie insists obstinately. "Go away."

Will admits defeat, smiling as he walks away. He doesn't want to get 
anything, but wanders the few bare little aisles of the store anyway to 
give Sofie time to fire up her long-neglected ability to like things just for 
the sake of liking them. 

When he’d been younger, he’d had to read a lot in order to teach 
himself all the science and engineering they’d needed for their weapons, 
and for the cocktail mixture. He’d never had any brain cells left over to 
fill up with fun.

Sometimes Lily would demand that he read some book or another, so 
she'd have someone to talk to about it. She and Anna’d always argued 
about anything they both had an interest in, and while Will knew that Lily 
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loved those arguments, he also knew that sometimes she wanted 
someone who could chat about things without making it a battle. That 
always made Will smirk, just a bit, because Lily was the most aggressive 
conversationalist of any of them. That was why Russ was an unsatisfactory 
reading-buddy for her -- he'd give any idea, no matter how pretentious 
or simplistic, due thought. Lily preferred being able to speak in absolutes 
from time to time, wild conjecture and outright dismissal. 

When Will had presented these theories to Lily as the reasons why she 
kept on giving him Kerouac and Ginsberg to read even though he wasn't 
clever enough for them, she'd grinned her big, wide, awkward smile that 
always seemed too big for her face, like a Photoshop manip gone askew.

"It's because I like talking to you, weirdo. You're such a dumbass."

Which had been Will's point in the first place, but Lily never listened. 
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LILY

When the last vampire's dead, Bette over goes to the only human on the 
empty street, the almost-victim, who is sitting against the wall, trembling 
and sobbing. Bette offers a hand down and the girl takes it, and in a 
movement that Lily can see clearly but which must be quick as a zipping 
dragonfly to the girl, Bette has the girl's arm twisted behind her, into the 
small of her back. Bette's other hand pulls on the bright garland of beads 
hanging around the girl's neck and snaps their cord, letting the necklace 
fall in a light clatter to the sidewalk, and then tangles her hand in the 
girl's thick brown hair, wrenches the girl's head back, and bites down on 
her bare, bare throat.

It's a good-quality necklace. There are knots between each bead to stop 
them spilling every which way if the string breaks. It lies in one little line, 
rainbow colors dull in the dark. A tiny scribble in the night. The girl is 
trying to scream, but the sounds coming from her mouth are the small 
whimpers of an animal that doesn't comprehend what's causing it to 
hurt. Bette is making a mess, gulping and slurping at the wound in a way 
that leaves much of the blood free to slide in rivulets over the girl's thin 
white collarbones and the soft turquoise of her summer dress. 

Lily's mouth aches to taste.

Her hunting knife is still in her hand. Bette's vulnerable like this, lost in 
a moment Lily can only imagine. It's probably too late to save the girl, 
but Lily could avenge her, and all the other girls and boys Bette has 
doubtless killed on this and other nights. Would it be easier for Rose and 
Tommy to mourn and move on if Bette was really dead? Would the 
human Bette was before want Lily to do this, to destroy the creature she's 
become? 

But Rose's words to her from another night echo in Lily's thoughts, a 
swirl of darker misery mixing in with her hunger, with the lure of the 
blood. It's Lily's fault that Bette has become this, as surely as if she’d 
killed the girl herself. 

Lily wonders if Bette can remember the particulars of how she died, or 
if those first hours and days are a blank in her memory like they are in 
Lily's.

The girl is dying now, and Bette works at the wound, trying to catch the 
last pulses of the faltering heart. The turquoise dress is streaked with long 
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dark ribbons from neckline to hem, and Lily bites at her own lip to keep 
from moving any closer to it. Her palm tightens involuntarily around the 
handle of the knife, but she can't bring herself to step in and plunge it 
into Bette's temple; to incapacitate her for long enough that Lily will be 
able to sever her head and kill her forever. 

The girl dies with a final gasping choke, dimming eyes fixed on the 
light-haze that hides the real night sky from view above them. It's never 
dark in the city, not truly. Bette lets the body slump to the ground, a 
skew of limbs at wrong angles and sticky, marked skin. She tilts her head 
to one side, staring at Lily as Lily stares at her and at her prey, and then 
Bette laughs. It's an unkind, mocking sound.

"Does it break your stupid code if they're already leftovers?" she asks, 
turning on one booted heel and walking away without waiting for an 
answer. 

"See you, Lily," she calls, glancing over one shoulder for a moment as 
she speaks. "It was good to catch up." 

When she's gone, Lily's left alone with the body. The torn side of the 
girl's throat is down against the sidewalk, a trickle of blood spreading out 
and working its way into the tangle of her hair. The unmarked skin of the 
other side of her neck is naked and turned up to the air, and Lily takes a 
step toward it before turning and running away. 

There'll be other vampires out tonight, hunting, and Lily's going to kill 
as many as possible before morning.
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WILL

Sofie's Journal:

It took me a long time to recover from my grief enough to notice that I was still  
alive. In fact, it took the looming reality of my own approaching death to remind  
me that I wasn't dead yet. It's funny how that can happen. How you feel most  
alive in the moments when your life's most fragile. 

I wasn't kept for long. I think the vampires could tell I was a threat. Jay told me  
that they rarely took in children as old as me -- they preferred babies or toddlers, 
children who barely knew what being human meant to begin with. Jay didn't know  
how long he’d been there. He couldn't remember anything else. 

Once the vampires decided that I shouldn't be kept alive any longer, their routine  
with me changed. No longer the hypodermics, the long awful needles they used to  
draw blood out of our femoral arteries. Now they bit. My wrists, usually, to reduce  
the risk that they'd get carried away and kill me all at once. It wasn't often they  
had the chance to drink from a living body. They wanted to draw it out as long as  
I could survive.

So I got out. It wasn't so difficult, even with Jay in tow. Jay was five. But the  
security system was designed to stop people getting into the premises. The vampires  
had never thought any of the children would be able to think enough to break out. 

I'd had a book on Harry Houdini when I was a very little girl. I'd gone to a  
magic show and talked incessantly about it on my return home -- the preschool  
version of arch hinting, because I wanted a fluffy white bunny rabbit of my very  
own. What I got was several books on illusion and tricks and escapism. I became  
obsessed with one particular story from Houdini's career. He'd been performing a  
trick in Melbourne, Australia. The city's notorious even now for its organised crime  
syndicates, both human and vampire, and has been for most of its life.

Houdini was dropped into Melbourne's river, bound in his straitjacket, and as he  
began the process of extricating himself he noticed that he wasn't alone, down in  
the gritty green silt. There was an execution victim, weighed down with stones so  
that the body would stay sunken. That image horrified and fascinated me. 
Haunted my dreams. 

I learned to pick locks and to move like liquid through tiny spaces, to twist my  
malleable young bones out of confining cocoons, never dreaming I would need the  
trick for anything more important than showing off to my family. 

But I did. I needed to save my life, and to save Jay. And I did.
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Our body clocks weren't used to sleeping through the night, but by day the city  
was too noisy and alive for Jay to settle. I stole food for him, and clothes, and  
hoped that his wide stares and enchantment with the most mundane of sights  
would be taken by those around us as some kind of special-needs condition, rather  
than the evidence of terrible neglect that it really was. 

It was my fault we were caught. I did my best to make Jay presentable, but didn't  
even think to look at myself. It'd been so long since I saw the image of my face in a  
mirror. But I was blood-smeared and my hair was a mass of knots and snares. In  
hindsight I am surprised and saddened that it was almost two days before anyone  
reported two children on the street who looked like they needed help. 

We were taken to a hospital, and when the doctors told us that our father was on  
the way to pick us up I began to look for ways to kill Jay and then myself. I  
couldn't go back there. I couldn't let him go back there. I was only nine years old. 
Vampires make the whole world monstrous. 

I don't remember the next few days at all. Jay told me his recollections of them, 
later, but my own memory is a confused mess, like the snatches of dreams that stay  
with us when we wake. I remember clean water in a bathtub, and somebody  
brushing my hair. I remember a soft bed, and clinging to Jay as I fell asleep to the  
sound of morning birdsong. I remember porridge with raisins and cinnamon in it. 
It was the best food I had ever tasted in the whole world. 

And I remember, one evening, when I was clean and rested and safe, sitting down  
in a leather armchair much too big for a little girl, sitting opposite a vampire  
with a long scar down one cheek and old, thoughtful eyes, and I remember that  
when he promised me he'd protect me from now on, I believed him. 

~

They begin the next night with a pit stop at the first burger place they 
drive past. Families and tour groups and truckers are all eating dinner, 
and the dining area is lit up and noisy and plastic-bright. 

Sofie goes to the counter and orders a truly stupendous amount of food, 
while Will goes to the rest room and washes his face. There's a young 
man in there as well, age somewhere in his mid-twenties, with a choppy 
asymmetrical haircut dyed in wide streaks of red and black. His skin is 
honey-brown and he's short and athletically built, and reminds Will so 
very much of Lily that Will can't help but stretch his mind out tentatively, 
trying to nudge the man's consciousness without hurting him. 
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Will's never tried to do anything like this since... since before he died, 
and then only by accident against Timothy and Blake, and so it's a lot like 
shooting in the dark. The young man slumps over the washbasin, 
unmoving, and it's not until Will checks his pulse and breathing that Will 
even knows if he's accidentally killed this poor guy or not.

Will carries the young man into one of the stalls and snibs the lock on 
the door closed, the fingers of his other hand still pressed down against 
the steady pulse in the man's soft throat. Will opens his mouth and bites 
down and drinks and drinks and drinks. Then he pulls back and grabs a 
length of toilet paper from the roll, blotting the wounds on the man's 
neck and wiping his own mouth clean. He props the man against the wall 
and, feeling guilty, tucks a couple of twenties into the man's hand. The 
guy's going to wake up with a bad headache, at the very least. 

He washes his face at the basin a second time, then goes out to join 
Sofie. She's working her way through her own evening breakfast, 
munching on her large side order of fries with a contented look on her 
face. The knapsack at her feet, which was empty the last time Will saw 
her, is stuffed almost to bursting. 

Knowing he's going to regret it, Will picks the knapsack off the slightly 
sticky linoleum floor and opens it slightly.

"Did you take this stuff out of the kitchen?"

Sofie nods. "Not my fault if they didn't notice me wandering around in 
there. Some poor kid could get hurt by one of those deep fryers, you 
know. It's pretty unsafe that they don't try harder to keep customers 
out."

"I imagine they never thought their sugar packets, industrial fire 
blankets, and supply of ketchup posed a significant theft risk," Will 
retorts dryly. "And how many children's meal toys are in here? You're 
fourteen, you can't still be that into Sesame Street."

"I told you, I'm nineteen," Sofie replies. "And when I rescue those little 
girls in Santa Monica, you're gonna be glad I've got something shiny to 
keep them occupied. Bored kids are a liability."

"Oh," Will says, abashed. "Right." 

Sofie moves on from her fries to her burger. "Want some of my soda? I 
get free refills." 
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"No thanks, I'm not thirsty."

"I think I can see why." Sofie nods in the direction of the men's room, 
smirking. Will turns to follow her line of sight. The young man, looking 
pale and sickly, has stumbled out and is now walking in a wavering path 
toward the door to the parking lot. "You know," Sofie goes on. "When 
you said you tried not to kill people, I thought you were just spinning 
bullshit to get me to trust you. You're a surprising dude."

Will gives her a long, searching look. "You thought that, and still let me 
into your home?"

Sofie shrugs. "I told you. I'll kill you if you try to hurt me. And I don't 
spin bullshit." 
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LILY

Lily's phone wakes her. She never used to keep it near her when she 
slept, because of lingering paranoia about getting cancer from the 
invisible radiation and all the other evil stuff that the TV was always 
saying could happen. But now she's pretty sure that she's not going to get 
any less healthy than she already is, since she's dead and all. She checks 
the caller ID on the display screen as she presses the accept button.

"Hi Jay, what's up?"

"If you had, uh, a hypothetical friend, and he was. Hypothetically. He, 
uh. Had a fight with some vampires. Not the kind of fights you get into 
with vampires or anything. Nobody killing anyone else. Just an, um, 
argument, and he was feeling kind of crappy and wanted to talk to 
someone about --"

"My hypothetical friend Jay, would you like to get a hypothetical cup of 
coffee and talk about these hypothetical problems?" Lily asks, trying not 
to smile. 

"I'll meet you at that new place?"

"Ugh, they burn their beans; does it have to be there?"

"It's not like you're going to be drinking the coffee, what do you care?" 

Lily sniffs. "Principle of the thing. Bad coffee is a human rights abuse."

"I need friends who are grown-ups," Jay sighs. 

~

The too-fashionable decor inside the coffee shop is pretty comfy for 
sitting around in, that much Lily is willing to grudgingly concede. She 
sips at her cup of tea -- ugh, seriously, how do they get black tea wrong? 
You put the bag and the water in a cup, who ruins that? Aside from that 
time in HomeEc class when Lily managed to destroy Teflon with the 
power of her mind or something, that shit was crazy, and Anna was way 
out of line to laugh at her over what was obviously a freak act of God or 
something.

"What's funny?" Jay asks. Lily shakes her head, still smiling a little.

"Nothing. Good memory. What is it you wanted to talk to me about?"

Jay takes a small drink of his hot chocolate. "It's dumb."
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"You're talking to a girl who once played a Halloween gig dressed in a 
Rainbow Brite costume. I can handle dumb."

Jay sighs. "I didn't know who else I could call. Tommy's got enough to 
worry about with his sister spending all her time trying to be some 
badass monster killer or getting drunk and picking fights with people 
online. And Michelle, I dunno. I want to keep her out of this if I can."

"Rose says there's nobody left out of it. That everyone's a soldier or a 
victim, and I made Bette a victim when I stopped her from being a 
soldier," Lily says quietly, fiddling with her teacup to give her hands 
something to do. It's been served to her on a little china saucer, but 
instead of making her feel dainty and ladylike she just feels awkward and 
grubby and tomboyish. She wishes she could've gotten a soda or a 
milkshake or something instead. 

Jay gives her a weird look. "Do you and Rose talk about Bette much?"

"What's to talk about? Rose lost her best friend and now there's one 
more vampire running around out there, killing other people's best 
friends. I don't think Walgreens sell a condolence card with a little poem 
inside that's really appropriate to the situation."

"I meant, because, you know..." Jay gives her the weird look again, and 
then looks troubled when it doesn't get whatever reaction he was 
obviously expecting. "Um. Never mind." He presses his lips together in a 
thin line for a moment, like he's coming to a decision, and then asks. 
"Have I ever told you about Timothy?"

Lily shakes her head.

"Okay, well. Timothy's, um. The guy you tried to shoot, in the club that 
night."

It had been just another night, a little club show, and then Lily had 
caught sight of all the kids sitting together in one of the little booths off 
the dance floor. Michelle, Jay, Tommy, Rose, Bette, and a boy she didn't 
recognise. Lily had been watching them because she liked the kids, liked 
seeing them at shows, liked the way they made her feel like she was just a 
messed-up kid too, rather than an adult who should be starting to know 
better about things.

If she hadn't been watching, she wouldn't have seen the way the boy she 
didn't recognise tipped his head back a little as he laughed, or the way his 
fangs caught the light for a split-second and flashed.
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She hadn't really been thinking. She'd just acted by instinct, stupid gut 
instinct, and it's sort of hilarious how she was still idiotic enough to trust 
her gut when she knew how often she made shitty choices and how many 
of her impulses were bad ideas. But she didn't stop and consider any of 
that. She just saw a vampire, there among the kids she cared about, the 
kids she thought of as part of the world she'd built around herself. Her 
little gun had been in her hands and her finger had twitched on the 
trigger, like it couldn't believe that one little pull of tiny finger muscles 
could do so much damage so easily. She'd grazed the vampire and the 
kids had all scattered into the night. It's one of the last memories Lily has 
before the blank empty patch that spans the events of her death. 

"Right," Lily says, noticing suddenly that Jay's waiting for her. 
"Timothy. Got it."

"Well, um. The thing about Timothy is that he got hurt. Really badly 
hurt. A couple of decades ago. I don't know how long he'd been around 
before then, but when he got hurt he kind of... reset. It's what vampire 
brains do. They grow back when damaged, same as the rest of your body 
can if it gets hurt or anything, but the blueprint it has to work off for the 
growing-back is a blueprint of the brain you had when you stopped being 
alive. Everything he'd done since then got... wiped, basically. It's not like 
the memories still exist somewhere in his head but he's repressed them 
or locked them away or something. They're physically gone."

Lily considers all this for a few long seconds, then nods. "I think... 
something like that happened to me when I died. I showed up at the 
warehouse with a serious head wound. I was already a vampire. My skull 
was fractured. Will shut me in a closet to keep me out of the light, and 
when I woke up I couldn't remember much of anything -- nothing at all 
after becoming a vampire. That sounds like the same thing that happened 
to Timothy, except that I only lost a couple of hours or so. My brain only 
lost a little bit of new data when it reset."

Jay looks at her. Jay doesn't go in for big expressions that often -- he and 
Tommy tend to stick to 'aloof condescension' as a general rule -- but 
right now he looks shocked and a little sick. "You don't know any of what 
happened on the night you died," he says flatly. It isn't a question, but 
Lily shakes her head in reply anyway.

"Nope. None of it."
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Jay presses his lips together in a thin line and looks away from her, like 
he can't bear to meet her eyes. "Do you want to?"

"I know it was your friends," Lily says, trying to keep her voice calm. 
She's not angry at Jay, not really. Lily's willing to bet that being him isn't 
any less difficult than being her is. "That didn't take rocket science to 
work out. I tried to shoot... Timothy? Is that right? I tried to shoot 
Timothy that night and then a couple of days later I get killed by 
vampires. That's a pretty simple chain of cause and effect to follow. All 
you could tell me is why they brought me back. That's the only part I've 
never understood."

Jay shakes his head. "That wasn't how it went. Alex was angry about 
Timothy. That's why... that's why you died so violently. Alexander is. Is 
another vampire I know. God. This is so, so fucked. It's good... it's good 
you don't remember, I think. It was bad. Alexander wanted to make it 
last for longer than it did, but Blake made him stop. Blake said it was 
tedious and that they had better things to occupy their time. I think that 
was for me as much as for you. He knows I like you. That I like your 
band. He likes you too, that's why you came back. It was never about 
punishment. But -" Jay lets out a weary breath. "- I don't think that's 
enough to stop him. It wouldn't be. I think he'd torture somebody he 
liked in a situation he felt suited that decision. If it would be interesting, 
or entertaining. He knows I don't like it. I think that's why he stopped 
Alexander, when Alexander was hurting you. Because he knows I don't 
like it when he tortures people. God, I'm rambling, aren't I? Shit."

"It's okay, dude. Deep breath," Lily says, feeling a little worried. She's 
never seen Jay lose it like this. 

"That's getting away from what I was saying. What I was getting at was 
that it wasn't like that. Blake didn't kill you because you shot at Timothy. 
That was just the... it was like the match that hit the gunpowder, I guess. 
The explosion was always going to happen eventually. It was planned." 

Lily is completely lost. She gives Jay a quizzical look. "Huh?" 

"Blake picked you out. Years ago. He wants you and Will to be part of 
his gang someday." 
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WILL

Sofie's Journal:

And so began the second patch of calm in my life. It was as different to the first  
as two stretches of safety could be, but I nevertheless felt a little of who I'd once  
been returning. Like buds after winter -- or snails on sidewalks after rain, before  
soles come down and drive sharp splinters of their shell through their soft bodies. 

I became obsessed with always having a contingency plan. I demanded Liam  
teach me all he could about the things he knew: forgery, theft, breaking into  
houses, killing. Though I had more than my share of bloody nightmares and an  
eccentric appetite, I didn't have any sort of personal interested in blood and  
murder yet. I didn't want to be a vampire, I hated all vampires but Liam, and I  
only loved him grudgingly.

Jay was young enough to be enrolled in an ordinary school, a very exclusive one. 
I'd missed less than a year of classes, and my cleverness had begun to reassert itself, 
but I was too bruised psychologically for a mainstream education to do much of  
anything for me. I utterly adored the stern Catholic reform school Liam enrolled  
me in, full of other girls with their own difficulties and furies, and the nuns who  
tried to speak to me in the sternest of tones, as if anything in the daylight world of  
classrooms and lessons could ever be frightening again.

We had to change cities twice, when Liam thought his secret was compromised. I  
don't think Jay liked moving very much. He was always a quiet kid, but there was  
something about him -- an unchildlike intensity -- that gave him a spiky  
charisma. He never had a problem making friends. I never had a problem keeping  
potential friends away, and thus unencumbered I loved these changes of location. It  
was escapism on the largest of scales, breaking free of all the ties we had to a life  
and place. 

I got sicker. We tried drugs for my paranoia and my rages, and some of the  
strongest ones helped a little -- Abilify, Clozaril, Clozapine, Ziprasidone , 
Risperdal, Seroquel, Zyprexa; the list became a nursery rhyme of names that  
sounded like black magic spells -- and counselling helped a little more. There's a  
psychiatrist or two in every city who knows how to listen to problems that sound  
more like the half-boiled plots of b-grade horror than mental health conditions. 
The nightmares got worse anyway. I was expelled from one school for biting  
another child. 

I knew that my chances of survival were never very good. Children almost never  
survive being bitten by a vampire, and I'd been bitten multiple times. I would be  
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all right if I became a vampire, but I told Liam flatly and with no discussion that  
I would never, ever consent to that. So we tried other treatments: fruit extracts, 
drug cocktails, iron-rich diets, iron-deficient diets. I didn't go through puberty  
naturally, so we added hormone therapies to the mix. As I write this, I'm just shy of  
turning nineteen, but my body hasn't changed since I was thirteen years old -- no  
height, no puppy fat. I've never menstruated and I don't expect I ever will.

My heart began to fail around the same time I stopped growing. I hated having  
to be careful with myself, not wearing myself out -- what thirteen-year-old  
wouldn't? And I put myself through more punishment than most thirteen-year-
olds. I wanted to be strong enough, quick enough, clever enough that I would  
never, ever be captured again. 

Shortly before my fourteenth birthday I began sleep walking. I'd had a few  
incidents of it as a very, very little girl, but none since then, until now. I'd wake up  
and find myself standing in Jay's room -- he slept slightly different hours to me, 
because he didn't flinch at daylight as I had come to do. Sometimes I had a knife  
in my hand, one of the sharp clean ones Liam kept in his study, the ones well-
practiced at slicing human skin. 

I always woke up before I hurt him, but how could I be comforted by a mercy that  
small?

I went to Liam and wept. I begged him to kill me. I demanded that he find some  
way to save me. He held my wrists, stopping me from hurting myself with the knife  
I still clutched, and told me in his soft, kind voice that he couldn't do that. He  
wouldn't kill me. And I was already as saved as I could be, after what had been  
done to me. His only suggestion was that he could buy a lock for Jay's door, to keep  
Jay safe from me as we slept. 

But I knew that couldn't fix anything. What about if I got worse, and tried to  
attack Jay while he was awake, doing his homework in our dining room or  
practicing his guitar in the lounge? He'd never asked for the self-defense training  
I'd demanded. He'd be no match for me. And what was the remedy for that? More  
locks on more doors, making prisoners of us both once again. I hadn't gone  
through all the heartache I'd endured just to put Jay inside a cage again. I  
wouldn't.

On my fourteenth birthday I packed a small suitcase before dawn, then hid it  
away in the bottom of my cupboard and sat through my early morning  
celebrations, as Liam and Jay gave me presents and hugs and smiles and tried to be  
cheerful. Then Jay went to school and Liam went to bed, and I took the suitcase out  
and went to the bus station and bought a ticket for as far as I could go. 
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And that's the way it's been ever since. I move from place to place, breaking into  
the strongholds of vampires and freeing their captives whenever I can. Sometimes  
there's someone who reminds me of me; a boy or a girl with bite bruises healing on  
their skin. Sometimes when I'm falling asleep I wonder what happens to them after  
I turn them loose. If any of them will live long enough to end up like me. I hope  
so. My life is not an easy one, but even a difficult life is a better fate than death.

I don't kill vampires but I've killed some rapists. It's much less dangerous, and the  
bloodthirstiness needs an out somehow. Nobody ever thinks much about that term, 
about the literal meaning of the two words mashed together. It's like 'cocksure'. 
When I see it, or just 'cocky', it makes me think 'confident'. Maybe a little too  
confident. Someone a bit self-important and puffed-out, like a rooster. Cock-a-
doodle-do. But the word is much simpler than that. Cock-sure. Power-sure. Prowess-
sure. And bloodthirsty is the same. It's a terribly simple word. Blood-thirsty. 

Sometimes I think Liam is following me. I’m a skilled tracker; I can spot the  
signs. I don't think Jay's with him. There's no evidence, and Jay’s social network  
pages say he’s still living in Chicago, which is where I left him when I ran away. 
He's looking older than me, lately. I'm not sure how I feel about that. Pride and  
envy, perhaps. Envy and pride.

I think about sending him an email, but I don't know what I could possibly say  
apart from 'I'm sorry', and even that's a lie. I'm not sorry I gave him a chance to  
grow up and have a safe human life. I never will be, no matter how alone I am. 

That's my story. There's nothing else to say. The drugs are still working. I'm not  
dying yet. I just go on, escaping as often as I can. 

~

At the next gas station Sofie steals an insulated bag from the small 
grocery area, the kind people use to keep refrigerated food and drink 
cold on picnics and road trips.

"I could have paid for that," Will says in a weary tone. Sofie ignores 
him.

"I gotta swing by the hospital in Denver," she says instead, putting her 
hair back into a tangled pale ponytail and fastening it with a broken, re-
knotted elastic band. Like all the things owned by Sofie, the hair-tie 
seems determined to carry on despite wear and tear well beyond its 
lifespan. If it weren’t so true, Will would think the observation forced 
metaphor, but instead it just is what it is. Sofie doesn't seem like the kind 
of person who's ever had much use for abstract narrative concepts like 
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metaphors, for all that they pepper her too-old-for-her-years written 
voice. 

"I'll drive you," Will says, because he knows she'll go either way, so he 
might as well save her the walk. 

"What about your sister?"

Will's been thinking about that. "I think... I think I'm gonna tell her 
everything. I've never lied to her about anything before. I'm not sure I 
even know how. So the only way I'm gonna be able to keep her in my life, 
without lying to her, is if I tell her the truth."

"Brave soul," Sofie replies, but Will doesn't feel brave. He doesn't feel 
brave at all.

~

Like Will, Jenny was heavyset as a child -- he tends to think they 
probably ended up that way because of their father's inability to have 
anything resembling a stable home life, much less a child-nurturing 
growth environment -- but, unlike Will, she didn't slim down when 
puberty hit. Instead, her newly gained height and her lingering weight 
combined to make her body kind of decadent, a graceful frame of curves 
and flesh that could have given her a tidy career as a plus-size model if 
Jenny had ever had any interest whatsoever in being a model. The only 
ambition Will had ever know her to have was to save the world.

Since the last time he saw her, she's switched her bright red hair for 
vivid blue dreadlocks. It's after ten at night, which Will only realizes after 
he's knocked on her door, but she's still dressed in jeans and an old olive-
green army surplus jacket with a collection of random shirt buttons 
sewed onto the pocket. 

Jenny's always been a cute kid, but since Will last laid eyes on her she's 
grown up beautiful. 

"I can't believe you didn't tell me you were coming," she says instead of 
hello, grabbing him in what would be a breath-stealing hug if he 
breathed. "You're practically frozen! Are you looking after yourself?”

"Hi to you, too," Will replies, laughing, as he pulls back from the hug. 
Her eyes narrow as she looks at his face. 

"What's wrong with your eyes?”
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So much for passing as human. Good thing Will had already decided to 
tell Jenny the truth; it doesn't look like he'd've had the option to do 
otherwise. 

"I can explain. I will explain, I promise," Will says. "Maybe we can go 
inside, or -"

"Let's go in your car. Shelly's asleep," Jenny answers. 

Sofie's moved to the back seat, leaving the shotgun free for Jenny to ride 
beside Will. 

"Jenny, this is Sofie. Sofie, this is Jenny."

"Hey," Jenny says brightly. Will's always been vaguely baffled at how his 
disaster of a family managed to generate someone as unflappable as Jenny. 
She likes everyone, rolls with all the punches, and believes that the world 
is a wonderful place. If they didn't have similar features and complexions 
-- back when Will had a complexion that wasn't dead white, anyway -- 
Will might have been tempted to think she'd been switched at birth, and 
that there was some excellent family out there burdened with an 
awkward, neurotic girl of just Jenny's age. 

"Hi," Sofie manages, the brittle antithesis of Jenny's naturally open 
nature. Sofie gives Jenny a hard, short-lived smile of greeting, then turns 
her attention back to Will. "Can we go to the hospital now?" 

Jenny looks at Will in worried surprise. “Hospital? Are you okay?”

" I'm just driving Sofie there,” he promises. “Jen... all the stuff I gotta 
tell you, you can't tell Dad any of it. Not a word."

"When I email Dad to say I miss him, he puts money in my bank 
account. We don't talk about much. You're safe."

Will smiles. "Yeah, that's Dad for you."

"He's not great at mimicking human emotions," Jenny agrees jokingly. 
Sofie busies herself testing the Velcro fastening on her stolen cooler bag. 
Will clears his throat. 

"What do you need at the hospital?" he asks her. 

"Gauze. Suture thread. Tape, bandages, hydrogen peroxide. Almost all 
my supplies are low."
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"Can I buy you a first-aid kit instead? Please? One little instance of law-
abiding won't hurt, I promise." Will tries to keep his tone light and good-
natured, but he hopes Sofie can hear that it's a serious offer. 

"Blood," Sofie goes on in the same breezy tone, giving Will a thorny 
look in response to his interruption. "Bitter melon extract, if the 
pharmacy stocks it. St John's Wort. Morphine. Plasma. Oestrogen, the 
sort male-to-female transgendered people use. I can use ordinary birth 
control pills if I have to, but my body behaves better with the medical 
dose."

“Bitter melon extract?" Jenny asks, apparently untroubled by Sofie's 
shopping list. "Shelly's taking that. She says ginger ale's good too, if 
you're into alternative complimentary therapies and stuff."

"I chew ginger root," Sofie answers, giving Jenny a tentative, friendly 
look in the rearview. "Thanks."

"Shelly's sick? Is she okay?" Will asks.

"Yeah, yeah, she's good. She's not sick. She's been seropositive about six 
months or so. You know, HIV.” Jenny looks out the window, her voice 
quiet. 

"Does Dad know?"

"No."

"I'm sorry. I wish... I'm just sorry." Will doesn't know what else to say. 
Jenny shakes her head.

"It's cool. It's not like we're the closest family," she says, still quiet. 
Sofie watches the dark road out her own window, a faint look of surprise 
on her small features. Like she didn't expect ordinary people to have lives 
as screwed up as the ones in her world. 

"I'm a vampire," Will says then, because there's nothing like dropping a 
bombshell to break a silence. 

"What? No you're not."

"Am." Will glances away from the road for long enough to open his 
mouth and bare his teeth at her. Jenny readjusts her glasses on her nose, 
peering at him and shaking her head.

“I used to be a vampire hunter. All of the band was,” he goes on. Jenny's 
expression is concerned and a little distressed, like she can't tell if he's 
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lost his mind or playing a cruel trick. "I... well. Vampire hunters don't 
exactly die in their beds when they're ninety. I never thought about what 
would come later, though. I never thought about this."

"Then you're an idiot," Sofie says coolly. "This is why I have no time for 
hunters. You're so caught up in being the thin red line between the 
vampire scourge and the daylight world that you think strategy begins 
and ends with orchestrating little skirmishes. You never think about how 
much more use you'd be if you worked in a way that would keep you 
alive in the long-term. Vampirism's a problem with a long, long lifespan. 
Hunters are a solution that don't have a lifespan at all." 

"Don't talk to my brother like that," snaps Jenny, because her loyalty to 
Will apparently trumps any suspicion she has that he's gone crazy.

Sofie cocks one eyebrow. "Who does more good, the suicidal soldier 
who takes out a few enemies on his death rampage, or the careful 
infiltrator who finds the cracks in the enemy's chain of command and 
weakens their whole system from within?"

"That's a flawed hypothetical. I'm still here. Still fighting," Will retorts, 
just as determined to back Jenny up as Jenny was to defend him. 

He's not, though. Still fighting. He hasn't seen any other vampires, 
except for Gretchen and her brothers, since he ran away. He hasn't yet 
had a chance to test whether he's still a vampire hunter or not.

"You're barely dead," Sofie replies, still sounding sure and 
condescending. "You'll change. You'll see." Then, suddenly, her 
expression changes completely in the rearview, eyes widening in surprise 
and shock. "Wait, stop, pull over! Motherfucking son of a bitch, fucking 
shit dammit fuck." She opens her door and jumps out before the car's 
come to a complete stop, running over to a spot on the curb a little way 
ahead of them. There are a few strange, unfamiliar symbols drawn in lines 
of white paint on the dark gray cement. Sofie stares at the small shapes 
for a long minute, still cursing under her breath.

"Hey, language," Will scolds, standing a little way behind Sofie.

Jenny snorts. "I already know all the rude words, Will, it's okay." Then, 
to Sofie, Jenny asks, "Is that some vampire hieroglyphic language or 
something?"

"No," Sofie answers, ignoring the sarcasm in Jenny's voice. "It's hobo 
symbol code. Tramps started it back in the 1930s to pass messages on to 
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later visitors to a place. Some of the symbols are the same as they were 
back then, and some are newer. Like, this one here-" She points to one in 
the sequence. "That's 'unsecured wireless network'. But this one here -" 
She points to another. "That's one of the old symbols. It means 'Vampire 
gathering in town soon, get out'."

She stands and walks back over to the car, sitting in the back with her 
legs out the open door. She rummages in her knapsack and pulls free a 
slim netbook computer. "Transients and the homeless do all they can to 
keep tabs on what vampires are doing, because transients and the 
homeless are the most at-risk population. A lot of people would probably 
be grateful if they knew that vampires keep homeless numbers low." 

She types away, grimacing in frustration as she tries to find the 
information she wants.

"Holy shit," Jenny says softly, standing next to Will beside the car, 
watching Sofie at work. "It's true, isn't it? You're telling me the truth."

Will doesn't know what to say to that, apart from "Yes," so that's all he 
says.

Jenny takes his hand in hers and squeezes. She closes her eyes, takes a 
deep breath, opens her eyes, then nods at him with a small, shaky smile. 
"Right. I'm glad you told me the truth, at least. Thank you for that."

"Okay, I think I have a date and location for the gathering," Sofie says. 
"Shitting fuckballs, it's the night after tomorrow night, fucking son of a 
-"

"Dude, language, my baby sister is right here!" 

"Dude, I am fifteen, quit the baby sister shit.”

"Yeah, here's where it is," Sofie goes on, completely ignoring them 
both. "I've got the street, anyway, and it's usually easy to tell which place 
on the block is the vampire house. Do you know where the 1200 block 
of Pennsylvania street is?"

 she asks Jenny. 

Jenny nods. "Yep, totally. That's in Capitol Hill. There are vampires 
there? Whoa."

"I'll have to check it out," Sofie decides. "Gatherings like this, there's 
usually at least one child in danger on the premises. Old societal niceties 
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and traditions make it customary for the host to cater to all tastes. Santa 
Monica will have to wait a few days." 

Will sighs, swearing softly to himself. Sofie aims her one-eyebrow move 
at him, this time using the expression as a wordless question. 

"I was just wishing that I knew where these two fr... these two people I 
know were now. Really good hunters."

"'Really good hunter' is like saying 'really clever preschooler'," Sofie 
says dismissively. "I still wouldn't want one of them as my backup." She 
taps the touchpad a few more times, types a few keystrokes in, and clicks 
again. "Are their names Anna and Ross?"

"Russ. How did you -"

Sofie turns the netbook screen so Will can see. It's a snapshot photo of 
Anna and Russ on an empty, hilly street at night, their eyes caught by the 
flash of the camera. "It's easy-peasy to find info about hunters online. 
Vampires don't live for hundreds of years by being idiots."

"I have real trouble taking you seriously as a badass when you use words 
like 'easy-peasy'."

"They're in San Francisco," Sofie goes on, ignoring Will's remark. "I 
figured they were the ones you were talking about. Newcomers to the 
area, Chicago accents. Anyway, they aren't here, so they're useless. And I 
don't need help."

"I'd like to help, if I can," Jenny offers quietly. Sofie looks at her in 
surprise, then gives a carefully casual-looking shrug as if it makes no 
difference to her either way. 

San Francisco. Not that far from Santa Monica, not compared to how far 
Will's come already. Maybe after he gets Sofie to her destination, Will 
can go there. Find them, and say... what? There's as little for him to say to 
them as there is for Sofie to say to Jay. Will still isn't sorry for letting Lily 
live, even with all that's come since. He'll never be sorry. 

~

A year before Lily and Will died, shortly after the four of them moved 
into the warehouse, Anna and Russ had a brief fling, and then stopped 
having sex after Anna had to buy a pregnancy test from the pharmacy and 
it came back positive. Russ went with Anna to the clinic and he borrowed 
bunches of books from the library, the true crime stuff she loved, for her 
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to read in the two weeks she spent feeling too sore and vulnerable to play 
shows or hunt.

Anna and Russ didn't sleep together much after that, but nonetheless 
seemed to draw closer as a couple. They became a unit, totally 
comfortable with one another. 

"Do you think that can happen? Two people staying in love, without 
sex?" Will asked Lily one day. She shrugged. 

"I dunno about you, Will Cooper, but I think we're doing fine," she 
answered. Then stole his glasses and ran away, laughing. 
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LILY

Lily and Jay walk through the evening, no destination in mind, their 
words dried up in the face of their inability to be a comfort to one 
another. The starving looking to the starving for sustenance. 

They run into Tommy and Michelle in the manga aisle of a bookstore 
and end up, in that weird way that one topic can lead to another can lead 
to another, sitting around on the footworn carpet of the music 
biographies section, talking about their strangest romantic interludes. 

"I go to this bereavement support group -- out-patient stuff, because 
I'm never letting my parents talk me into getting admitted to a psych 
hospital again, not on your fucking life," Michelle offers. "And we were 
having a Christmas party. The counsellors took us all out to see some 
comedy at the movies and then for pizza. Real seasonal activities. Some 
guy and I ended up necking in the bathroom of the restaurant. He was 
such a creep. Who goes to a support group to pick up, seriously?"

"You did," Tommy points out in a dry voice, and Michelle throws her 
head back and laughs. 

After Tommy and Michelle go off to do ordinary things in the ordinary 
world, Lily screws her courage up. "Let me come with you. I want to 
talk to Blake."

Jay chews on his lower lip. "I don't know if that's a good idea."

"Nothing we've ever done is a good idea," Lily points out, and knows 
that he can't really argue with that. 

They catch a cab and Lily winds the window down, wishing that the 
blast of icy air that batters her face as they drive through the dark would 
quell the churning in her gut. She's angry and afraid and cold and numb, 
but she's none of these things to a big enough degree to drive her on. She 
wishes she felt something big enough to blot all else from her mind and 
memory. 

The house is ordinary. Expensive and well-kept, but there are no turrets 
or bats or fat yellow full moons in sight. Not even a crack of lightning or 
a cobweb. Just a sleek little security keypad beside the old-fashioned 
front door, a fingerprint scanner and iris reader, the only indication that 
anybody inside might have a greater reason than normal to keep their 
privacy intact. 
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"Nobody's home upstairs," a vampire says to them as soon as they're 
inside. He's pretty -- Lily, who finds most people pretty in one way or 
another, has not yet seen a vampire who's any less than lovely -- and 
seems completely unsurprised to see either Jay or Lily. 

"Thanks, Mikhail," Jay replies with a skittish smile. Interesting. He's not 
close with all the vampires in this gang, then. Lily notes that fact, storing 
it away for a future day when it might come in handy. Jay turns to Lily. "I 
can show you the studio, if you like. It's mostly been mixing and 
remastering lately, but sometimes bands use it to record."

Most of the studios Lily's spent time in have been DIY affairs, set up in 
attics and basements by friends of friends with lots of passion and not 
much money. She doubts that this house will have any space that 
resembles those rooms, dusty and cramped and full of the drive to create 
meaningful sound.

Jay leads her up to the second floor of the house where the preserved 
antique fixtures of the ground level give way to airy spaces and 
technology. The equipment and instruments all look state-of-the-art, and 
Lily can't help but imagine what a joy it could have been to record in a 
place like this with Will and Anna and Russ. They would have been able to 
try all sorts of sounds that were beyond the scope of the tools they'd had. 

Lily's about to ask Jay about what musicians have been in to do 
recordings, if there's any that he can play for her, if he's ever watched the 
process in action, when suddenly they're not alone. Two vampires join 
them in the largest of the rehearsal spaces -- Jay had been showing her 
the restored upright piano recently added to the room -- and all of Lily's 
words dry up and die on her tongue. If she were human, she'd break out 
in a prickle of cold sweat. 

One of the vampires is on his cell phone, speaking rapid French. The 
other is looking at Lily with something that she's almost tempted to call 
pride, mingled with lazy interest. He smiles hello at Jay, who smiles back 
so brightly that Lily knows that this one must be Blake. 

The call ended, the other vampire turns to Blake and frowns. "Nicole's 
had a rash of miscarriages among the mares. Some of the younger girls 
are quite devastated. Amy wants to hear from you."

"Oh?" Blake answers, tone mild. The other vampire's glare looks like it 
could melt glass.
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"Don't give me that. You know as well as I do that it's fucking Cora 
again. Jesus, Blake, how long are you going to turn a blind eye to this? I 
thought after... after Timothy, that we finally saw eye to eye on this!"

"Calm down. Lillian, this is Alexander. You probably don't remember 
meeting him," Blake says, smirking. Alexander continues to ignore Lily, 
so Lily decides to do the same in return. Weirdly, she doesn't hate 
Alexander for killing her. She's killed at least a couple of hundred 
vampires since she became a hunter. She'd known that sooner or later, 
one would kill her. It seems stupid to hate Alexander for being the one 
who got lucky. 

But Blake, oh, she'd like to tear his throat open with her teeth. 

"Lily. Not Lillian," she says to Blake, proud of herself for how natural 
and even her voice sounds. 

Blake's smile slides wider across his face. "I knew Lillie Langtry, you 
know. She was much prettier than you."

Alexander clears his throat, still giving Blake an impatient and 
murderous glare. Blake waves one bored gloved hand. "Yes, yes, all right. 
You can go and threaten Cora, if it'll make you happy. You can take 
Timothy and Jay along for the trip, if they like. A chance for all of you to 
have a little holiday." 

Alexander nods, mollified. "I'll make the flight arrangements. Jay, shall I 
book you a ticket?"

Lily glances at Jay. He looks surprised and touched, like Blake has done 
something thoughtful in including him. Lily suspects that Blake's chief 
motivation in sending Jay along to wherever Alexander is headed is to cut 
one of Lily's supports out from under her. Blake has already proved 
himself so very good at removing Lily's friends from the picture. 

She can't bring herself to wipe the happy look off Jay's face, though, so 
she stays quiet when he says, "Yeah, sounds like fun."

"Lillian... sorry, Lily," Blake corrects himself with a condescending 
smirk. "Would you care to join us upstairs?"

Her cold blood runs colder. She’d thought she was ready for this, but 
she's not. She needs to get away. She needs to get away as fast as she can.

"I was just leaving, actually," she says, still sounding far calmer than she 
feels. "Thanks for showing me the studio, Jay."
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She begins to walk past the vampires, back to the staircase down to the 
ground level and freedom. 

"The vampire voice is a delicate precision instrument," Blake tells her 
as she passes him, refusing to look in his direction. "It requires the finest 
technology to record its true richness. If you ever feel inclined to make 
more music, I suggest you do so here. We're best equipped to bring out 
the best in you."

"I doubt that," she says icily, and his amused laughter follows her as she 
leaves. 

~

It's late now. Too late for most things. Lily walks past closed storefronts 
and listens to the hush of tires on wet roads. After walking aimlessly for 
almost an hour, she finds herself on the sidewalk in front of a little 
church, its stained-glass windows lit up from within and shining in warm 
hues out into the night. 

During the day, those windows look lovely from the inside, glowing 
down on the faithful, shining with the brightness of the sun. But at night 
the shine is directed outwards, offering its light out to the world, 
comfort to those yet to cross the threshold into the warm cavern of pews 
and altar. 

Lily steps inside and doesn't burn or turn to ash or any of the other fates 
vampires used to fear from churches. She doesn't know if that's a sign 
that she isn't evil after all, or a sign that God isn’t there anymore. 

The stained glass windows look like night scenes from inside, the 
streetlight glow not enough to push the illumination through their 
pigments as brightly as the sun. One panel depicts St Francis of Assisi, 
preaching to the birds on the roadside. Lily likes St Francis, even though 
she always feels grimy and imperfect beside  his serenity. Her favourite 
story about him, when she was little, was always the story of the hungry 
wolf. It had jaws slick with the blood of the people it had devoured, but 
St Francis wasn't afraid, and approached it with love, and baptised it, and 
brought it into the nearby village so that the people could feed it and 
keep it from its bloodthirsty hunger, and thereby keep themselves safe. 

Lily looks at the painted glass wings of the birds and remembers Will 
telling her, when she'd stumbled to the warehouse that night, bloodied 
and changed and pleading to be stopped from waking up, she'd told him 
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that she'd bitten and killed a bird before coming home. "You kept saying 
'poor bird'," Will had told her quietly, as she sat with her hood pulled up 
around her face, hiding from the world. "You were crying for it." 

Lily turns her face away from the image of St Francis, preaching to the 
birds in his night-dark glass image, and walks toward the front of the 
church. She lights a candle for Bette, and one for Will, and one for Jay, 
and one for herself, and then she bows her head. She doesn't pray, but she 
wishes as hard as her heart can wish, and hopes that God understands her 
anyway. 
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WILL

Will and Lily had sex once.

 Will was finally worn down by Lily's bombastic adoration a few weeks 
after his seventeenth birthday. It was a Sunday morning, the two of them 
sleeping in as late as they could manage with Will's stepdad running the 
lawn mower on the front lawn. They'd been at a show the night before 
and were both feeling the pleasant exhaustion of bruised limbs and tired 
eyes. As usual, Lily had kicked most of the covers to the floor while they 
slept, and so Will woke them both up with a surprised sneeze. 

Lily's hair was a crow-black mess around her head as she sat up, her t-
shirt rucked up and revealing the smooth golden-brown of her stomach 
and the curled dark edges of the top of the thorny vine tattoo on her hip, 
peeking above the waistband of the boxer shorts she'd borrowed from 
Will to sleep in. Will kicked one of her ankles, burrowing down deeper 
into his pillow.

"Too early. Quit moving," he grumbled. Lily prodded him in the soft 
spot just below his ribs, where the last of Will's puppy fat clung 
tenaciously. 

"I want pancakes."

"It's nice to want things," he snapped back without malice. Outside, 
Will's stepdad started singing 'Mr Sandman', exuberantly and off-key.

"Oh god," Will complained, putting the pillow over his head. 

Lily poked him below the ribs again, more insistent this time. "You're 
my dream, you know that right? My dream with a complexion like 
peaches and cream. Little more fruit and a little less dairy might be good 
for the spare tire here." Another prod. 

Will grunted and slapped her hand. 

"Hey, no, I was just kidding. I love your spare tire. You're way cuter than 
me. When we're rock stars you'll be in the heart-throb magazines. You'll 
get all the groupies. I promise."

"Go annoy my parents or something," he complained, trying not to feel 
genuinely stung by her teasing. Lily was an asshole. It was one of her 
defining characteristics. But Will was sensitive about the awkwardness of 
his body, and thin-skinned enough for her joking to hit home. 
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"Don't get pissy at me, c'mon," Lily whined, obviously hearing the hurt 
under his tone. "Wi-illl... don't." She kissed him on the cheek, then on 
the mouth when he made a face at her affection. Another of Lily's 
defining characteristics was that she was a notorious kiss-slut. Will had 
once seen her threaten to dye Russ's hair green unless he'd make out with 
her. They'd all known she wasn't joking. 

"You have morning breath," Will sniped.

"So do you, princess," Lily retorted, crawling over him to open his 
bedside drawer. "Do you still keep your condoms here?" 

"What? Lil, what, no, my parents are downstairs, they'll hear --"

"I can be quiet if you can," she challenged, grinning wolfishly. "Now 
shut your eyes and think of groupies." 

~

They don't stay at Jenny's. Will always feels a childish awkwardness 
around Shelly; he resents that their culture no longer recognises the two 
of them has having any family body between them; "ex-stepmother" isn't 
any sort of anything at all. She's never been anything but kind and loving 
to him, but the small spark of anger remains: why didn't she love him 
enough to stay married to his father? 

Instead, Sofie and Will get a room at a hostel, a clean and stark and 
faded space where they can stay out of the light and sleep through the 
day. Jenny meets them there in the late afternoon as the sun's beginning 
to set. 

Sofie takes them shopping as soon as it's dark enough for Will to go 
outside. It's Will's money they're spending, but Sofie is without question 
the leader. She attacks the matter of choosing their outfits with the 
precision and strategy of a skilled tactician. 

They buy Will's clothes first. "Dressing boys is easier," Sofie explains. 
"As long as it's well-cut and expensive, the fashion doesn't matter as 
much. Vampires are all snobs."

She outfits him with black wool pants, a black silk shirt, a long black 
brocade jacket with a matching vest, and—

"A cravat?" Will holds up the small scrap of wine-red fabric doubtfully. 
"I don't think I'm really a cravat kind of guy."
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Sofie ignores his protests. "You can go back to spending eternity in 
raggedy old Racetraitor t-shirts and ripped jeans tomorrow night. For 
now you're doing as I say without bitching about it, got me?"

Jenny doesn't complain at all, instead submitting to the task of trying on 
endless dresses without a peep of protest. After three stores, Jenny's doll-
like compliance is starting to freak Will out a little, and Sofie seems just 
as rattled. 

"Seriously, what the hell?" she demands from Jenny. Jenny bites her lip 
and looks down, an abashed expression on her face. 

"It's method acting. If vampires are snobs, like you said, then they 
probably all consider themselves too smart to get fooled by a con. The 
meeker I am, the more I'm what they expect, right? Human cattle." 

Will feels sick, but Sofie looks impressed. 

In the end Sofie chooses a dark blue dress for Jenny, one that hangs off 
her shoulders in a soft drape, edged with navy-colored lace. For herself 
Sofie picks blue as well, but an ice-white blue, sleek and elegant lines of 
fabric clinging to her skinny hips. 

"It's cut on the bias," she says to Jenny, which Will can only assume is a 
phrase with meaning in the secret language of girls. 
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LILY

She's curled up on one of the sofas in the warehouse, reading Bukowski 
by candlelight, when Jay calls. 

"I am room service's bitch. I'm telling you, it's true love," he says. 

"That's because you're not paying for it," Lily points out. "Trust me, it 
loses its sheen quickly when water is twelve dollars."

"You're just jealous that I've found my perfect romance," Jay teases 
blithely. Lily ignores the sting of unintended truth curling in her belly at 
his words, and forces a small laugh.

"When do you get back?"

"Tomorrow night, I think. There's some big music industry thing that 
Blake's put me on the guest list for next week. I'm allowed to bring 
friends, but I think Tommy and Michelle are going on one of their 
pathetic-ass 'not dates'. You can come instead if you want, so long as you 
promise not to get into a fight with any vampires you see there or 
anything."

Lily considers. "All right. No fighting on the premises, I cross my heart. 
Email me the details."

"Will do," Jay agrees.

"Oh, and hey," Lily adds. "Why not invite Rose, too? She'd probably 
kill for an outing that's not Peter-Pan-related."
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WILL

They arrive at the house shortly after midnight, on the night of the 
party. It looks no different than any of the other houses on the block -- 
they're all huge, beautiful, stately old buildings, kept in excellent 
condition -- but Sofie is certain.

"Trust me," she says, glancing at the lush-looking rooftop greenhouse 
just visible from street level and giving a slight shudder. "This is the one 
we're looking for."

Sure enough, the door opens easily under Will's hand, and the air inside 
is filled with quiet conversation, unobtrusive music, complex perfumes, 
and blood. Everyone around them is impeccably dressed and perfectly 
confident. 

"We're doomed," Will says. Sofie and Jenny both roll their eyes. 

"We're fine," Jenny replies. They move over to the edge of one of the 
many interconnected rooms, watching the vampires and their escorts 
chatting together, the quiet broken by the occasional laugh. "Hey, there 
are people here. Like, alive people. Most of them don't look any older 
than me."

"Yes," Sofie says, voice sharp as poison. "But they're not the ones I'm 
looking for."

Jenny looks confused. "Why not?"

"They don't want to be saved. They came by choice. They're disgusting."

Will thinks of Jay, of Jay's heated protests when Will tried to argue 
about Blake. He wonders what Sofie would say if she knew. "It's not that 
simple," Will protests. "Some of them might have been kids like you. 
This might be the only life they know."

"If I knew better than to stay in that world, they should too," Sofie 
shoots back. 

"That's not fair. Just because you were able to doesn't mean you can 
demand that everyone have that same strength."

Sofie gives him a longsuffering look, shaking her head. "I guess it makes 
sense for a vampire to have a bleeding heart. We're wasting time, anyway. 
You two, stay down here, draw lots of attention. I'll be back as soon as I 
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can." She slips off into one of the other rooms, blending into the 
mingling groups and vanishing from view.

Jenny holds out her hand to Will. "Care to dance?"

~

They socialise their hearts out. Jenny, with her natural ability to strike 
up a conversation with anyone, drags Will from group to group, 
introducing him as her brother, the great musical talent recently moved 
to town. Most of the vampires seem far more interested in her than in 
him, which makes Will's skin crawl, but Jenny acts as if she's blind to the 
attention being paid to her.

They dance. They nod and smile and listen to vampires and humans talk 
about themselves, about places, about historical events long since passed 
into dusty books. 

A few hours after their arrival, they take a break from the whirl of the 
ballroom and find a quiet spot near the refreshments table. They've been 
doing their best not to come too close to it, but don't want to be 
conspicuous in their avoidance. They haven't seen Sofie since she left 
them. 

Two vampires, each dressed in a sheathlike black cocktail dress, 
approach them. Their matching smiles unnerve Will, but he smiles back 
as politely as he can.

"Good evening," he greets them. 

"You've been invited upstairs," one of the vampires says.

"Come with us, we'll show you," the other says.

"We're actually pretty good down here, thanks," Jenny says, sounding 
nervous. Nobody's remarked on the fact that she's a human with no scars, 
yet, but the charade will be harder to pull off if they're forced to meet 
one-on-one with anybody.

"Oh, no, come," the vampires say together. "You must come.”

They can't easily refuse without risking Sofie's cover,  so Jenny and Will 
follow the pair up the wide foyer staircase to the upper level of the 
house. 

"Just through here," one of the pair says -- Will can't tell them apart at 
all -- and gestures to a door, which she opens as they approach. 
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The room through the door looks like the set of a clichéd action movie, 
set up for the scene where the super-villain interrogates the hero and 
explains every intricacy of the evil plan. Sofie is sitting on a chair, arms 
tied behind her back at an angle that's probably painful. Her lip is swollen 
and split, hair a tangle around her face. There's a tear and a dark stain on 
her dress. A dark-haired vampire in an elegant tuxedo stands beside her, 
keeping guard. The vampire beside Will takes hold of his upper arm, 
gripping hard enough that he winces at the pressure. 

"Ow!" Jenny objects, trying to shrug off a similar hold on her own arm 
from the other vampire beside her. Will hushes her with a hiss. 

If the vampire leaning against the front of the wide antique desk were 
human, Will would place her in her late twenties. Her hair's a candy-
caramel color, a glossy brown fall halfway down her back. She's wearing a 
sleek business suit, light grey, the skirt short enough to show off the 
toned, tanned -- spray-on, Will assumes, since sunbathing and tanning 
beds aren't an option -- lines of her legs. She has designer glasses perched 
on her nose, which Will knows must be for vanity -- her dark red eyes 
must be as sharp as any other vampire's. Everything about her whispers 
money and power, a lot of both. 

"Cora Diaz," she tells Will and Jenny in a cool, professional tone. "I 
represent the interests of Mr Grigori."

"So she's basically a vampire lawyer," Sofie says, sneering. 

"Vampires have little time for due process," Cora retorts, a snakelike 
smile on her glossy mouth. "I merely have to decide what your sentences 
are."

"What are we charged with?" Will asks, as if it wasn't obvious. Cora 
crosses her arms, shifting her slim weight onto her left leg and raising 
one eyebrow.

"Dissolution of assets."

"Freeing the livestock," offers Sofie with a cheeky grin. If they weren't 
in dire peril, Will would be sorely tempted to put his palm over his face. 
He gives a longsuffering sigh. Sofie is very bad at knowing when to keep 
her cards close to her chest in the game of life. 

"Indeed," Cora agrees dryly. "My client is quite distressed over -"
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"I bet the eight little girls and three teenagers I set free are laughing it 
up, though, so in the balance it's not a complete downer." Sofie's voice is 
chatty, and she gives Jenny and Will a brilliant smile. She's more animated 
and energetic than Will has ever seen her. She seems utterly delighted by 
the whole situation, as if they weren't currently at the mercy of several 
obviously merciless vampires. 

"What do Jenny and I have to do with that?" Will interrupts, staying 
calm. "We've been downstairs all night."

"I am not an idiot, Mr Cooper," Cora tells him in the same cool tone as 
all her other statements. "I know exactly who you and your sister are. It's 
a shame you chose such a suicidal course so early in your life. You might 
have become somebody interesting in a few hundred years." She 
addresses the vampire beside him, still gripping his arm vice-tight. 
"Upstairs for him, downstairs for her. This one," a nod toward Sofie. 
"Grigori may want to keep."

The vampires begin to pull Jenny and Will out of the room again. Jenny 
cries "hey, wait," and tries again to pull away, glancing at Sofie in panic. 
Will has a sudden flash of memory, the image of Lily with a sword in her 
hand stepping into the room where he was held captive, relief and love 
naked on her face. He has to get them out of here. He has to save them. 
That much, at least, being a vampire should make him good for. 

"If you know who they are then you know who I am, too," Sofie is 
saying, a note of businesslike negotiation taking over from her earlier 
elation. "And you know you can't kill us. Liam Foley will pay whatever 
Grigori wants in apology. He'll vouch for us." 

"I'll offer Mr Foley my personal condolences for the death of his 
estranged daughter," Cora says, cool voice turning icy and her smile 
becoming even thinner and less pleasant. "And I'm sure Mr Grigori will 
pay him, as you say, whatever he wants in apology. You see, the little girls 
were his," Cora leans in near to Sofie, her words a cruel whisper. "But 
the teenagers were mine. The three of you will pay for stealing from 
me."

"No, you can't--" Sofie says, genuine panic creeping into her tone now, 
but Will doesn't hear Cora's response. The vampire dragging him away is 
too strong, and he has no choice but to stagger after her as she pulls him 
to a pair of stainless-steel elevator doors concealed behind one of the lush 
wall hangings. 
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The elevator mechanism is almost silent as it takes them up, and when 
the doors open again the vampire shoves Will out onto the bare asphalt 
hard enough to make him stumble. The doors are closed again before he 
even gets a chance to turn to look at her. 

He's on the rooftop, inside the greenhouse. Only it isn't a greenhouse at 
all; Will can see that now. There are plants, certainly, a thin border of 
them along the edges of the space, against the glass. From ground level, 
they give the illusion of a full and lush garden up above. The rest of the 
space is empty. Through the glass panes of the roof, Will can see the dark 
of the night sky above him. 

He knows what the result will be, but he tests the glass walls anyway. 
They're shatterproof, made of something thick and diamond-hard and, 
Will's willing to bet, soundproof. They aren't flat, as they first looked, 
but subtly curved. Lenses. 

He's inside a giant magnifying glass, and the sun's going to come up 
soon. 

Will gives up his pride and hatred, because pride and hatred aren't 
worth dying for, and shoves his mental self as hard as he can in the 
direction of Chicago. There's no time for intricate explanations, not with 
the distance and effort involved in this desperate plan. Will just pushes 
the image of Cora's face as hard as he can, coupled with the ideas of 
'danger' and the need for rescue and help.

Then, exhausted and afraid, Will waits. He thinks of Lily, and how much 
he hopes that he'll see her again. He's run enough. He's found his answer, 
and it's back where he began. 

Will doesn't know if they'll be able to make it work, if the light between 
them is strong enough to survive the darkness pressing in all around. But 
he wants to try. He really, really wants to try.

The sun comes up, and he begins to burn. 
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LILY

Rose and Tommy are having a marathon of all the Christopher Lee 
Dracula movies, and Lily thinks it's probably in poor taste for her to enjoy 
the movies so much, but she does all the same. And, in addition to the 
weird silly horror onscreen, she enjoys the company, and the sense that 
there's still somewhere she fits in the world. 

She wrote her first new lyrics in a long time when she woke up this 
evening. Just a couple of lines: What makes us stronger, kills us. What kills us, 
makes us stronger. She doesn't have music for it, though, because all her 
music came from Will and so there's none left now.

She's jolted out of lonely daydreaming by a prickle all over her skin, 
raising goosebumps and making her shiver. She's got that walked-over-
her-grave feeling, the crawly sense that something just beyond her senses 
has occurred. For some reason, she thinks of tanned legs and long 
caramel-colored hair, and danger. 

It's a difficult feeling to shake off. Disquiet is tenacious, and it's never 
been that hard to make Lily feel bad. 

Rose gives her a look of worry. Lily does her best to smile.
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WILL

The sun burns down and the brightness and the agony are a single 
sensation, overwhelming Will completely for an eternity before 
everything fades, white flaring to red flaring to black flaring to nothing.

"This smells revolting." 

The words jolt Will awake, too-loud against the fragility of his 
eardrums. He'd thought the pain had been too intense for any other 
feeling to get through, that it had blocked the world out, but no. The 
danger has sharpened his senses laser-fine -- it was just that, until the 
voice spoke, there was nothing for him to sense except the pain and the 
light, and so those things had filled the world. 

He hears the shuffles and swears of someone moving around. Will wants 
to look up, just for a second, but knows that his eyes will burn and he 
feels like any pain even a fraction beyond what he feels now will be too 
much and he'll die completely. 

And he realizes, with a vague feeling of surprise, that he desperately 
doesn't want to die. 

The soles of sneakers squeak against the ground, and then there's the 
shredding tear-sound of a Velcro fastener being opened.

Then there's dark. 

The light, sturdy fabric thrown over him is a new and awful pain against 
Will's wounded skin, but the dark. The dark. Will will never hate the 
dark again, never. He chokes out a sob of relief.

"It's okay, I've got you, you're okay," Sofie says, tone just as hard and 
breezy as ever. "You are the crappiest vigilante on earth, but you're okay. 
I think you might want to pass out from the pain before we get you out 
of here, though. Can you do that?" 

Will obliges. 

~

The stillness and nothing seems to last for a long time before Will 
comes back to himself, but the pain that greets him on his return feels no 
less vivid and intense than it did in the prison. There's blood in his 
mouth, and he gags on it automatically, trying to turn his head away from 
the rim of the cup at his lip.
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"Stay still," Jenny snaps. "Just drink it."

It's cold, and even though Will's whole body is still burning the coolness 
of the liquid makes him splutter as he swallows, like bitter medicine used 
to when he was human. But chilled blood means bagged blood, and so 
Will lets it slide down his throat without any more protestation. 

He can hear Cora, her tone venomous and icy, somewhere out of his 
narrow range of vision. "This is completely outrageous."

"Outrage has never been an especially becoming expression on you, 
Cora." That's Alexander's smooth voice, sounding slightly amused and 
condescending. "But please, feel free to continue your melodramatics if 
you find them enjoyable."

"What..?" Will manages to ask Jenny, his throat already sore and dry 
again. 

"Hush. Later," she says sternly, and she sounds so much like her mom in 
that moment that Will can't stop himself from smiling a little as he passes 
out again. 

~

The next time he wakes up he's somewhere different, quieter. It's dark, 
so dark that Will wonders if Jenny or even Sofie can see. He can't open 
his eyes to check -- the lids feel stiff and sore, like the rest of him. 

Will sleeps and burns and waits for the pain to stop and thinks of Lily. 
He wonders if she still has the same cell phone number as she used to. He 
wonders if he'll be able to remember what it was, once he can think 
properly again. He wonders if she'll speak to him if he calls. 

After what feels like a long, long, long time in the dark, Will begins to 
notice that he's awake for longer snatches of time between the relief of 
unconsciousness. He can feel the texture of the bedding under him, and 
the soft still air on his exposed, aching skin. 

The next time someone comes into the room, it's Sofie. Will can tell by 
the rhythm of her footsteps and the scent of her, but he opens his eyes to 
watch her anyway. 

"You're awake," she observes, an anxious smile twitching at her mouth. 
"How are you feeling?"
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Will snorts, hoping that'll answer the question well enough. Sofie's 
twitching smile becomes a little surer.

"Okay, dumb question. Do... do you know who I am?" The hesitation in 
this question is only momentary, and Will wishes that there was some 
way to heal the broken things inside Sofie, to make her into someone 
who isn't afraid of hoping for the best. 

Will's whisper is cracked. "Yes." 

Sofie lets out a long breath. 

"Good. That's. That's good." She blinks a few times quickly, obviously 
thinking that the room is dark enough to hide from him the fact that she's 
almost crying. "Makes things easier if I don't have to do all the 
exposition."

"Fire blanket," Will rasps. Sofie nods.

"Yeah, that's what I covered you with. That'll teach you to question my 
choices next time I steal from a burger joint, won't it, huh?" she teases 
lightly in her usual brittle-bright voice, but the words break and tremble 
and this time the tears slip down her cheeks. She turns her face away, 
looking ashamed. 

"Drink?" asks Will.

"Oh, sorry. Here." Sofie's touch is gentle as she brings the cup to his 
lips. "I forgot that vampires only care about getting dinner on time," she 
says, and Will wishes he could lift his hand to put on top of hers and 
squeeze.

"Is he awake?" Alexander's voice again. Will had been sure that he'd 
hallucinated that, but apparently not. 

"Yeah. But don't make him talk or anything yet," Sofie answers. When 
all the blood is gone from the cup she takes it away and leaves the two of 
them alone. 

"How long have I been out?" Will asks, using the small amount of 
energy the blood's given him to keep his voice even and clear. 

"All the rest of the day, and the evening. It's just past midnight." 
Alexander answers. Will can just make out the outline of his form in the 
shadows, the sharp lines of his suit and the elegant posture. Even in an 
impromptu burn ward, Alexander looks haughty and unruffled. "I can't 
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say I was especially surprised to hear you'd fallen into trouble against 
Cora. It's difficult for me to pick which of the two of you is the more 
irritating of Blake's projects. Though I suppose I should be grateful; her 
increasingly absurd antics have given me an excuse to leave the city for a 
few nights. Lily has made life at home particularly tiresome lately.”

"Why save me at all?"

"Lord only knows," Alexander answers, giving a bored sigh. "Blake still 
finds you amusing, and I care about whether Blake is happy. Or perhaps 
the chance to thwart a victory of Cora's was too tempting for me to pass 
up. I've learned better than to question the world's sense of logic."

"Thank you."

Alexander doesn’t bother to reply to Will's croaked words. He turns on 
his heel and walks toward the door out of the darkened room. "If I waste 
more time here, I won't be able to fly back until tomorrow night. I've left 
money with Jennifer, should you need it for your recovery." He turns, 
the edge of his smile catching the faint light like a blade. "Your sister is a 
fascinating girl. I must remember to stay in touch."

"Don't," Will protests sharply. Alexander smirks, quirking one eyebrow, 
and leaves the room. 

~

Will takes two more nights to heal completely. He sleeps for most of 
the time, his body needing all the energy it has to knit and heal. Even the 
worst of the burns don't leave scars. In the spots where his scalp burned, 
his hair has gone white.

"That can't happen," he says, vexed, staring at himself in the mirror.

Sofie gestures at her own hair. "Mine lightened when I was fourteen. 
Sometimes vampirism does that. It's common in the newly turned. You 
might switch back eventually. It's hard to predict with certainty."

"No, I mean it literally can't do that. It's an urban legend that hair can 
go white overnight from a shock or illness. It's not physically possible. 
Old hair falls out faster if you're stressed, sometimes, making new gray 
hairs more evident, but it can't do it overnight like this." He pulls at the 
white streaks experimentally. They feel just like the rest of his hair.
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"I've also heard that vampires are just horror stories," Jenny puts in 
helpfully. Will scowls. She grins. "Don't frown. Your hair looks 
distinguished."

Will rolls his eyes, but secretly the strangeness has made him happy. 
Perhaps he's still capable of more change than he thought. 

"So are we on our way to Santa Monica, then?" Jenny asks.

"There's a detour I want to make first," Will answers. 

~

San Francisco by night is just as Will remembers it. He's visited the city 
three times before, always with the band, and so the gorgeous smells 
wafting from restaurants and the old elegance of the more affluent areas 
have always been mild and distant curiosities to him, like a glossy TV 
show or a piece of priceless jewellery might be: lovely, but nothing to do 
with any world he's a part of.

The San Francisco Will knows is the golds and crimsons of the dim sum 
parlours where Anna would try to eat enough to keep her nourished all 
day without replenishment; the noisy clothing boutiques where Lily 
would find earrings in the shapes of fish skeletons or crowns or plastic 
diamonds; the flophouses in the Tenderloin where Russ would complain 
that they'd all be killed by drug dealers in their sleep.

The Tenderloin's the place Will remembers best of the city. It's a strange 
little pocket of dark and dirt amidst the baywater gleam of the blocks 
around it, like an unfading bruise on the swells and curves of the city's 
body. 

Will himself is unafraid - he suspects he's lost the knack of that - but he 
worries on behalf of Jenny and Sofie, vulnerable and young and alive in a 
place that seems to suck these traits dry from anyone who stays too long. 
The girls don't seem to be bothered at all by the dingy grit of their 
surroundings, however, and abruptly that makes perfect sense to Will. 
Compulsion overrides fear, always. Just as the band, for all their 
complaints along the way, slept on floors and in the backs of vans and in 
motels which stank of desperation, so too will Jenny and Sofie 
accommodate the dangers of the Tenderloin.

Remember the Stars did it because they needed to play music, whatever 
it took, while Jenny needs to be a quiet strength for those whose own 
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energy is spent, and Sofie needs to stop other children from losing all the 
things that she herself once lost. 

It's not about nobility or sacrifice. It doesn't mean they have a gift that 
makes them any better at doing these things than others who undertake 
the same tasks. All it means is that they never had a choice. They must do 
what they must do.

"It's going to be light soon," Will says. "We should find somewhere to 
stay."

~

The next evening, Will sets out alone, looking for Anna and Russ. It 
takes him a few hours to find them, because San Francisco is an easy 
place to be invisible within, and Anna and Russ have always been good at 
avoiding detection.

Their paths finally cross in a bar, a vaguely upmarket place with muted 
music and dim lighting and overpriced drinks. 

"Hey," Will says, trying to make his expression something like a 
welcome. "How have you been?"

Russ is the one to reply. "All right. Hunting's harder here than in 
Chicago. The vampires aren't as exposed. Fewer turf wars. But we're 
learning."

"You've always been adaptable," Will agrees. He pauses, searching for 
something else to say. Small talk has never felt more useless. After a few 
seconds, he gives up, and goes right to the point. "I'm going back to 
Chicago. I wanted you both to know, directly from me, that it's still your 
city, too. Your home, whenever you want it again. There's no ill will 
between us."

Russ nods, obviously at his own loss as to what the right words for a 
meeting like this are. After a beat, he holds his hand out. Will takes it, 
squeezing Russ's familiar palm reassuringly. 

Anna stays silent, staring at Will with an unreadable expression. Will 
nods at her and turns to go, wondering if Jenny and Sofie have gone out 
to find food yet. 

"Will," Anna says. Will stops, turning back. "Tell Lily... tell Lily I miss 
her every day."
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Will nods, and walks away. 

~

When Will returns to the motel room they'd rented -- twin beds for 
Sofie and Jenny, a windowless bathroom with a tub large enough to sleep 
in for him -- Sofie is lying on her bed, eating red vine candies and reading 
a battered paperback of Lydia Lunch's Paradoxia. Jenny's flipping channels 
on the tiny black-and-white TV, searching through the static for 
something worth leaving on. When she sees him, she smiles and 
straightens. 

"I'm gonna go buy some groceries. You can come along and help me 
carry them back," she tells him. 

"Have you been waiting for me to get back just so I could come be your 
pack mule?" he asks without malice. She nods cheerfully.

"Yep. Come on."

San Francisco seems kinder, somehow, with Jenny at his side, and Will 
remembers a little of why he used to love this city so much. 

"You're heading home, aren't you?" she asks as they head down the 
street to an all-night market. Will turns the idea over in his head, 
savouring the texture. Home. He's got somewhere that's home. 

"Yeah."

"Hm." Jenny nods, as if confirming a part of a plan to herself. "Right. 
I'm gonna stick with Sofie, then. Go down to Santa Monica with her, and 
then on from there. Can we have the car?"

"Do you have a license?" Will retorts, knowing that she doesn't. Jenny 
looks unruffled.

"Sofie was raised by a master forger, remember? It's not a problem."

"I can't believe you gave her Paradoxia to read." Will considers for a 
moment. "I can't believe you've read Paradoxia. You're fifteen."

"Lydia's only sixteen at the start of the book," Jenny points out, fond 
irritation serrating her words. 

"Yeah, but -"

"I thought Sofie deserved to read something that... do you know what 
she was reading before I went out and found a bookstore and got 
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Paradoxia? She was reading The Art of War. I wanted her to be given at least 
one book that was written by someone she could recognise herself in, a 
voice that was hers, instead of always reading things about the person she 
thinks she's meant to be, you know? And anyway, if you really thought I 
was an innocent baby, you never would have let me go to that vampire 
party with you, would you?"

"No," Will concedes. "I'm sorry how -"

"Oh, whatever. The kids got free and your hair looks cool, and so I think 
that means we won, doesn't it?" Jenny grins. "This is gonna be a more 
interesting year away from study than I expected, that's for sure." 

Will smiles a little at her enthusiasm, but worry still gnaws at him. 
"She's... she's pretty broken, Jen. Even moreso than us. She'll keep you 
around while she thinks you're helping her get her job done. She'll accept 
you as an ally. But don't let yourself get your heart bruised, okay? I don't 
think Sofie's the sort of person who lets herself have friends."

Jenny looks at him, kindness and sadness in her eyes, and says "Then she 
deserves at least one, don't you think?"

Will looks at his little sister, with her beautiful young-woman face, her 
soft pale double chin and her pink bow mouth, her sea-gray eyes behind 
her glasses and the thick sky-blue tangles of her dreadlocks, threaded 
with tiny beads of silver and green glass. 

"How'd you turn out so cool, kid?" he asks with a lopsided smile. She 
shrugs.

"Don't know. Learned it from my big brother, I think."

"Really? He sounds like a good dude, then."

Jenny laughs. "Yeah. I think you'd like him."

~

They drive him to the airport. Airports at night always seem timeless, 
gray zones of not-quite-earth, and it's almost normal to feel dead in 
circumstances like that. Will hugs Jenny, as if squeezing her tight enough 
will keep her safe from all the world. Then it's Sofie's turn, and Jenny 
goes to check out what gate Will needs to go to, so that they'll have 
privacy for a couple of minutes. 
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"With all that's happened, I never asked," Will says. "Did... at the... 
after what happened at the party. Did you and Jay have a chance to talk?"

Sofie gives a sharp nod. "Yes."

"And?"

"And... it's complicated," Sofie answers, shifting from foot to foot, 
looking uncomfortable. "We're both angry. But... that's something, you 
know? Complicated and angry is better than nothing. He gave me his 
email address and phone number." Her mouth curls into a shaky smile. 
"I'm so fucking scared I'm going to screw it up again. But I gotta give it a 
shot anyway."

Will nods. "I can relate to that. Look, after Santa Monica, if you and Jen 
want to come out to the Midwest, you're always welcome."

Sofie shakes her head. "No. I might... one day, I might rock up on your 
doorstep and demand you let me crash on your couch. You never know. 
But not right now. I think me and Jenny are gonna maybe come back here 
to San Francisco, after. See the sights, all that. There’re lots of places 
around here that need volunteers, so Jenny'll be happy, and there's always 
more kids who need someone to break them out. I'll be able to do some 
real good, now that I won't have you around to slow me down." 

Will smiles at the teasing, then hesitates for a second. He wants to hug 
her, he wants that very much, but knows better than to try. He thinks of 
what else he can offer instead.

"If you ever... there's a vampire named Gretchen. I don't know where 
she is now, but I bet if you asked around she'd hear that someone was 
looking for her. She travels with three brothers. If you ever need... I 
don't even know. But I think she'll help you out." 

Sofie nods. "Thanks." She shuffles her feet. "For a lot of stuff."

"You too," Will answers, risking a squeeze of her hand. She gives him a 
warning look, but after a second she squeezes back. 
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LILY

Lily's been to a party like this once before, when one of the major labels 
was trying to convince Remember the Stars to sign their souls away. The 
hotel ballroom is glittering and expensive and enticing, a promise of all 
that's on offer to those who opt to buy in and sell out. Executives and 
managers and performers and promoters and music-TV presenters and a 
whole lot of other kinds of industry people all schmooze and chatter, 
making the alliances which will shape the way popularity will be 
scattered amongst the various hot new talents in the mainstream scene.

"And they say I'm the vampire," Lily quips. Rose and Jay both politely 
ignore the tepid joke, looking around at the elegant decor and the 
beautiful furnishings around the edges of the central mingling space.

"I know that guy," Rose says, nodding at one of the waiters, an Indian-
American kid with his hair gelled into red-tipped spikes. "From school. 
His name’s Jamie. Cool guy.” 

"Yeah, I have Math with him," Jay confirms. "Kids our age can make 
okay money doing event staff work for functions like this.

 I met Blake when I was working a party at one of the other hotels on 
this block."

Rose's phone beeps quietly in the pocket of her slacks. 

"I didn't know you even had a charger cord for that thing. You mean it 
really works, just like an actual phone? Wow," Lily teases. 

"Tommy only let me come here on that condition," Rose explains. "He 
wants me to phone him and check in. I'll be right back." She slips off 
towards the ladies' room to make the call in relative privacy.

Lily's feeling jumpy and tense from being around such a large group of 
people -- she only feels comfortable in crowds if there's a stage and 
instruments involved in some capacity -- and, really, that should be an 
indicator that she should keep her mouth shut, because Lily's brain/voice 
filter tends to stop functioning properly whenever she's nervous.

"So were you doing waiter duty, at this other party," she asks Jay. "Or 
did Blake order a glass of the 1994 vintage, and you were the right 
birthdate?"

Jay scowls at her. "I know you hate him, and you've got fair reason to. 
But don't take it out on me."
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"It's... God, Jay, what you're doing is so fucking dangerous. Idiotically 
so. Just look at what happened to Bette."

Jay opens his mouth to reply, then stops himself and shakes his head.

"No, what." Lily bristles, still nervy and tense. "Say whatever it is you 
wanna say to me, come on."

"Fine. You deserve to know," snaps Jay icily. "It was you."

Lily stares at him, confused. He continues to speak.

"Nobody in Blake's gang hurt Bette. They were the ones she called after 
she woke up from being killed. They didn't kill her. She'd been dumped 
in a grocery store parking lot. The vampire had bitten through the tattoo 
on her arm. It healed crooked, and she has a scar now. Right through the 
wing of the little ink bird."

Lily takes a step back, as if she can physically distance herself from what 
Jay is telling her. "No."

"So get off your high horse. You're no better than the rest of us," he 
says, and walks away into the crowd. Lily, struck still by shock, can only 
watch him go.

She killed Bette. She's a murderer and a liar, even if she can't remember 
it. That doesn't change the fact that she's capable of such things. That she 
did them. 

She killed Bette.

As if summoned by her thoughts, Lily catches sight of the girl on the 
other side of the room, slipping away from the door to the bathroom 
with a satisfied smile on her wicked red-gloss mouth. Her eyes lock with 
Lily's for a moment, and Bette gives her a jaunty, mocking wave.

When Lily steps inside the ladies' room, afraid she'll find the worst, 
she's unimaginably relieved to see a living, breathing Rose beside the 
washbasin, drying her hands on one of the stack of thick white hand-
towels. Once the moment of relief has passed, though, Lily notes the 
extra-pale cast of Rose's face and the high flush along her cheekbones, 
and the two little purple bruises beginning to bloom on her young neck.

Lily can't even feel angry, or blame her. Not when Rose looks so sad.

"I miss her," she says simply. Lily nods once and turns away, rage boiling 
in her blood like a waking volcano.
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She promised Jay that there wouldn't be any bloodshed at the party, and 
she'll hold to that. 

But she knows where Blake lives.

~

She waits outside the townhouse as the night shifts from late to early, 
barely noticing the intermittent rain which soaks her clothes and chills 
her cold skin colder. Finally, three well-dressed vampires approach on 
foot, sauntering at a leisurely pace, as if they haven't a care in the world.

Lily's making a low growl in her throat before she even registers that 
she recognizes the face of the middle one of the three. Blake laughs, the 
sharp shape of his teeth flashing in his smile as he tilts his head back. "A 
late night visitor. How charming."

Lily puts one foot back, ready to pounce. The two other vampires step 
forward, gaining the small amount of ground she's lost in the movement. 
Blake stops them with a quick motion of his hand.

"You think that orchestrating street brawls between other gangs is the 
worst we can do? It was nothing. When the real battles come, you'll be 
standing at my side, mark my words." Blake's voice is low and lazy, and 
makes the hairs on the back of Lily's neck prickle.

"I'll see you dead before then," Lily spits.

Blake cocks his head to one side, making the soft curls of his hair fall 
forward. "You can't frighten me, Lillian. You're a petulant child, a 
bratling. You'll grow out of it soon enough."

"Lily," Lily corrects, wondering if she's going to live through this. She 
doesn't really care -- maybe she deserves to die, after what she did to 
Bette -- but she hopes that she can take Blake down with her. 

"It took him hours to die, you know," Blake says in the silence between 
them.

Lily blinks, trying to catch up with the abrupt change in subject. 
"What?"

"William. You didn't think I'd simply drain him dry all and once and 
ruin the game so fast, did you? Honestly, even you should give us a little 
more credit than that. I took my time with him before I let him perish. 
I'm very patient." Another lazy grin, another laugh.
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Lily's lips curl back from her teeth, hands clenching into fists at her 
side. Blake still has his head at an angle, like he's giving his full attention 
to something especially fascinating.

"He tasted like you," he tells Lily softly, as if it's a secret he can't help 
but spill. He's still smiling. "A little sweeter, perhaps. But a lot like you."

The anger is so overwhelming that Lily can't even see for the red haze in 
her eyes. She springs at the three of them, barely conscious that Blake 
gestures for the other two to hold back just before her fist connects in 
the first punch.
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WILL

Chicago is louder than Will remembers, but that's to be expected. He 
keeps his head down and makes his way back to the warehouse quickly. 

The scene in front of him as he steps inside his old home is like a 
conjuration of ghosts. Lily is bleeding on the floor, clothes a wreck of 
stains and tears. Rose is beside her, kneeling in the spreading dark pool of 
water, blood-tinted, that's seeping from Lily's sodden clothing, a cup of 
blood clutched in her hand. Rose's lips are chapped from cold weather 
and her short hair is tucked away from her face under one of Will's old 
caps. Her eyes are wide and afraid and on her throat, above the collar of 
her shirt, is the dainty snakebite bruise that marks a vampire encounter.

All the elements are so familiar, and strange in their familiarity, that for 
a moment Will can't move. A rattling, choking laugh from Lily shocks 
him out of his freeze.

"You should see the other guy," she quips, face a twist of pain. 

Will crouches next to Rose, easing Lily up to lean her head against his 
shoulder, sliding one arm under her knees and the other against her back. 
He gently lifts her, carrying her through to the dusty, unmade bed that 
nobody has slept on since before he died. 

"She says she got into a fight with someone named Blake," Rose 
explains, setting the cup of blood down on the nightstand and then, 
ineffectually, trying to brush some of the mess off her own clothing. "She 
claims that he was even more hurt than her by the time they were done."

"Wouldn't have gotten away alive, otherwise," Lily offers in a slur. 
"Motherfucking asshole." She coughs again. "He took too much. I'm not 
healing up."

"Here." Will raises his wrist to his mouth, ready to bite. Lily waves one 
hand, the movement uncoordinated like a drunk's.

"Should have known you'd pick the most dramatic moment to come 
back from the dead," she says. 

"I'm sorry it took me so long," Will replies, climbing onto the bed 
beside her. Rose leaves the room, and a few seconds later Will can hear 
the slosh of water filling a bucket at the sink, and then the sounds of 
scrubbing. 
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It's no effort to reposition Lily between his knees; she's limp and light 
and too weak to protest. Will winces a little at the sting as he bites 
through to the vein in his own wrist.

"'s like deja vu all over again, heh," Lily says, looking up at Will with a 
smile that's nothing but pain. "Gonna let me die this time?"

"Drink, Lily," Will says, and tries to ignore the waver in his voice. 
"C'mon."

And that's like deja vu, too.

~

When Lily has swallowed all she can before passing out, Will leaves her 
to rest and goes out to the main area of the warehouse. Rose is sitting at 
the kitchen table, but stands as he approaches her.

"Thanks for your help," Will says. "She's going to be okay, I think. Did 
she say anything else to you before I got here?"

Rose shakes her head. "No, sorry."

"How did she know to call you?"

"I've been hunting with Lily for a little while now," Rose explains. "I'm 
learning fast. She says I'll never be a natural fighter, not really, but that at 
least I'm determined."

"Your neck..." Will says, not sure how to broach the subject tactfully. 
He's got no high ground to judge from, but he wants everything to be out 
in the open. Secrets are always harmful. 

Rose's jaw tenses, and she raises her chin defiantly. "Yeah. Take me as I 
am, or not at all. Scars are part of the package. What I do when I'm not 
here is my personal business." 

"Okay," Will nods. Then, hesitantly, he holds out a hand. "Glad to have 
you around." 

Rose lets out a sigh of relief, smiling as she shakes his hand. "I'm glad to 
be here. Glad to be hunting, and making a difference."

Will can imagine just how unimpressed Sofie would be by that sort of 
attitude. He grins. 
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Rose covers a yawn with her palm. "Look, are you gonna be okay if I 
take off? I've got school in the morning. She's really gonna be okay now, 
right?"

"Yes. I'll be here when she wakes up in the evening. You go, and don't 
worry. Everything's okay."

Rose gives him a disbelieving look, her expression making it perfectly 
clear that she is too old to believe that everything would ever be okay 
again. Will just pats her on the shoulder and sees her to the door, locking 
it behind her as she steps into the clear cold pre-dawn light. 

Lily's bruises are fading, cuts healing almost fast enough to watch the 
process. She murmurs something, restless, a line of worry appearing 
between her brows. Will lies down beside her in the darkened room, 
holding her close to him as carefully as he can. She settles, falling into 
deeper rest, and after a long, long time, Will follows her down into sleep. 
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LILY

The note Lily leaves on the bed is short: TAG, YOU'RE IT. She leaves a 
thumbprint on the page, too, so that Will will have her scent. Then she 
sets off into the evening world, darting up and down city blocks as the 
light fades to something comfortable. She still aches all over, but it's 
better. She can ignore it.

Every twenty minutes or so, she leaves another thumbprint on a wall or 
window. She loops back over her own route, goes up onto fire escapes 
and rooftops, down into cellars and subways. Then, when it gets too 
much, she sits down in an alley behind a restaurant, pulls her hood up, 
and waits.

"What the hell are you trying to prove?"

Lily looks up. Will's faster than she expected. "I forgot you've had time 
to get used to what you can do now. I should have made this harder."

"Get up."

Lily stays on the ground. "You shouldn't have left."

"I had to."

Lily stares up, sure that she's baring her teeth as she does it. "Bullshit. 
That's bullshit. You think I didn't want to run?" She stands, determined 
not to show that her bones still hurt from the beating that goddamn 
fucking asshole Blake gave her. "When you lied to me, and let me come 
back after they killed me, you think I didn't want to run?"

Will pulls the collar of his shirt to one side sharply. "See that? It's a scar. 
It's never going to fade any more than it has, because everything about 
me is forever now. So I'm gonna have this forever. Your scar." His mouth 
is a thin and angry line. "You should have drained me dry that night. 
Killed me when you had the chance."

"I wish I had. I wish I'd taken it all." Lily snaps, and sees something 
surprised and wounded flicker in Will's eyes.

And Lily's just tired, she's so tired, and she hates Will for leaving and she 
wishes there was any point to being angry, because she's so angry and 
there's nowhere for all of it to go, so she punches Will in the jaw just to 
see if Will is going to punch back. It doesn't work.
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"Better me than them, right?" she tries, and that doesn't work either, so 
she hurls himself at Will and knocks them both to the ground, landing 
kicks and slaps wherever she can. "Do something! Fight back! I didn't 
save you from them! Hate me for it, you f-"

And then Will's got the upper hand, and rolls them until gravel 
crunches on the concrete under Lily's back, and he's staring down at Lily. 
There's blood on his lip from a split that's already healed and vanished.

"Do something," Lily says again with a snarl, bucking up to throw the 
balance of Will's hold on her.

"What?" Will asks. It sounds like a genuine question. His eyes look very 
dark in the low light. The blood on his lip is dark too, and still wet. 
"What do you need me to do, Lil?"

The word comes out a hiss, quiet enough that Will never could have 
heard it when he was human. But he's not human now, and so it hangs on 
the air between them. "Stay."

Will makes a faintly startled sound as their mouths collide, like he's the 
one being caught unawares by the kiss. It's an awkward angle, with Will 
still holding Lily down, and Lily feels the tear as her own lip splits a 
moment before she tastes the bloom of blood. That makes Will's 
surprised noise twist into something darker and deeper, and the flat of 
his tongue drags across the pain-sensitized skin over the little cut.

"Don't leave," Lily begs, digging her fingers into Will's forearm like 
that'll keep him close forever. "You gotta stay. Can't do this without 
you."

"I'll stay," Will says against Lily's mouth, the words broken up by more 
kisses, more scratches of sharp teeth against her lip. "I'm not going 
anywhere."

Lily wants to say that they've already established that Will's promises 
aren't worth shit; they did that the night Lily died. 

But if she does that, then maybe Will is going to prove her right, so she 
doesn't say a word, and tries to just hope instead.
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WILL

Their bedroom is very, very dark. Will isn't quite used to it yet, but it's 
becoming more familiar with every day.

He remembers how he used to watch Lily, just after sunset when Lily 
wasn't quite awake yet, and would lie in her cupboard with her arms 
crossed. Like she was really dead. Like Will had been able to handle the 
thought of a world without her, and had kept his promise.

Now Will can't see, can't watch. Not with the darkness so complete 
around them both. But, waking slowly, he can sense Lily beside him, 
already fully conscious.

Tonight Lily's tracing her fingers over Will's temples and the bridge of 
his nose. "You don't wear your glasses anymore."

"I don't need them now," Will reminds her. Lily doesn't stop the small 
movements. Will opens his eyes into the pitch black and feels his 
eyelashes brush the whorls of Lily's fingertips. "Lil?"

"I miss them," Lily confesses quietly. It's easy to confess things here, in 
the dark. Will's done his fair share of it in the last few nights. 
"Sometimes."

"I could wear them, if you wanted," Will offers. "Sometimes."

"Okay," Lily says, and Will knows she's smiling. She twines her hand in 
his, the light scars of their tattoos pressed together. Love is all you need. 
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BOOK THREE: 
FAIR GAME

Dedicated with love 

to the memory of Joe Borsellino, 

whose faith in me is a light 

I will carry forever.
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TIMOTHY

Death by wolf was an accepted risk in that first life he led, just as car 
accidents are a justified tragedy now. Terrible, certainly, but there was no 
alternative but swallowing the occasional loss as a side-effect to the 
comfort of many. The people needed wool, to spin into the long thick 
cloaks and hoods which kept them from shivering through the stark 
winter days, and wool needed sheep, and sheep needed shepherds. And 
sometimes the shepherds died in the teeth of the wolves. That was just 
how it went.

His name wasn't Timothy, then, but on the rare occasions he allows 
himself to revisit the memories he thinks of himself as Timothy anyway. 
His other name, the older name, is one that he is doing his best to forget. 
The past is another country, and his lies across wide oceans of time. Even 
he doesn't know how long ago those winters really were. The almanacs 
his father bought every spring from the peddler had the names of the 
months and the seasons, but that was all. Knowing what year it was 
wouldn't have meant much of anything to anybody.

He is trying to forget his old name, but there are other names that are 
burned into his memory like pokerwork in wood. Ilia, that was the 
shepherd's name. He was a little older than Timothy, by perhaps two 
winters. People remembered how many winters they'd had. Every one 
was a mark of survival. On the worst nights, the wind was so sharp that 
grandmothers would tell children that the air itself had teeth to bite 
with, and the children would believe with all their hearts. Those nights 
were hungry, snarling, shivering nights.

Ilia had soft hands, from the lanolin in the wool. They didn't call it 
lanolin, of course. The village joke called that skin-smoothing oil the 
Shepherd's Mercy, because it was the one consolation for the wives 
whose husbands spent season after season out herding on the hills. Ilia 
didn't have a wife. He was young enough that his beard was scruffy and 
half-made, like Timothy's. Duckling-down, the grown-up men called it 
with good-natured laughs, the hard-won fluff that boys prized so highly.

Timothy would join Ilia on the hill some evenings, when he wasn't 
needed in the house, and they would make up stories about the stars and 
watch the sheep and laugh and kiss and cuddle, and they were in love. 
Their families knew, and treated the pair with the same fondness that all 
young sweetheart pairs in the village had always been treated with. 
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Everyone knew that the boys would each find a wife, or have a wife 
decide to find them, in the next few seasons, because if a man didn't have 
a wife then who would spin his shirts and bear his children and cook his 
dinners? Wives and husbands were a part of life, like being born and 
growing old and wolves. And if a woman's husband wanted to take his 
warmth on winter nights in a bed with another man, well then, that was 
her good luck then, wasn't it? For less nights spent lying with a husband 
meant less chance of more babies down the line, and that meant a better 
chance at longer life for the wife herself.

Ledishka wasn't a wife. She was even younger than Timothy. She was 
Timothy's sister, and she was there beside him on the bright cold 
morning when he went up the hill and Ilia was gone.

There were two sheep dead, broken-necked on the footworn snow, 
grey and brown and occasional glimmers of white all smeared with red 
from their torn throats. The rheum of their dull sheep eyes was frozen in 
the cold.

"Wolves," Timothy said, heart sore and sick with the thought of a life 
without Ilia ahead.

"No," Ledishka answered. Her hair was a darker brown than his, her 
nose scattered with tiny brown freckles from all her days out-of-doors. 
She'd been a sickly baby and was small now, like a child, rather than a girl 
already on the cusp of womanhood. "I don't think this was wolves. I think 
it was something else."

~

In the present, uncountable hundreds of years later and a half a world 
away, Timothy is killing the remaining half-hour left before the sunrise by 
reading the new issue of one of the countless music magazines he 
regularly buys. This one is one of his favorites, and he feels as close to 
content as he's ever managed.

He's leaning against the arm of the chair currently occupied by 
Alexander, and Alexander is currently scratching idly at the nape of 
Timothy's neck. If Timothy could purr, he would.

"Maybe you need a cat of your own," he suggests to Alexander. 
Alexander doesn't dignify the suggestion with a response, instead adding 
another sticky-note to the legal briefing he's reading. Timothy bought the 
sticky-notes for him. They have red tyrannosaurs on them. Alexander 
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often reads legal briefs and court proceedings -- he likes subsidizing the 
very expensive law firm the household keeps on retainer, in order that 
the law firm can take on the pro-bono cases Alexander selects for them. 
Alexander considers human resources to be the most lucrative stock 
market around, and it's one that never crashes.

On the other side of the quiet room, Blake is trying to teach Bette how 
to play chess.

"I already know how to play chess," she'd protested when he declared 
his intentions.

"I'm going to teach you how to play chess properly," he'd clarified.

The chessboard is inlaid into the top of a small, purpose-built table 
which was until very recently functioning as Mikhail's nightstand in one 
of the apartments on the ground floor. There's a coffee ring on one 
corner, circling the pawn Bette is trying to make a into a second queen. 
Blake deftly takes it with his bishop, and Bette groans.

"Damn! I was so close!"

"No." Blake gestures at her sternly with the defeated chess piece, as if 
it's a teacher's pointer and he stands at a lectern instead of lounging 
rather indolently on a leather and oak desk chair in his shirtsleeves and 
waistcoat. From Timothy's vantage point on the floor he can see Blake's 
socks, a mis-match of one white cotton and one gray silk. He's absolutely 
certain that the white cotton one must belong to Jay, Blake's human 
lover, though Jay is almost as unlikely to own white cotton socks as Blake 
himself.

"You weren't close," Blake goes on. "You aren't on the board at all. Your 
soldiers are. That's a vital rule to learn, if you want to win. Chess is a 
ruthless game, my dear. You will do well to remember not to put your 
own soul anywhere near its battlefield."

Bette rolls her eyes so hard that Timothy can almost hear it, but all she 
says is "All right. I'll do my best. Thanks."

"Sarcasm is unbecoming, Elizabeth."

"Bette."

"And I believe you have history homework to complete? Perhaps our 
game can wait until the evening."
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Bette turns in her chair to give Alexander, her tutor, a pleading look. 
"Who ever heard of a vampire doing eleventh grade History, honestly?"

"Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it," 
Alexander retorts tritely. Timothy shivers a bit at the choice of homily, 
and Alexander squeezes his shoulder apologetically.

"Blake repeats his mistakes all the time. Several times a night, 
sometimes," Bette replies.

"I've never been one for condemnation in any circumstances, much less 
repeatedly," Blake answers. "But, to your books, young mistress! The 
lesson will conclude tomorrow."

Bette sighs, and stomps off to her room. A moment later, music begins 
to blast out from behind her closed door.

"I do so love living with a teenager," Alexander remarks in a dry voice. 
Then, businesslike, "Blake, you've owed me a list of police officers for at 
least two weeks."

Blake looks up from switching the placement of several chess pieces, 
the swap giving him an advantage over Bette. "Hm? Oh, right, I 
remember telling you I'd get you that. You really should know to remind 
me of these things."

"I'm reminding you now."

"All right, all right. Is that the list of police officers we're promoting, or 
the ones for demotion and disposal?" Abruptly, Blake gives a wicked grin. 
"Do you remember that time I gave you the wrong list?"

"I seem to remember a minor political revolution resulted. Don't do 
that again," Alexander tells him. "And I want the real list -- promotion, 
thank you very much -- by this time tomorrow night."

Timothy leaves them to their city planning discussions, because he 
knows from experience that once they get a good bout of bickering going 
they'll entertain themselves for hours, or at least until they're 
interrupted. He goes into his own bedroom, already prepared for the 
coming daylight. The drapes are drawn tight, blacking out any hint of 
sunshine that might try to infiltrate. Bikini Kill, the least intimidating cat 
ever owned by a creature of the night, is shredding the latest in a line of 
small stuffed penguin toys on the end of the bed.
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"How's my mighty little hunter, then?" Timothy asks, scritching her 
under her chin. She mewls, flopping over to her side in a demand that he 
pat her tummy.

He settles on the bed with his laptop, checking messageboards and 
status updates quickly to see if there's anything that needs his attention. 
Bette's online, of course, because the world will probably reach its literal 
end before an eleventh-grader is capable of doing homework without 
browsing at the same time. Timothy chuckles and opens a chat window.

Boo.

She replies almost as soon as he's hit send. I AM SO BORED I AM GOING 
TO DIE {if u make an 'already dead' joke i will hack yr laptop srsly}.

I'm going to Detroit tomorrow night. Catching up with friends. Want to come  
with me?

This time the reply comes in the form of muted footsteps from the 
bedroom next to his, and his door opening a second later. "Oh god yes," 
Bette says.

"If you're going with Timothy to Michigan, I want your homework 
before you leave," Alexander says from the main room. Bette, facing 
away from him, makes a hideous face. Timothy laughs.

"And stop making that face," Alexander goes on. "The wind will 
change, and you'll be stuck like that, and we'll lock you in the attic."

"The attic doesn't have a lock," Timothy reminds him.

"I'll purchase one myself. I'll even have it specially made."

"You'll all be in the attic if you keep shouting from room to room like 
asylum inmates," declares Blake. "To bed, everyone. Arguments and 
plans can wait until the evening."

~

They touch down at Detroit airport with most of the night left. Unlike 
Blake and Alexander, Timothy usually takes ordinary commercial flights, 
at least for short trips like this. He likes the anonymity of it, the time- 
and placelessness of the whole production. Pasts don't matter on planes, 
and the future has to wait until after the plane has stopped completely at 
the gate and the seatbelt release light has switched on.
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The pair of them catch a town car into the city proper. The glossy black 
Chrysler sedan makes Bette's eyes go wide. Timothy knows that 
Alexander and Blake like to bandy around phrases like "your 
wonderment is so refreshing" about Bette's genuine delight in lovely 
things, but that's mostly because Alexander and Blake are in love with the 
sound of their own jaded cleverness. Nobody would bother with a luxury 
car when a taxi would do just as well if they'd truly lost their 
appreciation for elegance.

Timothy likes hunting in Detroit because he died thin, and so has stayed 
thin ever since, and he died young and fresh-faced, and so on the 
dangerous corners of the night in Detroit there are a lot of predators 
who see him and think they've found easy prey. He likes the moment 
when their self-importance begins to buckle under the weight of 
evidence, and they realize that he is far more terrible than they could 
hope to be. He likes catching muggers and thugs and rapists at the 
moment of intimidation for similar reasons: their menace is such a petty, 
useless thing when matched against his teeth and claws.

In this particular instance, the young woman being cornered by two 
looming attackers runs away as soon as Timothy and Bette decide to step 
in and skew the game. She's long out of sight by the time they're finished.

"You don't always see that anymore," Timothy remarks, wiping his face 
clean. "Alex says that it used to be that they'd always run. You'd think that 
anybody would, if they saw a vampire swoop in and kill someone right in 
front of them. But between all the vigilante superheroes in comic books, 
and the kind of vampire stories that show up now, people think that 
maybe we only attack bad guys. I guess it's a logical conclusion, really. If 
you're about to be attacked, and a vampire shows up and kills the 
attacker, you're going to think the vampire's nice."

Bette looks unimpressed by his logic, shoving the sleeves of her black 
cashmere sweater up to her elbows despite the chill wind off the lake. 
One of her forearms is scarred, the puckered white line cutting jaggedly 
through a delicate tattoo of a patchwork bird. Bette doesn't show off her 
scar very often, except when it's just her and Timothy. He's not sure what 
he's done to earn that ease from her, but he's glad of it. Friendship is 
something he hungers for as voraciously as blood.

"If you think a vampire's nice, you're a fucking idiot and you deserve 
what's coming to you," she replies snappishly.
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"You thought I was all right, when you were human," he reminds her.

Bette gives him a bitter half-smile. "My point exactly."

~

The main clique of vampires in Detroit are Motown in their dress sense, 
all fabulous hair and stylish clothes. Timothy thinks it's pretty cool, and 
they certainly all look excellent, but he can't help but wonder at the way 
so many vampires always look to the past for things of value. Like 
Alexander and Blake who, for as long as Timothy can remember knowing 
them, have dressed like most fashions since the 1930s are things that have 
happened to other people.

In this one way, at least, Timothy is almost glad that his own past is a 
blank for all the space between his death and a time just a few short 
decades ago: without a history to look back on, he has no choice but to 
stay in the present, and there's so much in the present that he loves.

Timothy shoots the breeze with the gang for a few hours, until Bette 
gets into an argument with one of the younger guys about something, an 
argument that looks set to escalate into a full fledged fight. Timothy 
decides it's time to head for home, and they catch the red-eye back. They 
make it home just before morning dawns, and Timothy feeds Bikini Kill, 
brushes his teeth, and crawls into bed beside the already-sleeping 
Alexander.

Timothy watches Alexander's still face, younger and softer like this than 
when he's awake. Alexander's human life, Timothy knows, was hard and 
hungry, just another young foreigner working the railroads, growing up 
in San Francisco when San Francisco was still a boom town. He died thin, 
like Timothy had, and Timothy can imagine how drawn to Alexander his 
own now-vanished earlier self would have been. Another almost-man, a 
boy not quite full grown but knowing in the everyday cruelties of the 
world, whose acceptance of harsh times has still never managed to douse 
the belief that better things are possible.

They argue often, but Timothy is always grateful to have Alexander in 
his world. Alexander's sharp sardonic mind knows Timothy in ways 
Timothy will never again know himself. Alexander cares about Timothy 
enough to go through the awkward fumblings of Timothy re-learning 
him, beginning their love affair all over again, and doing so with fewer 
snappish moments than Timothy's own frustrations give rise to.
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Timothy runs the pad of his thumb lightly over the shape of Alexander's 
smooth cheekbone. He remembers staring at the artwork in his father's 
almanac, images of the colourful crowds which thronged the faraway 
streets of Constantinople. Timothy can remember being especially 
captivated by the depictions of the Chinese traders in those pictures. He 
would gaze at them and think of how wonderful it would be to know 
someone whose face looked so different from the long-intermingled 
families of the tiny village, the people he'd known his whole life.

Timothy smiles to himself. It's so very easy for him to imagine how the 
Timothy who'd fallen for Alexander had come to do so.

"I am awake, you know," Alexander mutters, smiling at Timothy's 
continued soft petting.

"Sorry," Timothy answers, in truth feeling not very sorry at all.

"It's all right. I wanted to stay awake until you got back." Alexander 
shifts onto his back, opening his arms so Timothy can cuddle in closer 
and drape himself across Alexander's chest in the way they both like. "We 
got the guitar part done on the new track."

Alexander's been producing the album of a new band, one of his own 
discoveries that he'd arranged a label signing for. Their music isn't really 
Timothy's thing, but there's no question that Alexander has an excellent 
ear for what will be a commercial success.

"Still recording here?" Timothy asks. The second floor of the house, 
unlike the ground level and their own quarters on the upper storey, isn't 
take up with spacious living areas, but rather with a fully equipped 
studio, which they all use for their pet musical projects.

"Yes." Alexander nods. "I think Mikhail's taken a shine to the bassist."

"The girl with the..."" Timothy makes a vague hand gesture. "Hair?"

Alexander laughs. "Yes, the girl with the" - gesture - "hair. She's rather 
sweet, under her ostentatious fashion choices. I do hope he doesn't end 
up killing her before I have the album done. How was Detroit?"

Timothy considers the night before answering. "All right.

 I'm a bit concerned about Bette."

"Hm?"
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"I don't think she has much she cares about anymore, apart from 
killing."

Alexander runs his fingers lazily through Timothy's hair. "She's young 
yet. New loves will come with time."

Timothy moves up until he can kiss Alexander, softly and then with a 
little more force. "You should come to Detroit sometime. There're lots 
of civic systems there just begging for you to meddle with them. You 
could turn the town around."

"Sweet-talker," Alexander retorts, smiling against Timothy's mouth as 
they kiss again. Timothy has never, and probably will never, grow tired of 
the feeling of kissing Alexander. His body remembers things his mind has 
lost. His body has always known that Alexander is home.

"Have you fed much tonight?" Timothy asks as they move apart from 
each others' mouths. Alexander's pale pallor never shows a flush, but his 
lips have reddened and his eyes are dark and glittering. He nods.

"Good," Timothy says, and moves down to Alexander's throat, pausing 
to suckle lightly at the skin before biting down. Alexander's back arches, 
his hand tangling tight in Timothy's hair, and Timothy can't stop himself 
from smiling happily against Alexander's skin, swallowing another heady 
pulse of blood.
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BETTE

Sometimes Bette sneaks into the school before the sun rises in the 
mornings and walks the halls, breathing in all the whispers of scent she 
could never catch when everything was dulled. She can smell the cheap 
propellant in the deodorants most students use, the ugly chemical stink 
of it.

Once upon a time, Bette used to give Rose shit about never bothering 
with that stuff; about smelling like soap and cigarettes all the time. Now 
she knows better. Rose's locker, spare tie lying in a knot on the upper 
shelf and gym shoes shoved in the bottom, is a flare of all the warm, 
heady things which Bette's come to appreciate above all else, hormones 
and sweat and dirt and, sometimes, if one of the cheerleaders has given 
Rose a knock on the nose that day, even a little trace of blood in the air.

She leaves notes in that locker, just like she used to. Rose hasn't changed 
the combination. Bette slips today's thin envelope -- a recounting of the 
night's trip to Detroit, which Bette wrote down on the flight back -- into 
Rose's algebra textbook, carefully leaving one corner visible. Then she 
closes the locker and heads home to bed.

~

She's not used to the tepid feel of her own skin. The blood removes the 
chill, of course, but the hot flare of that always fades from her veins and 
belly before she's ready. Bette hates waking up and being room 
temperature. It's the only time when she can't make herself forget that 
she's dead.

The suite of rooms on the top level of the townhouse is well-appointed 
against daylight, the drapes thick and the glass of the windows beyond 
them tinted dark enough that Bette can shuffle from room to room with 
no more protection than sunglasses and the hood of her jacket over her 
face.

She always knows what time of day it is, even though she never sees the 
sun. Right now it's almost three-thirty in the afternoon. End of school. It 
isn't a rehersal afternoon for the school musical, so Rose will be going 
home to nap, so that she can stay out later into the night.

Bette stumbles to Timothy and Alexander's room, sleep-groggy and 
melancholy and so damn cold.

   331



Timothy's the only one of the group with anything like the vampire 
powers in books. He can control people's thoughts, make those he sets 
his sights on believe whatever he wants them to believe. Blake says it's 
more correctly called 'mesmerism', but Jay says that's just because Blake 
has a natural affinity for pretension.

Sometimes Timothy uses the trick for cruelty, sometimes for harmless 
fun. He says he'll try to teach Bette the knack of it, one day, but Bette 
doesn't think she's going to bother learning.

"I could pull a boy without using hypno-mojo, if I wanted," she usually 
teases Timothy, when Timothy offers, and Timothy's a decent enough guy 
that he never points out that everyone knows Bette will never want a boy, 
not so long as Rose is around.

Bette knocks on the bedroom door and then opens it, not bothering to 
wait for the drowsy 'come in' that she knows she'll get.

"Nightmare?" Timothy asks quietly as Bette crawls into bed beside him. 
Alexander gives a small sleepy grunt and turns over, making more room 
on the wide mattress.

"'m cold," Bette whispers in reply to Timothy, tucking her hands inside 
the sleeves of her hoodie. Timothy spoons against her back, slipping one 
arm around Bette's waist and pulling her body close.

"No you're not," he whispers in her ear. "You're warm. Can't you feel 
it? Warm and pliant. I could almost mistake you for someone alive."

And Bette knows it's just a trick, just Timothy's powers of persuasion. 
But even knowing that, she still feels the heat uncoil in her chest and 
spread down to her fingertips and toes. She sighs, giving in to the lie.

"Warm," Timothy whispers again, and now Bette can sleep.

~

She's cold again when she wakes up, but this time it's because she can 
sense the snow that's fallen on the city beyond the thick brown brick 
walls of the house. The sun has set, but Timothy and Alexander sleep on 
beside her. The days are shorter now, but their rhythms haven't quite 
caught up yet.

Bette goes back to her own room and turns on every light, the bright 
overhead and the two lamps which flank her bedsides and the string of 
tiny stars draped around her window frame. The only decoration she's 
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got up on her walls so far is a framed poster of the 1931 version of 
Frankenstein. It's an original, with tiny tack-holes in the corners from 
when it was pinned up outside a theatre more than sixty years before 
Bette was born. 

Blake gave it to her a week after she moved in, on Jay's suggestion, and 
Bette is pretty sure that it's worth hundreds of dollars, which is totally 
crazy because a reproduction version would be just as cool as an original. 
But Blake's mind works in a particular way, and Bette's way too grateful 
to him to protest the choices he wants to make.

The clothes in her closet are mostly gifts, as well. She brought some 
from home, of course, to add credence to the lie they'd made up for her 
mom about Bette getting accepted into some big-deal science scholarship 
course. As if she'd have accepted an offer like that. As if she'd ever have 
left her life behind so easily if she'd had a choice.

She doesn't wear the clothes she brought with her very much, though. 
She sleeps in a hoodie that belonged to Rose a million years ago, and 
sometimes she wears other bits and pieces, but most of the time she 
leaves them in their suitcase in the bottom of her closet. Wearing them 
reminds her too much of the life she used to have, and that in turn 
reminds her of the death which that life led her to. So she leaves those 
clothes unworn.

The clothes she does wear, bought with Blake's money and generosity 
on Jay's suggestions, are simple and expensive and pretty things which 
she probably never would have looked at twice when she was alive. Soft 
sheer skirts in dusky pinks and midnight blues, with creamy satin 
petticoats and embroidered camisoles underneath, blouses shaded like 
robin eggshells or sepia photographs or pale ivy green. She's got whisper-
thin stockings held up by lace suspenders and gloves made of the 
butteriest leather she's ever seen, stilettos so glossy she can see her 
reflection in the patent leather, boots with dozens of eyelets so they can 
be laced right up to her knee.

Despite the snow, she chooses a knee-length dress of lavender silk and a 
plum-coloured velvet coat. The good part of always feeling cold is that 
she can't get colder. Her stockings are dark purple fishnet, her boots dark 
gray. Her hair's getting long-ish -- vampire hair grows faster than human 
hair, because vampire bodies are more efficient at processing dead cells -- 
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so she knots it loosely at the nape of her neck, tying the haphazard bun in 
place with a piece of black ribbon.

Bette isn't in the habit yet of calling private cars when she wants to go 
someplace, so she catches the train out to her old neighbourhood and 
then walks round to Tommy and Rose's house. The tree outside Tommy's 
window is slick with ice, but she scrambles up it without a problem, the 
frost tingling the tips of her fingers in a way that's almost nice. She raps 
on the glass with her knuckles and waits.

Tommy gives her a grieved expression as he pushes the window up, 
ushering her inside quickly. "If I die of pneumonia because you made me 
let all the cold air in, you have to pay for my headstone."

Bette rolls her eyes. "Baby."

She knows the others, especially Timothy, don't really like her hanging 
out at Tommy's as much as she does. They think she's trying to go through 
the motions of the things she used to do, the life she used to have. But it's 
not like that. So much of who Bette used to be has gotten all fucked up 
or twisted around or stopped mattering, but she still loves this. Just 
sitting around with Tommy watching stupid shit from the internet and 
talking about stuff and playing video games. It still feels like home.

They used to mostly do this down in the basement, where Rose lives, 
but they don't now. Bette hasn't been down there since before she died. 
She's pretty sure Tommy thinks that staying upstairs is part of the whole 
avoiding-each-other thing Rose and Bette do now, but it's even worse 
than that. Bette's terrified of going into the basement. She thinks she 
might actually freak the fuck out if she had to face up to the basement 
still existing without her. Of life going on, and her not being allowed to 
be a part of it anymore.

After she's been there for about an hour, Tommy gets called downstairs 
for dinner. Rose is already out for the night, so it's just Tommy and his 
parents. Bette doesn't know if she's supposed to feel jealous or weird or 
whatever, but even if she's supposed to, she doesn't. Maybe it's because 
she and her mom never did the sit-down-to-a-roast thing as part of their 
evening routine, or because drinking blood is way more fun than even the 
best dinner food ever could be, but Bette doesn't feel any sort of envy at 
Tommy for having a meal with his family. The smell of cooked meat is just 
as gross to her now as it was when she was alive and an avowed 
vegetarian.
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Acting on a sudden impulse, Bette slips back out the window and down 
the tree, moving around to where the wintry bareness of the rose bushes 
cover the basement windows. It's easy for her to pry a pane open, even 
though it's ice-locked and swollen from the damp. She hesitates, just for a 
second, but now that the worst thing in the world has already happened 
to her she refuses to be afraid of anything. Bette climbs through the 
window, down into the basement.

It stinks, worse to her more sensitive nose than it used to be. Rose has 
been using varnish again, and oil paints, and maybe solvents too. The 
cigarette butts overflowing in the ashtray and the giant pile of dirty 
teenage clothes are actually a welcome note in the mix of smells.

Bette leaves the lights off, not needing them to see and not wanting 
anyone upstairs to notice that someone's down here. This isn't so bad. 
Her heart hasn't spontaneously shattered into a million jagged pieces, and 
she doesn't even feel like crying. In fact, she doesn't feel like this is a 
world she's been shut out of. The basement feels as comfortable around 
her as it ever has.

She knows it would be different if Rose were here. But Rose isn't here; 
Rose is out killing vampires. And so there's nobody here with Bette, 
nobody telling her that she doesn't belong here anymore.

The broad canvas currently propped on Rose's easel is covered in 
abstract shards of colour, the textures running riot over one another and 
the clash of shades making everything even more uneasy. Rose has always 
been a very literal artist, or at least she used to be. Often her subject 
matter would be weird, or creepy, or just plain gross, but it was 
invariably easy to tell what she was depicting.

"I'm not deep enough for abstract," she'd say, only half-joking, and add 
more shading to the gnarls of a dark tree in a nightmarish forest.

But the pain in the picture -- and there's no question that the picture is 
of pain -- is as deep as anything Bette's ever known. And her life, while 
short, didn't lack for pain. It's strange how all that's faded now. She can 
remember how terrible it was to lose her father, how the hurt was too 
deep-down inside who she was to ever really heal over with time, but the 
feeling itself is numbed now. She can still read the written notation of the 
mourning, but the music's stopped, and now it's quiet inside her.
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She doesn't bother to go back up to Tommy's room after she climbs out 
of the basement. He's used to her vanishing without a goodbye. Bette's 
got no time for goodbyes anymore. There's never a chance to say them 
when they really matter, she knows now, and so they never matter at all.

There's a coffee shop she likes, an old house renovated into warm 
rooms of soft chairs and high windows. She sits in a chair, teacup in her 
hands as if the warmth could warm her skin, and watches the world go 
by outside. The sidewalks are dark and shiny and the cars going past on 
the road paint lines of light against the slick black in front of them. 
Pedestrians hurry past in heavy coats, some carrying umbrellas, others 
tucked up in hats and mittens. In moments like this, Bette feels as if the 
city around her is alive, really alive, and she's just another blood cell 
caught up in the web of nerves and veins and vessels, the streets and 
roads all moving to the slow beat of an old, old heart.

When she's grown tired of sitting and staring, Bette wanders. She ends 
up outside one of the old theaters that litter the city, converted into 
auditoriums for concerts when the seats stopped filling up. Kids dressed 
in the kinds of clothes Bette used to wear are filing out, chattering 
excitedly about the bands that've just finished playing. Bette slips through 
the crowd, pushing against the tide of bodies, into the hall itself. Nobody 
stops her. There's no reason to check for a ticket after the show's already 
done.

The stage is crawling with techs and roadies, dismantling the drum kit 
and the microphone and amp setups, packing all the magic away in its 
boxes so it can travel onto the next city and the next crowd. Bette used 
to dream of being a tech, after she'd left school and made at least a 
perfunctory effort at college for her mom's sake.

She'd had it all planned out: she'd be a tech, and then a tour manager, 
and then she'd fall in love with some bad-boy tattooed guy with piercings 
and a tragic past who worked as another tech or at a merchandise table 
or on security at a venue somewhere. They'd have a big punk wedding 
and maybe later they'd have a couple of baby punklings, and she'd bring 
them all back to the city and set up a club of her own, somewhere for 
bands to play and kids to hang out, and she'd be the cool lady that 
everybody in the scene knew and she'd have perfect rockabilly makeup 
and the most fabulous clothes and excellent hair.
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Bette smiles a little, crookedly, for the future she doesn't have, and then 
shakes herself and lets it go.

There's another girl, around Bette's age but human, hanging around the 
empty theater too. She's got straggly straight red hair and too much eye 
makeup. Her clothes look like the sort of thing that might happen if a 
teenage DKNY model slept in an outfit for a week and then did three 
rounds in a circle pit.

"I know you. Jay's friend," the girl says. "Beth, right?"

"Bette. You're Ashley?"

"Just Ash is fine," the girl corrects, and Bette thinks that the shorter 
name is a better fit for her. This girl is what's left when 'Ashley' has been 
burned away.

"Where are you headed now?" Bette asks.

Ash shrugs. "I don't know. Not home. Somewhere."

"Sounds good to me," Bette agrees, and offers Ash a smile.
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TIMOTHY

When Ledishka was born, the midwife had to cut her free. It's called a 
caesarian now. Shakespeare put it in a play, as an origin story for a 
character's powers, like a gorier version of a radioactive spider bite. But 
when Timothy was four years old and it was his little sister's birth, there 
wasn't any kingly name or poetic meaning. It was just his mother, 
unconscious already, too much blood lost to be saved, and the midwife's 
apprentice leading Timothy over to the hearth and telling him to watch 
the fire for his mother's spirit and to tell her goodbye, and not to turn 
around to look at the bed.

None of the men had been allowed in the birthing room, but a little boy 
didn't count as a man, so he'd been there since it began, wide-eyed, 
holding his mother's pain-white hand and patting her cheek as she 
sobbed, trying to be a comfort in his young small way.

The midwife's apprentice -- just a girl, really, helping her mother in the 
family trade -- led him away from the bed when things went bad, and 
Timothy went willingly, because his mother had stopped crying. Her face 
was calm and still, and he thought that she was sleeping. He watched the 
fire, as instructed, and told his mother good-bye, because death was no 
mystery to even the youngest of children in those days and in that place.

His baby sister had their father's crow-black hair, her skin blood-slick 
from the bad birth, the colour of her face the white-blue of milk after the 
cream has been skimmed off. Her little gulping breaths were quiet and 
surprised, as if being introduced to the world was far too strange and 
interesting for her to spend her first hours in it crying. The midwife's 
daughter handed the little fur-bundled creature to Timothy, going back to 
help her mother clean up as best as able before they let the menfolk see 
the body.

The baby's skin was cool despite the warmth of the little firelit room, so 
Timothy edged closer to the flames, just a little, and unwrapped the fur 
just enough for the baby's tiny ugly wrinkled curious face to be properly 
visible. The midwife and her daughter were murmuring prayers. Timothy 
ignored them, his gaze locked on the face of his sister.

"Ledyshki," he whispered quietly, which was the word for the little ice 
chips which sparkled in springtime, on the water of the narrow river by 
the forest. Timothy had always loved those little bits of ice, and his 
mother had told him what the name for them was, and so it seemed right 
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to call his new sister that, something Timothy could pass on from a 
mother she would never know. "Hello, Ledyshki. I'm your brother."

It was a fanciful name, not the sort which the villagers gave their 
children, or had ever given their children in the past. But their father had 
other things to think about, a baby and a child to care for with no wife to 
help him do it, and so the name was never replaced with a more suitable 
one. The best the more practical villagers could manage was to convince 
Timothy to use Ledishka, which was at least a real name and not a word 
for little chips of ice on springtime water.

When Timothy first read the modern versions of fairy stories, he 
couldn't help but feel that much of their meaning was lost with their old 
contexts. Because while many children alive in the world now know what 
it is to have a stepmother, stepmothers were a fact of life in his little 
village, like harvests and wolves and all the rest. Wives died, and 
husbands needed help with the babies left behind, and so the men would 
find new women to step into the role left empty by the death. Step-
mothers. The stories reflected the world which the children knew. 

And Little Red Riding Hood, too, saved when she's sliced free from the 
belly of the wolf, lying bloated in grandmother's bloody bed -- that could 
never mean the same thing to a child now as it did to Timothy and 
Ledishka, who'd listen to the story on winter nights and shiver out of 
horror at the nightmare of things which weren't so far from the everyday.

Ledishka and her brother had a stepmother before Ledishka was two 
weeks old, for their father was desperate enough to be quick about it, 
and well-off enough that he had no trouble finding a new bride. Zoscya 
was a grown-up lady, and children have little sense of the age of adults 
beyond that perception, but with hindsight and memory Timothy can see 
how young she must have been, how very young, sixteen or seventeen 
and suddenly the wife of a man twice that, and a mother twice over.

She was a kind mother, and a good cook, and kept both rooms of the 
little house scrubbed and warm. Maybe because of these reasons, and 
maybe too because she found reasons to make them laugh on even the 
darkest of the winter nights, Timothy and Ledishka loved her very very 
much. They did not even mind that when Ledishka was six and Timothy 
was ten, Zoscya had a baby, though Ledishka and Timothy had almost no 
interest whatsoever in babies as a general rule.
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Tiny Stasja was lovely from the first, as pink and noisy as Ledishka had 
been white and quiet.

"You were lovelier," Timothy declared anyway, in case Ledishka minded 
that she had been strange when she was small. She was strange when she 
was bigger, too, of course, but Timothy already knew she didn't mind 
that. She seemed to consider it her natural birthright to be a dreamer and 
to be fanciful and strange. Perhaps it was. He'd given her a dreamer's 
name, after all.

Once, years ago now, Timothy paid the the Cultural History 
department of a large university a considerable amount of money to find 
out what had happened to her. They hadn't even been able to definitively 
locate where the village had once been, much less the fate of one 
freckled girl named for the glint of springtime ice. Timothy has tried to 
accept this.

He has tried to forgive himself for never telling Alexander or Blake 
what became of his little sister, for assuming that his own thin skull 
would keep the memories preserved. He's tried. He hasn't succeeded, 
though. He never will.

Jumbled memories of his long-ago life swirl and fade as Timothy wakes 
up, his face burrowed in the crook of Alexander's neck, seeking warmth 
in another's skin from skin as cool as his own.

"Nightmare?" Alexander asks quietly, curling an arm against Timothy's 
back. Timothy wants to make a wisecrack about how they sleep in the 
day, so it can't have been a nightmare, but he feels far too rattled by the 
dream to do so. Instead he just nods, face still pressed to Alexander's 
shoulder.

"You've always had bad nightmares," Alexander tells him. "Usually 
worse in winter. I've never convinced you to tell me what they're about, 
though." There's a hopeful, hinting note to the statement, a cue for 
Timothy to open up about what's bothering him. Timothy knows that he 
should, that perhaps his lost centuries of memory are the price of a costly 
lesson and he should share his thoughts when presented with the 
opportunity.

But the memory of old winters is still too sharp in his mind, and so he 
simply stays nestled where he is, listening to the lazy thump of 
Alexander's heart. After a few wordless minutes between them 
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Alexander sighs, rubbing his hand against Timothy's back and changing 
the subject.

"Bette came in again during the day, didn't she? I've nearly mastered the 
art of sleeping through her arrivals."

"Yes," Timothy says, moving far away enough from Alexander that they 
can see each other's faces while they talk. "She said she was cold."

A crease of worry appears between Alexander's eyebrows. "She's having 
a rough time getting used to things. Perhaps a stay with Nicole -"

Timothy shakes his head. "I don't think anything would convince Bette 
to leave the city. And Nicole's got enough babysitting to do already with 
Amy and Kate. It'll be all right. Bette will settle down soon."

"I should speak to Nicole soon anyway. See how they've recovered since 
that havoc Cora caused among their mares." Alexander's frown of worry 
over Bette darkens into an angrier frustration.

"Are you hungry?" Timothy asks, steering the conversation back to 
calmer waters. "I think I got a little carried away last night, sorry."

Alexander sits up, smirking fondly. "I didn't stop you. Yes, I am rather 
hungry. I've got my fortnightly meeting with Koria this evening; you 
could come along and we could make a night of it."

Koria is Alexander's favourite of the lawyers they use; a middle-aged 
Maori woman with a coolly practical mind and a jagged, often rather 
nasty sense of humor. Timothy likes her too, mostly because Alexander 
obviously enjoys her company so much.

"That sounds like it would be nice," Timothy agrees. "I think I can stand 
to listen to business talk for an hour or two, if there's good enough wine 
to sustain me."

That used to be one of Alexander and Timothy's brittle little arguments 
-- Timothy would order wine while they were out, and Alexander would 
be rattled by that small change, because apparently the vampire Timothy 
used to be before he lost himself would never have ordered wine. And 
then they would spit sharp words at one another, cruelties born out of 
irritation and concern and fear, and the night woud be ruined 
completely. They've gotten over that, mostly. The fights still happen 
sometimes, but never over wine.
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They meet Koria in a stately old restaurant, one of the sort that's 
accustomed to pale patrons who order wine and tea and coffee but never 
food. There are chandeliers suspended from the high arches if the ceiling, 
and the glitter of their crystal facets makes Timothy think again of ice 
chips and of long-ago frosts.

He's pulled back to the present by the sound of his other sister's name 
in the conversation.

"- Anastasja, then," Alexander is saying to Koria in his smoothly 
businesslike voice, the one he always uses for deals or brokering or plans. 
"That was, hm. Eighty years ago or so, now. Perhaps seventy-five. I was 
applying influence where I could to moderate the political situation over 
there. Eventually, of course, it got out of my hands, and I had to leave the 
matter to run its course. Came back to America and met up with 
Timothy and Blake again, and endured the dreary horrors of the Great 
Depression instead."

Timothy's heard Alexander talk about what happened with Germany 
often enough to know it remains an especially sore point for him even 
now. The tone he recounts the frustrations of his efforts with always 
reminds Timothy a little of how the chicken-farmers in his village would 
sound when they failed to stop one bird from going mad and pecking all 
the rest to death. That Alexander views the whole of humanity like his 
personal barnyard livestock is an aspect of Alexander's character which 
Timothy finds particularly charming. There's no morality in the business 
of farming; there's just different kinds of practicality.

"I missed the start of what you were saying, sorry," Timothy says now, 
interested to know who it was that Alexander knew who had the same 
name as Timothy's long-gone baby sister.

"There's a club for sale downtown," Koria tells him. "A reconditioned 
movie theatre. The owner has lost interest in the project, but asked that 
the property be offered to Alexander before being more widely 
tendered. She felt it might be something he would be interested in."

"And I was saying that I remembered meeting her in Europe," 
Alexander elaborates. "She's going by Gretchen, now, but her name was 
Anastasja then. A very intelligent woman. Doesn't like owning much, if I 
recall. Prefers the freedom of uncertainty when it comes to where and 
how she lives."
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"That'd explain why the asking price was so low. I was thinking it'd be 
fire code violations," Koria says.

"Let's buy it for Bette," Timothy says in a sudden flash of inspiration. 
"You said it yourself, Alex. She needs something away from what she 
used to have. This will give her a new structure."

Alexander looks skeptical. "She's still only sixteen years old, you know. 
Even with us offering suggestions -- which of course she'll ignore, being 
that she is, as I said, sixteen years old -- it's almost certain to be a 
complete failure as a business enterprise."

"So? It's not like we can't afford to run it at a loss. If nothing else, it'll be 
somewhere for us to show off the bands you cultivate," Timothy argues. 
"Come on, you know this is a good idea."

Alexander makes an exasperated noise, but Timothy knows it's the 
exasperated noise that Alexander makes when he's giving in to one of 
Timothy's bad ideas. "We're going to end up turning her into a spoiled 
brat."

"She'll fit right in with the rest of the family, then," Timothy retorts, 
grinning.
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BETTE

Ash likes getting messed up on pain killers and thinks the school's Peter 
Pan musical is destined to be a complete disaster of epic proportions and 
sings in an all-girl band called Roxy Hart that covers "gross cock-rock 
hair metal" from the eighties.

Bette wants to like her just for who she is, with her fractured anger and 
skittish laugh, but each new fact Bette discovers about Ash just makes 
Bette think more and more of Rose. Rose likes to drink vodka during the 
day, so that the edges of the world flare brighter and softer around her. 
Rose is playing Peter Pan in the school musical despite her personal 
misgivings. Rose and Bette were in a garage band together, for all of ten 
minutes, but it might have been longer if Bette had survived.

Bette finds out all about Ash as they wander together, through quiet 
suburban streets and then through the tree-scattered green of a broad 
suburban park. Ash walks through the shadows of the park like she's 
giving the world an open invitation to come and get her. It's not 
fearlessness in the traditional sense; Ash is fearless because she seems to 
have forgotten how to be frightened. The world can do what it wants and 
she won't care.

Bette wants to give her teeth and claws, to make this crumpled bird-girl 
into a monster and then unleash her on the world. It's obvious even to 
Bette, who's only been a vampire for the turn of one season, that Ash 
won't live for long in the life she's made herself. Too many drugs and not 
enough food and not enough care. She tells Bette that her parents are in 
"France, or somewhere", trying to get over the death of Ash's older 
sister. Ash didn't want to go with them.

"Aren't you lonely?" Bette asks. She's got Blake and Jay and Timothy and 
Alexander and Tommy in her life, and she still feels like the wind slices 
right through her, like she's insubstantial as smoke. If she didn't have 
anybody around her, she thinks she might disappear completely.

"Sometimes," Ash answers. "But I think most people are."

~

Eventually Ash has to go home, because it's a school day tomorrow, and 
Bette surprises herself by letting her go. When Ash is gone Bette finds 
someone else to kill instead, a man whose blood is hot and meaningless 
in her throat.
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There are still hours of night left and Bette feels restless. There are a 
thousand things she wants to do, and with all her heart she wishes she 
could show every one of those thousand things to Rose. She wants Rose 
to know what the winter air feels like on the penthouse balconies of 
beautiful hotels. She wants to lead Rose through the labyrinth of 
darkened glass-walled offices, where one little bottle of spilled ink on the 
wrong piece of paper can destroy a fortune.

She wants Rose to stand beside her in bus aisles at three in the morning, 
when the lives of all the passengers seem so electric and so vulnerable.

Bette was never very good at impulse control, even before she woke up 
dead and starving. Her tendency to follow through on ideas even if 
they're bad ones isn't something new, and so she's not all that surprised at 
herself when she realises her feet are leading her back towards Tommy 
and Rose's house.

Rose is home now, the basement windows lit up with a yellow glow that 
draws Bette close, like she's a moth and that messy little room is her 
candle. The pane she climbed through earlier is still loose, and she 
slithers back through it without stopping to second-guess her actions.

Rose stills mid-motion, staring at Bette with an expression Bette can't 
read. She's dressed in black jeans and black boots, with a belt at her waist 
that has several little black leather pouches clipped to it. She's just pulled 
a black sweater off over her head, leaving her short brown hair in a spiky 
mess. Her arms are still caught in the sleeves. The waffle-pattern of her 
thermal shirt is light blue and printed with tiny dinosaurs. Bette giggles.

"What's with the shirt? You look like a five-year-old."

Rose, still looking stunned, glances down at the pattern as she pulls the 
sweater off completely. "Oh. It's Lily's. Mine got wet while we were 
out."

Bette makes a face. "And how is my least favourite vampire hunter-
slash-hypocrite this evening? Wait, don't answer that, I don't care. I like 
the utility belt look, though. Very Batman."

The tiniest, most fragile of smiles pulls at the corners of Rose's mouth 
for a fleeting moment. "Fighting with a bag strap on your arm is a bad 
idea if you're as uncoordinated as me," she explains.

She's gained a little of her weight back. Bette's glad. When Rose's face 
went spare and thin, right after Bette died, it was harder to pretend that 
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at least one of the girls they used to be had survived. Bette knows that 
the old Rose is gone, killed by vampires just as surely as the old Bette 
was. But now that Rose's face has an echo of its old shape back, it's easier 
to pretend.

As Bette looks at her silently, drinking in the sight, Rose's eyes narrow 
and her posture straightens, like she's steeling herself for a battle. "I 
guess it's not true that you have to be invited in, then," she says coolly.

Bette takes a very deliberate step forward, and listens to the rushing 
whisper of Rose's heart rate stutter and speed up. "I'm not invited?" she 
asks, smiling. There are a lot of things in the world that are a mess of 
confusion for her now, but one thing has become infinitely clearer.

 The new Bette always knows exactly what she's doing when it's time to 
corner prey.

"You're... you're not invited," Rose stammers, one hand going to one 
of the pouches at her hip. Bette's own hand shoots out, gripping Rose's 
wrist iron-tight and pulling it away from the pocket.

"I still don't believe you," whispers Bette, smile broadening into a full 
grin. Rose swallows nervously at the sight of Bette's fangs, then meets 
Bette's gaze with her own.

Bette expects more protestations, maybe some pleading, but what she 
gets is Rose's eyes welling up with bright little tears and a tremor in 
Rose's lower lip as she stares at Bette. "I miss you so fucking much," 
Rose says, sob catching on the words.

"I miss me, too," Bette replies, tilting Rose's head to the side gently, 
exposing the pale softness of her neck. "Don't worry, I won't take too 
much. I know it's a school day tomorrow."

Survival instinct kicking in, Rose tries to pull away, but Bette shoves her 
against the wall and bites down. As Bette begins to drink, Rose's knees 
give way and she starts to cry, great wracking gulps that shake them both, 
tears streaking down her cheeks.

Bette doesn't mind. The blood would be salty anyway.
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TIMOTHY

Jay and Timothy are having a championship playoff at Guitar Hero when 
Bette gets home. She looks rattled, her hair a riot of damp curls and her 
usually impeccable clothing all skewed and creased. Timothy only met 
her briefly when she was alive, but he remembers it well enough to know 
he hasn't seen her this rumpled since then. Bette is second only to Blake 
when it comes to habitual fastidiousness, as a general rule.

Still, despite how she looks, she seems calm enough, sitting on the edge 
of Timothy's bed and watching the pair of them battle the game. Feeling a 
sudden wash of fondness for his strange scribble of a family, Timothy 
carefully slows his lead and allows Jay to win the game.

"Want to do another one?" Jay asks after his requisite fist-pumps of 
victory have punched the air.

"Don't you have school tomorrow?" Bette asks, arching one eyebrow in 
such a Blake-like fashion that Timothy can't help but snort with laughter. 
The funniest part is that Bette and Jay were lovers, briefly, when Bette 
was still alive and utterly nothing like Blake, but now she seems to have 
no romantic interest in Jay whatsoever. He seems equally content with 
friendship from her, despite the fact she's now so similar to Blake, and 
grows more like him every day. The heart, as usual, has proved itself the 
most contrary of all arbiters.

Jay shrugs, looking unconcerned by the reminder. "I'll skip it."

Bette makes a noise of choked outrage, opening her mouth to say 
something in protest. She's preempitvely cut off by Alexander's raised 
voice from the lounge room area.

"Because his education isn't my responsibility, and yours is. That's why," 
he calls. Bette closes her mouth again, looking annoyed for a moment 
before her face shifts to a confused expression.

"Do you guys mind leaving that off for a second? I need advice."

"You went to see Rose," Timothy guesses immediately, because it 
doesn't exactly take Sherlock Holmes to work that one out.

Bette nods, looking down at her feet and chewing her lip. If she were 
human, she'd probably be blushing. "I bit her," she says quietly. "Again. 
When I see her, I always..." She trails off into silence, eyes downcast. 
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"When you say 'bit'," Jay asks. "Do you mean you attacked her, or that 
she let you drink her blood?"

"Hm." Bette chews on her lip for another moment, like Jay's asked 
something she's not sure of the answer to. "Sort of both. I... we were 
arguing, and she said that if that inviting-in stuff really worked on us then 
I wouldn't be invited in to her place. And she looked like she didn't want 
me to, but it was the way she always looked when she was trying to tell 
herself not to want something that she really kind of did want, really. 
Like when there was a comic book that was really stupid and sexist and 
trashy and she'd rant about how crappy it was, but she'd still end up 
buying it a week later. That kind of not-wanting something. The staring at 
cake when you're trying to eat healthy kind, where you think that maybe 
if you tell yourself enough that you don't want it, you'll stop."

Jay shakes his head. "Girls are so weird," he says, sounding almost awed. 
"You know that, right? Like, Tommy thinks I'm an idiot for being with a 
murderous vampire, but Blake has nothing on teenage girls when it comes 
to psychosis."

"Did she fight you off?" Timothy asks. Bette shakes her head, looking 
even more like her china-white skin should be tinted with a blush across 
her cheeks.

"No. She, um. She cried. But then I went upstairs and got her an orange 
juice from the fridge after, so she'd get sugar and fluids and stuff, and we 
watched an episode of The Outer Limits on TV and she fell asleep with me 
still there, so I don't know if we're still enemies or friends again or... or 
something new, I don't know. I just don't know."

Timothy doesn't know either, because it sounds like whatever happens 
next is going to end up hurting both girls one way or another, so instead 
of answering Bette he just sits down beside her and gives her a hug. Jay 
squeezes her shoulder, supportive in his own way but less naturally 
demonstrative than Timothy.

"Not to make your life even more complicated or anything," Timothy 
says to Bette. "But Alexander and I bought you a nightclub."

Bette gives a surprised, snuffly laugh, wiping the stray tears that have 
escaped her lashes to slip down her smooth cheeks. "What? Seriously?"

"Yeah. But Alexander says you have to keep a B average or you get it 
confiscated."
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The words earn another, clearer laugh from Bette, which makes 
Timothy and Jay share a small, relieved smile. Her temper is as quick and 
fickle as summer lightning, so they've certainly seem her in moods other 
than happy before, but this is the first time she's shown real distress. 
Timothy finds that the thought of Bette unhappy makes something tight 
knot around his heart, and so he hugs her tighter, and wishes that there 
was some way he could hold her back from all the pain that love brings 
with it as easily as he can hold back the cold she feels when sleeping.

~

In the last hours before night's end the three of them, at Jay's 
suggestion, go up to the attic. Timothy knows that Jay loves to spend time 
there, but he can't feel affection for the dusty, slope-roofed space himself. 
It's full of relics, old clothes and worn-out furniture and preserved 
letters and hats and photographs, and Timothy finds the concentration of 
other people's histories to be stifling.

Bette has one of her textbooks with her, in a token gesture towards 
keeping up with her studies. Timothy suspects that she's never really had 
to try very hard with learning before; she's naturally clever enough that 
the minimum of effort would have kept her high on the grading curve. 
But Alexander is tailoring his teaching to the things she doesn't know, and 
the difference between her old schooling and her new education is 
probably a lot to get used to.

Jay leafs through a stack of ancient picture-postcards, the hand-tinted 
sepia gone as pale as dyed sugar crusts with time: fragile pinks and greens 
and blues highlight the creams and browns of clothes and faces in a way 
which makes them look ghostly and insubstantial. These are photographs 
Timothy knows -- once upon a time he stared at them for hours, willing 
himself to remember the smallest flicker of the lifetime they depict.

The photos are from Alexander and Timothy's earliest years together, of 
Blake posed beside the infamous Cora. Frontier photos, the poses stiff 
and formal, the expressions blurred by the smallest movements and 
leaving the faces looking as if they stare not only through the years but 
also through a thin film of troubled water.

Alexander, a child of the goldrush and the railways and the push to go 
further out, always out, is never happier than when a new frontier 
presents itself. It's why he loves all things of the music business so much: 
every generation is dissatisfied with the rebellions of their parents, and 
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remakes the landscape from the start. Courtney Love in her torn party 
dresses and Kurt Cobain, fey and elfin in the burly flannel plaids of 
Seattle lumberjacks, were pilgrims in their age, as brave and determined 
as the first covered wagons which set out seeking new worlds in the 
west.

Timothy understands this and loves it; the innovations of music 
performers fascinate him as much as they do Alexander. What Timothy 
has lost, though, is the love of frontier ruthlessness that Alexander thrives 
on. Timothy can only remember his village and his dreams of a wider 
world, and then the black gulf of missing memory yawns wide before 
waking to a world of Alexander and Blake at his side, of cities and cars 
and electric lights and wealth so large it's almost meaningless. Timothy 
can't remember the triumphs of his own struggle to success, and so 
replication of those first hardships holds no nostalgia for him.

Alexander, on the other hand, adores it. He has often told Timothy that 
frontier economies are humans at their most vampiric: selfish, hungry,

 clever, cruel, utterly unforgiving and utterly alive. The determined and 
uncompromising survive and thrive, their steel spines intact, while the 
soft and vulnerable are torn apart without hesitation. Courtney made it 
through, Kurt didn't.

This was one of the first lessons Alexander taught to Bette, when he 
volunteered to take over her education. He may take every opportunity 
he can to disparage the inclusion of yet another young, tempestuous 
mind in their circle, but Blake and Timothy both know better than to pay 
any attention. Alexander loves having all the opportunities he can shape 
and guide the small directions of the world.

Perversely, that tendency in Alexander is the main reason why Blake is 
the official leader of their gang: with Blake seeing to the affairs and plans 
they have with other vampires, the tactics and strategy even apex 
predators must maintain in order to survive, Alexander has more time to 
exert influence over property markets and politics and pop culture and 
all the other bright shiny human affairs he finds so entertaining. And 
while Bette may be a vampire, she is a vampire still connected to a 
human web of life and loves around her, and that means that she is of 
significant interest to Alexander.
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The almost-first lesson -- perhaps it was the third, or maybe the fourth; 
Timothy can only be sure that it was very early in the piece -- which 
Alexander gave Bette was this:

"The major philosophies which underpin the political systems of the 
world are all reactions against the idea that the universe is unfair. 
Conservative opinion declares that this isn't true at all, that all men --"

"And women," Bette had cut in automatically. Alexander had looked 
displeased at the interruption, but accepted the correction with a nod.

"That all people are born with the same capacity and opportunity to 
succeed, and if they fail to live up to this presumed potential then it is 
their failing, and not the fault of their society's systems or a bad hand 
from fate. The concepts of heaven and hell -- usually found alongside the 
secular elements of conservatism, for obvious reasons -- are another facet 
of this same idea. A universe with heaven and hell in it must, ultimately, 
be a fair one, for the wicked are punished and the good rewarded.

"In contrast to this, socialist and communist schools of thought, as well 
as more moderate forms of liberalism, present the argument that since 
the universe is fundamentally unfair, it is humanity's obligation to even 
the field. Resources should be shared as needed, and those with 
particularly bad luck are in need of especial compassion from those in a 
more favourable position. Such systems tend of regard heaven/hell-based 
religions with contempt, seeing them as a distraction which turns the 
populace's attention away from the present, and the present's need for a 
human-made sense of justice which is fairer than the universe's unfair 
state."

"So which one do you think is better?" Bette asked. Alexander smiled at 
her then, in the particular way vampires smile when they are amused and 
also wish to show off the deadly shape of their incisors.

"They are both ridiculous, naturally, though I find a certain naive charm 
in liberalism's love of mercy. The real truth of the situation is this, my 
dear: the universe is a cold and unfair place, and those who do best are 
guided largely by good luck, though they'll probably claim that some 
inherent virtue in themselves should have the credit. The real trick of 
doing well is making sure that the bad luck which comes your way ends 
up happening to other people."
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"That's pretty misanthropic, even for a vampire," was Bette's response, 
and Timothy had felt glad that her shrewd young brain was a match for 
Alexander's somewhat overblown rhetoric.

"The definition of 'misanthropic' is 'a hatred of humankind', but on the 
contrary, I love humankind very, very much. I simply believe that the 
only way to do true justice to one's loves is to see them exactly as they 
are. If you are too smart to expect that you'll get any sort of benevolence 
from life, then you will find that there are far fewer sharp shocks to be 
had."

"And has that worked for you?" Bette shot back, still unconvinced. "Has 
believing that everything sucks kept you from nasty surprises?"

Alexander had blinked at her in surprise, his pose of artful cleverness 
slipping and a look of true admiration forming the first honest expression 
his face had worn in the conversation. "No," he confessed. "It hasn't."

"Then I think I'll pass on the cynicism, if it's all the same. I'd rather be 
surprised by pain than mistrustful of happiness," Bette had said, and 
Timothy had wondered at what kind of girl she was, who could still say 
things like that with sincerity even after being murdered in the dark.
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BETTE

She manages to sleep the day through for a change, though all her 
dreams are wet and hot and bloody, and Rose's face appears time and 
time again, and Bette wakes up feeling clammy and restless and hungry in 
the evening as the sunlight fades from bruise-pink to gray. Still in her 
pajamas, she slips on a pair of shoes and pads downstairs.

Mikhail and Rupert are standing on the front steps of the house, lighting 
cigarettes in the clear cold outdoor air. Vampires can't smoke, not really. 
They don't inhale in the right way, so the smoke doesn't get down 
properly into their lungs. But sometimes it's nice to go through the 
motions anyway. Bette joins them, taking one of Mikhail's cigarettes from 
the engraved silver case he offers to her and lighting up.

The vampires whose homes are the ground floor of the house make 
Bette feel a little self-conscious. They've all been around much longer 
than her, and yet she moved into a room on the top floor almost as soon 
as she got here. She doesn't know if there's any kind of status thing 
attached to where different vampires live -- probably not, since 
downstairs is even more luxuriously appointed than upstairs -- but no 
matter how little it may or may not actually mean, she still feels like she's 
somehow separated from them.

"How're the chess lessons going?" Mikhail asks her with a smirk. "He 
cheats, you know."

Bette rolls her eyes. "I know! And if you call him on it, he goes 'all's fair 
in love and war, and chess is both', and then I want to set him on fire with 
the power of my hatred, but I think that would probably go down badly," 
she sighs. "I tried to convince him that I should be allowed to prove my 
tactical abilities through hours of dedicated Bioshock playing. He wasn't 
buying it."

"You are truly oppressed," Rupert agrees breezily, stubbing out the end 
of his cigarette on the wrought-iron handrails. "I'm hungry. Let's go get 
something." He strides down the stone steps, Mikhail and Bette trailing 
behind.

"You can do that mesmerism thing like Timothy, can't you?" she asks 
Mikhail as they walk together. He nods. "Do you use it much?"

"Not really. I like the hunt," he replies with a sharp smile. "There's no 
sport in shooting fish in a barrel, as they say."

   353



"Yeah," Bette agrees, but she can't help but wonder, just a little, what 
it's like to do. She breaks away from the other two, heading off alone 
toward the parts of town where she's more likely to find junkies and 
alcoholics, people whose willpower is already eroded down and laced 
with hairline fractures.

She picks one, a man who's probably only in his early thirties or so but 
looks much older, more weathered. His clothes are stained and stiff, too 
thin for the cold temperature in the air. Bette stares at him from across 
the street and concentrates, demanding silently for him to follow her 
into the darkened parking lot down the block. He does. She wonders if 
her influence inside his head, clouding his judgment, feels like another 
kind of drug.

There are track marks and razor cuts on his arms, the veins collapsed 
long ago from repeated punishment.

"It was never a death wish, really," he tells her quietly, his voice almost 
calm. "I just wanted to feel something. Anything."

"I know what that's like," Bette says sympathetically, and rips out his 
throat with her teeth.

~

Blake and Alexander take her to see her new club after she gets back to 
the house. Bette's been there before, back when she was just another 
human kid who liked to see bands play and hang out with her friends. The 
space is large, adapted from a movie theater, and Bette can't get her head 
around the idea that it's hers, really hers. One little piece of her old 
daydream is still capable of coming true.

"I've got a heap of ideas," she tells Alexander, pointedly ignoring the 
skeptical look her announcement causes on his face. "I'll type them out in 
a report. I'm going to do this properly. Prove to you I'm not some idiot 
kid who's going to run this place into the ground."

"Don't be in such a hurry to grow up," is Blake's lofty advice. "Just 
enjoy yourself. Everyone is allowed to make disastrous monetary 
decisions when they're young. That's one of the things youth is for."

Alexander makes a noise of dissent. "If she wants to be sensible about 
this, I think that's admirable. A report of your plans would be an 
excellent idea, Bette. Blake, can you please make an attempt to at least 
pretend that you care about money?"
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"And if I did that, who would you have left to scold?" Blake retorts, 
smirking.

"Me," Bette says bleakly, at the same moment that Alexander says "I 
don't scold, I educate," and then proceeds to tell them both off for not 
taking his advice seriously. Bette and Blake share a furtive smile, and 
allow him to carry on with his lecturing until he wears himself down to 
silence.

~

She makes a list of ideas when she gets home, in one of the small soft 
leather notebooks she uses for her school work.

1. No alcohol. I know that sounds like a terrible idea and I know that's how  
clubs make their money but hear me out. Instead of a liquor license, just get one  
for food and soda. Have two menus on offer: one of hipster food, like hummus and  
that squeaky Greek cheese stuff you can grill and sundried tomatoes on turkish  
bread and lots of stuff like that. This is the expensive menu. The people who would  
have kept the club in business by buying high-priced drinks will buy high-priced  
food, trust me. It's all about making people feel like they're having a classy night  
out, and the more money they have to spend on things, the classier they feel.

Bikini Kill, purring quietly, twines around her ankles as she writes. 
Bette's in another of her jewel-coloured silk slips tonight, this one a deep 
crimson colour that accents the blood shade in her irises. She feels alien 
and strange, her hand paper-pale as she leans down to pat the kitten. 
She'd kidnapped the cat and shut it in her room with her as soon as they 
got home, because sometimes she just needs the company of another 
animal. Bikini Kill, in the way of all cats, doesn't seem to mind the 
imprisonment as long as affection is offered when demanded.

2. The second menu is the cheap menu. This will have the stuff kids like to eat at  
three in the morning when they have no money. Pizza slices, fries, nachos. Soda is  
cheap too. Put this stuff just a tiny bit above cost price and you'll sell enough  
portions to make it turn a worthwhile profit anyway. I have been to enough clubs  
where I can't afford anything to know what I am talking about. 

Alexander and Timothy are having another argument in the room beside 
Bette's. It's about something dumb and pointless. It's always about 
something dumb and pointless; Alexander's vintage record collection 
being left out or Timothy not being able to find a book when he knows 
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he left it somewhere or Bikini Kill leaving a shredded toy on the bed or 
whatever. Dumb, pointless, pointless things that don't mean anything.

On the page opposite her planning list, Bette scribbles I would never get  
angry with Rose over stupid shit. She would never get angry with me over stupid  
shit.

Which is a total lie, because when Bette was alive they'd bicker all the 
time over idiotic things, like Spiderman versus Wolverine (Rose always 
picked Spiderman, which was totally wrong and how was Bette meant to 
stand by and not say anything when Rose was totally wrong?) or what 
movies they should watch or if it was right to hit back at bullies or not if 
it meant they'd beat you up worse in the end. Their friendship had been a 
series of arguments, good-natured or heated depending on the day, and 
the day-dream fairytale of Bette's words -- I would never get angry with Rose 
-- was a watery and useless lie compared to the messy, difficult, 
wonderful reality of the closeness they'd had.

Bette tears the page out, crumpling it into a ball and throwing it at her 
wastepaper basket. It lands in, of course, because her aim is preternatual 
and perfect.

"Nothing but net," she mutters, feeling hollow in the tiny victory, and 
goes back to her list.

3. Three bathrooms. One for girls, because clubs need a place girls can go where  
boys can't. One for boys, because boys are totally disgusting in the bathroom and  
nobody else should have to see that stuff. And one that's for everybody, so the  
people who are trans don't have to deal with other people being creeps or  
shitheads, and so couples can go somewhere a bit more private if they're getting  
gross on the dancefloor. All three bathrooms should have lots of toilet paper and  
soap, and working condom machines. 

4. GOOD BANDS ONLY. No sexist assholes or corporate fuckheads. It is okay if  
the music is shitty but the band has to be decent people.

5. No killing. None. Not of humans OR of vampires. There will be a BIG SIGN  
by the door and another one at the bar saying this. People who don't know will  
think it is a cute decor joke, and the people who do know will either abide by it or  
suffer the consequences.

6. Bouncers and indoor security who don't treat kids like shit. If anyone feels  
harrassed in my club, I want them to feel that they can ask for help from the  
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people who're meant to be keeping them safe. Should the bouncers and security be  
vampires? Should vampires have a menu as well?

Bette sits back, considering her list and wondering what else she should 
include. The argument is getting louder next door. Bette grabs the bulky 
headphones that came with her stereo and plugs them in, cranking an old 
hardcore album up until she can't hear anything but the noise of the 
music. She lies on her bed and stares at the ceiling, and waits for another 
night to be over with.
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TIMOTHY

Blake returns home shortly before night's end, with a mutinous-looking 
Jason in tow. The reason for Jay's dark expression becomes obvious after 
Blake removes the bowler hat he'd decided to wear out for the evening 
and shakes the loose waves of his dark hair away from his face. There's a 
particularly vicious bruise of purple and red stretching from the outer 
corner of one of Blake's heavy-lashed eyes over the smoothness of his 
temple, disappearing behind his ear into the shadow of his hair. The blow 
caused a little cut, but that has already healed to nothing but a browning 
smear of blood on the tender skin.

"I'll be back in a moment," Blake says before Timothy has a chance to 
react to the sight of the injury, heading through the main hall to his own 
suite of rooms. The sound of the bath being run starts up a few seconds 
later.

"Lily?" Timothy guesses as Jay sits down in an armchair, still scowling.

"Lily," Jay confirms. "I was at the skate park with her and Tommy, and 
then Blake called and said he was done with his meetings for the night if I 
wanted to hook up -"

"There is no way on this earth that he used the phrase 'hook up'," 
Timothy cuts in.

"Well, no, but 'impromptu tryst' sounds so dorky," Jay explains, making 
a face at Blake's choice of words. "So I said bye to Lily and Tommy and 
went to meet him. But Lily gets it into her head to follow me, and says 
bye to Tommy after I've gone, and leaves him alone! Dude's not even 
seventeen yet, and she ditches him in a skate park in the middle of the 
night. Doesn't even walk him to a bus stop or anything, because she's too 
busy shadowing me so she can get into another shitty little catfight with 
Blake."

Jay is a year younger than Tommy, but Timothy doesn't see a point in 
suggesting there's an unfair standard in Jay's view of himself and his 
friend. Instead, Timothy says "You shouldn't be so bothered by their 
clashes. I doubt you'd even be alive now if Blake didn't have Lily and Will 
to entertain himself with as well as you."

"I know, I know." Jay frowns again. Then he grabs his knapsack fron 
where he'd let it fall beside his sneakers, and pulls out a bottle of aspirin, 
swallowing four of the pills dry and wincing as they go down.
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"You don't have to do that for him," Timothy points out. "You don't like 
him getting in the fights; why help him stave the aches off?"

Jay shrugs. "It's not like I'm good for anything else," he replies.

~

Bette's usually the first of the household to wakefulness in the evenings, 
but this time Timothy's awake before anyone else. There's a dull throb 
beating in his head, because he and Alexander reconciled from their 
argument before going to sleep and Timothy ended up giving away more 
blood than he should have in the process. If he wasn't feeling so out of 
sorts, he'd take a moment to be amused by the fact that their 
disagreements never result in violence, but their apologies quite 
regularly do.

He has a glass of water with two fizzing vitamin B tablets dissolved in it, 
and then a glass of rather gluggy microwave-warmed blood. Timothy has 
learned from experience not to try combining these two necessary 
hangover cures into one step. Then he dresses as sedately as the 
ostentatious wardrobes of his family allows for, and sets off towards the 
home of Lily and Will.

He doesn't go up to the door of the warehouse and claim to be 
dropping by to say hi or to borrow a cup of sugar. That sort of theatrics is 
way more Blake's style than it is Timothy's. Timothy prefers to find a spot 
a couple of blocks away and intersect them as they're on the move. No 
reason to give his opponents a home advantage, after all.

There are poorly-photocopied Missing Person posters stapled to the 
telegraph poles and bulletin boards along the route from Timothy's home 
to the warehouse district. A boy in his mid-teens, photographed in his 
school blazer and tie, teeth orthodonics-straight and hair neatly combed. 
Timothy pulls one free from its home on a streetlight pole and folds it 
small, storing it in the pocket of his slacks.

When Will and Lily arrive at the spot where Timothy has decided to 
wait for them, they have Rose in tow: two corpse-pale knights and their 
scruffy squire. Timothy wonders if Blake and Alexander and himself 
should feel offended that their arch nemeses are so ragtag. Lily's lip still 
shows the lingering traces of having been split and swollen the night 
before; without regular human blood, she doesn't heal at the same quick 
rate that Blake does.
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"I heard you had another run-in with Blake last night," Timothy says 
instead of 'hi', because even if he secretly thinks that Lily and Will both 
seem like pretty excellent people who would be fun to hang out with, 
they're still technically his dire enemies for the time being, and he's fairly 
sure that dire enemies aren't meant to say 'hi'.

Will and Lily look pissed off. Rose looks afraid, which makes Timothy a 
little sad, because he likes Rose a lot. She's the only person he's met in 
years who has a genuine interest in the shoebox of old photocopied zines 
he still has from the late eighties and early nineties. She's clever, and 
sweet, and he really, really likes her. The first time he'd met her, back 
before Bette died, he'd thought maybe...

But the past's the past, and Timothy knows better than most people that 
there's no point in trying to recapture what's been and finished.

"She left your brother alone in a skate park so she could go scuffle with 
Blake, you know," he says to her now, throwing the folded-up photocopy 
at her. Rose catches it automatically, and unfolds it. "Dangerous time to 
be leaving kids alone in the dark, really."

He thinks about goading them some more, but from the look on Rose's 
face he suspects he's stirred up ample trouble already, so with a parting 
wave he climbs up a fire escape and over the edge of a nearby roof, 
watching them from high above and listening to their terse voices.

"You promised you wouldn't face him again on your own," Will snaps at 
Lily, but she doesn't answer back, her attention fixed on Rose.

"I know this guy," Rose says, gesturing to the picture of the boy. "He's a 
student at my school. Was, anyway. I guess he's dead now. He used to give 
Bette a hard time a lot. Steal her books, shove her in lockers. Stupid shit 
like that. Oh god, you don't think she..."

"I know she was your friend," Will says gently, taking the paper out of 
Rose's trembling hands and moving it out of sight. "But you have to -"

"Is. Not... not was, okay? It's not like she's dea... it's not like she isn't 
still my friend," Rose says, sounding on the verge of tears. "She is my 
friend and I don't want to talk about it anymore. Let's just go find some 
fucking vampires already. We're wasting the night."

She strides ahead, not looking back to see if Lily and Will are following 
her. After exchanging a worried glance between the two of them, they 
do.
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~

At the behest of a phone message from Bette, Timothy meets her 
outside her club. She's chattering excitedly with a couple of human girls 
of about the same age as her, while Tommy stands nearby and ignores 
them. His thumbs fly over the keypad of his own phone, his attention 
fixed on some silent conversation.

"You've met Michelle," Bette says, gesturing to the girl beside her, who 
smiles at Timothy by way of greeting.

"You had your hair in cornrows then," he says to her, remembering. 
Timothy enjoys cataloguing the small changes of the world. They serve as 
reminders to him that time is passing, that he is making a new history for 
himself.

"Yeah." Michelle smooths a hand over the chemically straightened fall 
of her hair. "I'm in this dumbass school musical and the drama teacher is 
a psycho who thinks there's something exotic about me, so I'm trying to 
look as un-ethnic as possible for it, just to make life harder for her."

Timothy can't help but grin at that. "I wish you the best of luck."

"And this is Ash. She and Michelle are in a band. They're gonna play at 
my new club when it opens," Bette says, an excitedly high pitch creeping 
into her voice on the last words.

Ash is what Jay would probably call a hot mess. Timothy's never been 
sure exactly what that term means before, but he thinks he gets it now. 
Ash is model-skinny and pretty, but her long red hair hasn't seen a brush 
or shampoo in some time, and her wide eyes have the glazed, distracted 
look that comes from drugs, and her dark clothes smell of smoke and 
unaired rooms.

She's a beautiful disaster, and reminds him of the riot grrrl singers he'd 
loved so much once upon a time. Ash was born to dress up in 
kinderwhore; it's just a shame she was born a decade late, after the style 
got commodified into 'gothic lolita' and sold back to teenagers at twice 
the price and half the meaning. Timothy has often wondered whether the 
girls in their frilly babydoll dresses would keep using 'lolita' if they'd read 
the original Nabokov novel. Probably. Lolita has become a figure akin to 
Little Red Riding Hood: she means whatever the era needs her to mean.

"Hey," Ash says, nodding at Timothy before turning back to Bette. "So 
this is for real, right? You're not being an asshole and lying or anything?"
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"This is all mine, for real," Bette assures her. "C'mon, Timothy, let's 
show 'em around."

They go inside, the small group fanning out across the empty space of 
the dancefloor, each of them captivated by some particular feature of the 
darkened club. Timothy walks with Bette, reaching into his pocket and 
pulling out another of the Missing Person fliers of the boy from her 
school. He'd procured it on the walk over, not feeling the least bit guilty 
about pulling down the second one of the night. The boy is almost 
without a doubt already dead; the campaign of constant public reminders 
of his absence will do no good whatsoever.

"I hear he used to give you trouble at school," Timothy says 
conversationally. Bette looks down at the picture and smirks.

"Yeah, he sure as hell did. Good old Jeremy." She gives a mean little 
laugh. "Guess he finally pissed off the wrong person, huh?"

Timothy blinks in surprise. "It wasn't you?"

"Nah." Bette shakes her head, shrugging and handing back the picture. 
Then she turns, and goes over to join Michelle and Tommy and Ash on 
the barren stage, the four of them miming to imaginary music that only 
they can hear.

Timothy looks down at the paper face of the dead boy, and frowns.

~

When Timothy tracks Blake down, Blake's in his study, but Timothy's 
got a sixth sense about when somebody is actually working and when 
somebody is randomly browsing Wikipedia and pretending to work. It's 
not even an especially mysterious sixth sense, really; Blake is engrossed in 
an article about the liquid crystal display technology used in handheld 
computer games of the 1980s when Timothy knocks against his open 
doorframe.

"Hard at work?" Timothy asks. Blake smiles.

"Evidently. Come in. Distract me from my hard work."

Timothy sits down in the second leather chair at the desk, letting 
himself settle back for a moment and enjoy the muted beauty of the 
room. Blake doesn't manage to be consistent about many things, but one 
thing he can always be relied upon to be is tasteful, and his study is a 
particularly lovely space, with richly golden-brown wooden shelves 
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lining every inch of wall from floor to ceiling, filled with books, several 
arm chairs upholstered in pale green placed underneath the large 
window, and a desk decorated with a state-of-the-art computer, scanner, 
and printer setup.

"It's not particularly common for vampires to prey on teenagers, is it?" 
he asks. "Not in this city, at any rate. The connection we have to Jason 
and Bette and their friends is an exception more than a rule?"

Blake considers the question, steepling his long fingers and remaining 
quiet for a long moment before answering. "I suppose so, yes. I hadn't 
really thought about it in those terms, but you're right. It makes sense, if 
you think about it. Gangs with a taste for adolescents are often a liability 
to the vampire population at large, and Alexander and I have worked hard 
to eradicate as many liabilities as possible from our lives in this city."

"Mm." Timothy nods. "I ask because a boy's gone missing. Bette knew 
him when he was alive, but she says she had no role in his disappearance. 
If there's a new gang in the city, or even just a lone vampire, we might 
have a situation that needs to have an eye kept on it."

Blake smiles delightedly at Timothy. "Thank you for bringing that to my 
attention."

Timothy gets a feeling that he's long ago grown used to, a sort of 
reverse deja-vu where he knows something should be familiar but isn't. 
He guesses that it was a common occurrence, once upon a time, for him 
to bring observations like that to Blake about whatever city they lived in.

He wonders if Blake misses the old him as much as Alexander does. 
Blake's emotions are much harder to read; he's a better liar than 
Alexander is.

"Tell me about Cora," Timothy says suddenly. Blake's eyebrows go up in 
surprise.

"I highly doubt that this is the work of Cora. Last we heard of her, she 
was rather firmly enmeshed in Denver high society."

"No, I know that." Timothy waves a hand, as if dismissing the idea. "I 
just... I know so little about her. Alexander's told me only the barest 
minimum. And if it is Cora -- unlikely as that may be -- I want to know 
more about her."
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"All right." Blake nods, settling back in his chair. "Cora. She's an 
extremely skilled tactician. Probably the most formidable I've known, or 
at the very least tied with Alexander. She and Alexander absolutely hated 
each other from first sight, you know. It's never thawed between them, 
either. They still absolutely hate each other. I think it began because they 
were so alike, though neither of them ever would have agreed with that 
perception.

"Alexander was utterly in love with you, you see, and love makes 
sentimentality appear in the most rational of brains. The two of you had 
only just met. You were quite insufferable to be around.

"Cora, on the other hand, wasn't in love, and so she was hard and cool 
and without compunction. And because they believed they were 
opposites in every way that mattered, Alexander and Cora never realised 
that their loathing was based on how similar they are. They see the worst 
of themselves in each other.

"Cora was the eldest child in her family, with a sister and brother. They 
were still at home, in the last years of their schooling, but she was a full-
grown adult. She'd recently married, in fact -- a wealthy landowner twice 
her age. Perhaps older. She didn't like him, but he was what she wanted 
in a husband, and she was what he wanted in a wife, and so they pleased 
each other.

"Still, even if she tolerated his role in her life, she thought fate was 
doing her a favour when I killed him. His death meant that she inherited 
his estate. He had no other family in America. Fate had given her a 
wonderfully lucky hand.

"Then I killed her mother. Then her brother and her father, then her 
sister." Blake smiles at his memories of the long-age deaths. "It was an 
experiement. I wanted to see who she'd become with the loss of each of 
them. I found her interesting, and I wanted to see if she'd become even 
more interesting once she'd been shaped by disaster.

"I never was in love with her, though. Perhaps she might have forgiven 
me some of what I did if I had been."

Blake pauses, uncrossing and recrossing his legs before continuing his 
story.

"She did well, alone. She let her naturally sharp nature rise unfettered, 
because there was nobody left whom she might inadvertantly horrify. 

364



Her wealth grew. She got the best of me in several local business 
opportunities, which I found enchanting. Eventually I offered her the 
opportunity to become a vampire, and for us to consolidate our wealth. 
She declined, horrified, as I was sure she would. I killed her anyway.

"When she woke from her death, I told her of the history between us; 
the bonds that she'd never known about: the family I'd killed to leave her 
free, the husband whose death she thought was some secret dark blessing. 
She seemed to take the news rather well. No crying or raging. Just simple 
silence. She broke though the chains I had her in during the next day, 
while I slept, and escaped. She had to run through the sun to get away, 
and it burned her back. As far as I know, she still has the scars. She was 
still young enough to scar. 

"I think she perhaps hated me on that day even more than Lily or Will 
do now. But she returned the next night, and stayed for the next two 
years. I knew she would. She had nowhere else to go.

"I've often wondered if there was ever a moment of second-guessing or 
softening in that time, or if she hated me all the while. She certainly 
claimed to despise me always, even as we combined our skills and made 
our fortunes grow, and hunted side by side, and shared a bed, and saw the 
world.

"Eventually we parted ways, in circumstances which I can't clearly 
remember but which I recall were not remarkably acrimonious, not by 
the standards of our volatile affair. Since then, she's been a minor 
annoyance from time to time, making my existence difficult when an 
opportunity for her to do so presents itself, such as this recent business 
with Nicole's ranch.

"Alexander makes it out to be a far more dramatic state of affairs than it 
really is. Cora is a pitiless adversary to face off against -- from what I hear 
of the events in Denver, Will learned that firsthand -- but it's been a long 
time since she was our adversary in particular."

Timothy makes a noise of agreement, and allows Blake to steer the 
conversation into lighter topics, but doesn't feel wholly convinced by 
Blake's version of events. If Cora really is as much like Alexander as Blake 
says, then she is capable of holding in her heart a rage as hot and constant 
as a blue-white flame, burning steadily for decades before choosing the 
perfect moment to flare, huge and devastating.
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BETTE

She can hear the music from three blocks away. It's a playlist she'd made 
for Rose last summer, back before they knew about vampires or any of 
the fucked up stuff had happened to them. It seems completely not 
possible to Bette that it's only been half a year since then.

"You're really quiet tonight," Tommy observes, which is pretty rich 
coming from a dude who tends to contribute the barest minimum of 
conversation to any social context. "Since we left the girls, anyway."

"I was listening to music," Bette explains. "Rose has her stereo on. 
She's home early."

Tommy's quiet for a little while after that, as they scuff their way down 
the icy sidewalk. Bette's mom lives so close that Bette could probably 
smell her cooking if she tried. Bette doesn't feel homesick, exactly. She 
feels a phantom pain in her chest, like there was a limb she used to have 
that's been amputated now. She doesn't feel homesick. She feels the ghost 
of what it was to be well, and knows she isn't anymore. That's all.

"You're pretty different now," Tommy says in the silence. "I forget 
sometimes. With Lily, when she became a vampire, she changed a lot. I 
mean, she was still her, but a really different her. But with you, I don't 
know. It's strange. There are obvious things, like how it's cold as shit right 
now but I'm the only one breathing out steam, because you only breathe 
when you talk. So I guess I know and accept on some level that you're a 
vampire now too, but you're still so normal otherwise."

"Not really." Bette replies. "Being around you just reminds me. It's like 
we're two chemical compounds, and the me-compound is different now. 
It oxodized or evaporated or something, but it still reacts the same way 
when it comes into contact with the you-compound. Since the you-
compound only sees the fizz and the sparks, same as always, you don't 
know that the me-compound is just a gas now, when it used to be a 
solid."

"Hm." Tommy looks thoughtful. "You're still a pretty massive science 
nerd. And you can probably still kick my ass at Mario Kart."

Despite herself, Bette laughs. The sound seems sharp, shattering, in the 
brittle cold and the late-night dark of suburbia. "Yeah, probably."
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Tommy gets a call from Michelle as they clamber through his bedroom 
window, though, so they don't get a chance to check if Bette still has the 
power to make him cower in defeat. Bette figures that Tommy and 
Michelle must be back on as a couple, since it's only been about an hour 
since they last saw each other and now they're already talking again, 
having the most monosyllabic phone conversation Bette's ever heard.

And that would make her miss being alive, too -- observing Tommy's 
weirdo mating rituals -- except that vampires are even stupider about 
most of that stuff. Bette really needs to get to know some people whose 
personal relationships don't turn them into emotionally damaged idiots.

Waving a goodbye to Tommy as he talks to Michelle, Bette climbs back 
down the tree and goes to Rose's window, tapping a quick beat against 
the glass with her fingertips. The sound it makes reminds Bette of the 
skittering many-legged monsters who used to dart from shadow to 
shadow in her nightmares when she was a kid. Bette was a kind of 
messed-up kid, in a lot of respects. She only stopped being scared of 
those monsters after Rose drew her a picture of them, based on Bette's 
description. They seemed much less powerful once they'd been pinned 
down on paper.

Rose releases the latch, stepping back to let Bette inside. There's only 
one small bedside lamp on, painting the rest of the basement in shadows. 
The playlist has reached the last song. It's one Bette found on an old local 
compilation; she remembers the title catching her eye. For The Expatriates  
Of Human Civilization. The irony of that tugs one corner of her mouth up 
into a half-smile, now.

"I can see why you're home early," Bette says. Rose has a bad gravel rash 
on one side of her face, like she fell hard onto bare concrete without 
having a chance to protect her head with her hands. The cuts look fresh, 
and painful. "The killing spree hit a snag tonight?"

Rose glares. "You're trying to take a moral high ground here?"

"Nah." Bette shakes her head and grins. "Just trying to point out that 
we're not as different as you'd like to think."

Rose's scowl turns vulnerable and hurt and she looks away from Bette. 
"I don't want to think we're different."
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Bette doesn't know how to fix this, so she finds something else to talk 
about, so she can fill the silence and not feel how broken the edges of it 
are. "I know what'll help that scrape."

Rose meets her eyes again, looking wary. "What?"

Bette raises her own left wrist to her mouth and bites down neatly, just 
enough to nick the thickest vein. Considering how infrequently Rose 
does any cleaning in the basement, it would be a bad idea to spill blood 
on the floor. Not that it would really be noticeable, among the paint 
splatters and remnants of knocked-over drinks already decorating the 
floor.

Rose's wary look turns horrified and she takes a half-step back. 
"Don't."

"You know it won't turn you," Bette points out sensibly, offering up the 
open wound and taking a step forward. "Not even if I bit you again. Not 
even if I bit you every night. You only turn if you die. Like I did." She 
takes another step toward Rose.

"Stop it!" Rose snaps. "Don't... I don't..." She curls the fingers of one 
hand around Bette's forearm, the other palm supporting underneath 
Bette's wrist as Rose dips her head down to close her mouth around the 
cut.

And there it is. The missing part from somewhere inside Bette, the 
ghost of what she's lost. Rose swallows a mouthful of Bette's blood and 
it's like songs after being deaf, colour after blindness. Rose is the piece of 
Bette that was vanished, the phantom limb, now fused back into her 
circulatory system like a Frankenstein monster being transformed from 
pieces of a dead body back into a coherent whole.

Bette manages to lean in and press her fangs into Rose's throat, 
reopening the healing marks from last time and swallowing down the 
first bright mouthful with a full-body shudder. Rose responds by 
tightening her grip on Bette's arm, sucking at her wrist to draw the 
blood out faster. It's like a fight, or a dance, one of the really good 
slamming pits Bette used to go in where it felt like everyone's body was a 
piece of one seething moving entity, the soul of the crowd, shoving and 
pushing and bruising themselves and feeling more alive than at any other 
moment.
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They have to stop when Rose eventually faints, blood loss knocking her 
out before the energy of Bette's blood can reach Rose's own internal 
systems. It's starting to work, though. The scrape on Rose's face is already 
looking older, more healed.

Bette lays Rose out carefully on the rumpled sheets of the pull-out 
couch, tucking thick blankets up over her so she'll be warm through the 
remainder of the night.

In white paint, across the dark tangle of Rose's pain-painting, Bette 
writes in thick looping brush-handwriting. I hate that we never talk now. 
Then she climbs out the window, and back into the cold.

~

From: fire.proof.heart

To: frankenstein_girl

Subject: Do you still use this email address

Message:

Bette?

-

From: frankenstein_girl

To: fire.proof.heart

Subject: Re: Do you still use this email address

Message:

Yes, this is still my email. Yours is new?

-

From: fire.proof.heart

To: frankenstein_girl

Subject: Re: Re: Do you still use this email address

Message:

Yeah I got a new one.

I had to skip school today. Too tired, & the light hurts my eyes. Why are you  
awake?

PS You didn't have to ruin my painting, bitch.
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-

From: frankenstein_girl

To: fire.proof.heart

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Do you still use this email address

Message:

What's your new email address mean? I didn't ruin your painting I collaborated. 
It's 2x cool now admit it.

I can't sleep. Listening to music. Black Flag full volume on earphones rules the  
world. Never tried it before because I was afraid of goin deaf.

-

From: fire.proof.heart

To: frankenstein_girl

Subject: Twice as cool if you're blind maybe

Message:

The only thing I admit about your "collaborating" is in my subject line. Even  
your finger painting was challenged at preschool. Stay away from my paintings  
heathen >:(

 >:(

You won't get any sleep if you have black flag up full volume dumbass.

My new address is from stories about how Joan of Arc's heart stayed intact after  
she was burned at the stake. Ppl threw it on a fire a 2nd time & it still didn't burn  
even then. She had a fire proof heart.

-

From: frankenstein_girl

To: fire.proof.heart

Subject: you wouldn't know cool if it bit you

Message:

Wouldn't it be wicked if there was a mad scientist who got the brain of some  
psycho and was putting it in a frankenstein and then the mad scientist got the  
heart of joan of arc or someone else really righteous who had a badass heart like  
that. Would the frankenstein use its powers for good or for awesome???
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Stop calling me a heathen and a dumbass. You're a total bully. Hey when is your  
musical on?

-

From: fire.proof.heart

To: frankenstein_girl

Subject: ... ive only been bitten by a DUMBASS HEATHEN so youre right i  
wouldnt know cool if it bit me

Message:

The musical's on in one week, for a week of nights. You're not coming to it.

My costume is hilarious. I have green tights. Jamie from the school paper took all  
these pictures of it to go with the review he's gonna write. I LOOK SO BAD.

-

From: frankenstein_girl

To: fire.proof.heart

Subject: You suck!

Message:

Why can't I come to the musical I want to see your costume. Maybe I was wrong  
to call you batman, you might really be robin. Green tights whoa sexy.

-

From: fire.proof.heart

To: frankenstein_girl

Subject: Re: You suck!

Message:

Please don't.
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TIMOTHY

After Ilia vanished, small things shifted in the daily life of the village. 
The oldest of the elders, wizened little men and women who seemed to 
have aged beyond gender, all of them equally small and crabbed and as 
creased as the skin of dried-out apples, could remember the protections 
used when they were children, and such disappearances were more 
common. The upior, they said, was a monster who lived in the forest, a 
dead creature who had been a wicked man, or a witch with a stinger 
under her tongue, or a purple-faced devil who gobbled fish and went 
back under the ground each night at mid-night, depending on which 
elder was telling the story.

They couldn't agree on what the upior was, but they agreed well enough 
on how to guard against it. "Garlic," they all said. "Scatter cloves of 
garlic on the sills of all the windows. The upior hates garlic cloves because 
they look like his teeth. He spits his teeth out after he dies, ptoo ptoo, 
and the garlic looks the same as them." They'd made the spitting sound, 
grinning with gummy mouths almost empty of teeth themselves, and 
laugh as the children listening to the stories shuddered and cried in 
terror. The elders were much too old to be afraid of death.

"Poppy seeds on the road," they said. "And fire. They are scared of fire. 
Fire will always drive them away."

"The best way to kill the upior is a spike of wood through the heart, 
bang!" they said. "One strike with a mallet. But never more than one 
strike, or the upior will wake up and gobble down all your blood."

Ledishka was not impressed by most of these suggestions. "Poppy 
seeds? One strike with a mallet but not two? What nonsense. I'm sure 
they don't believe things like that in Constantinople. Nobody educated or 
cosmopolitan could ever believe stupid village ideas like that!" she ranted 
as she helped her stepmother chop vegetables. Timothy was skinning the 
rabbits for the stew, trying to pull the fur off as clean as he could so that 
he and Ledishka could make new hats from it. They were growing too big 
for their old ones, which would be kept until Stasja and baby Viktor were 
big enough to get more wear out of them.

"If the upior was really once a man, then it is as irrational as any other 
man," Zoscya retorted. "I nearly drowned when I was small, and so I 
hate the water. If I had to spit my teeth out, I would hate anything which 
reminded me of my teeth. It makes as much sense as anything to me."
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None of them had any doubt that the upior's fear of fire was real enough, 
though. Even in the winter, when the fire was all that kept families from 
freezing to death in their beds, everyone knew not to trust it. Fire was a 
wolf, not a dog: it could be calmed, but never tamed.

So when Ledishka shook Timothy out of his sleep one night, and told 
him to put on his boots and his coat and come with her to try to meet the 
monster, he wasn't surprised to see that she held their father's best flint 
in her hands, and twigs to use as kindling.

~

Timothy's snapped out of his memories when Alexander speaks, 
breaking the quiet they've each been working in for the last half-hour.

"Even after decades of working with Chinese importers and other 
business leaders, the enjoyment hasn't started to wear thin," he tells 
Timothy, as if the genuine, enthusiastic smile on his face and the 
brightness of his eyes wasn't indication enough that he liked the task at 
hand. "I've never seen a frontier that was so hungry for expansion, or so 
ruthless about achieving it. And it's in a place where looking Chinese is 
an advantage, for a change." 

A twist of bitterness creeps into Alexander's words and expression, just 
for a moment, before he moves on, turning the page of Chinese writing 
around so it faces Timothy, who's sitting on the other side of their reading 
table.

"You see that word, there?" Alexander points. "That's dakuan. It's the 
term for 'corrupt business dealer', but these days some -- those who 
know that vampires exist -- also use it to denote that someone's one of 
us. They chose that word so as not to get us confused with the jiang shi, 
the hopping vampires of Chinese mythology. Think of that! A culture 
where we're an accepted, slightly frowned upon part of economic reality, 
seen as having more in common with CEOs who take bribes than with 
monsters from fairy stories." Alexander's grin gets broader.

"I don't know, being a hopping vampire sounds kind of fun," Timothy 
observes. "It'd be like having a built-in pogo stick."

From Bette's room there are the muted sounds of a number being 
entered into her phone, which Timothy knows means she's calling home. 
It's one of the few small safety precautions she concedes to: she never 
saves her mother's number in the memory of her phone, because stealing 
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phones is often the way rival gangs gain an advantage of one kind or 
another over vampires. Blake has an especially impressive collection of 
handsets he's taken during brawls, and Bette and Jay sometimes sift 
through them, looking for the most fashionable or expensive ones to 
claim as their own.

"Hey Mom, it's me," Bette says. Timothy gives up on trying to read the 
digital rights contract he's looking over for one of Alexander's bands, and 
listens to her conversation instead.

"No, that's cool, you don't have to hang up and call me back, the school 
covers my phone costs... part of my scholarship, I guess... yeah, I know, 
I've just been really busy, I lose track of... yeah... so, um, how are you?... 
I miss you too. What?... no, I told you, I've just been busy, and what does 
that mean anyway, 'my voice sounds like I don't mean that', that's total... 
Mom, shut up for a second, okay? Just... no! I promise your little girl 
hasn't gone and grown up into a woman and doesn't need you anymore, 
that's about the least likely fucking thing to... sorry, sorry, I'll watch my 
language. And my tone, yes. I'm sorry... yeah, Rose and I talk in email 
sometimes... yeah... um, I guess? There are a bunch of guys here I hang 
out with... no, just friends who are boys, none of... okay, there's maybe 
someone who's, you know, a someone... I am not playing the pronoun 
game! I just don't want to tell my mother about my love life...

"How's everyone at home? Have you seen anyone from the family 
recently?... yes, I'm changing the subject. Humour me. Are you gonna go 
to the school musical? Rose was telling me about it, it sounds hilarious... 
no, it's not a comedy... I wish I was going... yeah, what night?...

"Because I don't want to try calling you while you're at the musical, 
that's why I want to know what night... I do so call you! Are you not, in 
fact, conversing right at this very moment? Can we talk about you for a 
change? I feel like I'm being interrogated here...

"That sounds cool. You should do that for sure, a cruise sounds so old-
school elegant and classy, you know?... no, it's cool, a bunch of kids stay 
here over vacation anyway. It would be no big deal... I miss you too, but 
you shouldn't put your life on pause because of me... yes, exactly. 
There'll be lots of other school breaks to catch up in. I gotta go, Mom, 
someone else wants... no, I'm fine, I've just got a cold and it makes me 
sound all choked up. You know me, I've always been a total hopeless case 
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in winter... okay, I promise... I promise! I'll call again soon... Love you 
too. Bye."

~

Timothy's current for-pleasure reading is an autobiography. It's usually 
an autobiography, or a biography, usually of a young woman who went 
out into the world to conquer her own destiny: rock stars, writers, 
heroin addicts. Timothy reads them all, voraciously. In the absence of a 
coherent life narrative of his own, he gobbles those which have been 
written down by others.

In the village, others had thought he was a boy who wished in his heart 
that he'd been born a girl. Ilia was taller, his voice a little deeper than 
Timothy's own, and so it was assumed that Timothy was the one out of 
the pair who played the role of would-be wife.

To say then that a boy wanted to be a girl, however, was as meaningless 
and silly as the time when one of the fat white ducks from down the road 
began to follow the farm dogs all around the field, as if it too could herd 
sheep and collect the bodies of the rabbits which Ledishka struck with 
arrows from her vicious little bow.

"That duck thinks it's a dog!" their father laughed with his booming 
laugh, slapping a broad thigh with a broad palm.

That's how little a boy wanting to be a girl meant, to the people in 
Timothy's village. A duck could want to be a dog all it liked, but it was 
still a duck.

These days things are different. Boys can be boys, or be girls, as their 
heart and soul dictates they should be. Girls can be girls or boys. Either 
can even, best of all, opt to be a thing that falls in-between all the choices 
before them.

Timothy likes being an in-between. He never wanted to be a girl, not as 
the villagers thought he did. He likes his body, its flat planes and sharp 
hips and wide, knobby feet. He doesn't wish he'd been born different, 
and feels sorry for those who do, for their lives are made so much more 
complicated through what is more or less a cosmic clerical error in the 
distribution of bodies.

But, content as he is with the shape he has, there are affinities which 
Timothy feels with women, a sense of himself as being like them, which 
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goes as deep as blood. He feels that he's a mix of both and neither, 
somewhere in the space between the absolutes on either side.

On the one evening he'd spent talking with Rose, before Lily shot him 
in his hand and set their wild ballet of chaos into motion, Timothy had 
discovered that Rose was like him, in that respect. She knew she was 
something other than a girl. At least, she was different to what she'd been 
taught girls were, just as Timothy wasn't what he'd been brought up to 
think of as a proper boy.

Rose, in her everyday world, dressed in pants and shirts. She never 
bothered with makeup, and barely with a hairbrush, and kept her 
fingernails trimmed and short.

"In another era," she'd remarked. "I would've been called a butch, or a 
tom."

There were names for her in this era, too: dyke, bulldyke, lezzo, tranny. 
The first three were labels which didn't quite fit, for though Rose's 
tendency was "mostly toward girls, I guess", her sexuality cared less 
about her partner's gender and more about Rose's poisonous contempt 
for anything boorish or mediocre.

She told Timothy she rather liked 'tranny', though. The slur was short 
for transvestite, cross-dresser, but to Rose it could also be transform and 
transgress and transitory. It meant she was changing from one thing to 
another. It meant she was breaking out of limits that had been set too 
small to comfortably contain her. It was her cocoon, and she was growing 
secret wings.

"The point of drag," she'd explained to him, bright-eyed and earnest. 
"Is to NOT pass. It's to wear the clothes like the dress-up costume that 
they are. That's why boring people get so pissed off at drag queens and 
kings. The boring people want everyone to keep on pretending that the 
mask is a face, you know? They don't want anybody to stop and think 
about the fact that women's legs aren't naturally hairless and their lips 
aren't glossy red and their feet aren't shaped like high-heels shape them 
and boobs only do that with a push-up bra. Drag mocks the fucked-up 
games they play with each other, because drag points out that that's all it 
is. All a game."

Rose's drag went both ways. In her schoolboy tie and shirt and slacks, 
she was a gently curved girl dressed up in the old-fashioned signifiers of 
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young virile male power, and so they became a parody of what they'd 
been. And when, very occasionally -- the night Timothy met her had been 
one such rare occasion -- she dressed up in the sweet soft skirts and bows 
of a teenage girl, she wore it skewed: the lips too dark and full to look 
like anything but pretty paint, the hair brittle from dyes and showing 
regrowth at the root. She was a girl in girl-drag.

Timothy had known even before he'd talked to her that she shared his 
love of the riot grrrls and kinderwhores and queercore performers he'd 
adored for so many years, because she wore her membership to that tribe 
on every inch visible. Rose's very person was political, and Timothy 
thinks that maybe, in their short meeting, he fell a little bit in love with 
her. He thinks that maybe he still is.

He's in a mood to play tonight. But Rose is young and vulnerable and 
human, and Timothy's not in the mood for a particularly cruel kind of 
game tonight, and so decides not to trouble her. Rose is Bette's now, 
anyway, and Timothy has a healthy level of fear for Bette. Her wrath is 
not something he intends to bring down on himself if he can help it.

Lily and Will are Blake's, as sure as Rose is Bette's, but Timothy knows 
that Blake won't mind if Timothy uses them for sport; there's an open 
season on tormenting the hunters. So long as they aren't damaged too 
badly -- only Blake is allowed to cause lasting harm to them -- anything 
goes.

Timothy looks down at his hand, flexing the fingers in toward the palm 
and then back out again. It's all completely healed and smooth now of 
course, but even so he feels a pins-and-needles sensation where Lily's 
bullet ripped through flesh and bone. He's not afraid of her, not really, 
but probably wouldn't find prolonged interaction with her especially 
entertaining. Will, on the other hand, Timothy has quite a fondness for. 

Bikini Kill had purred when Will stroked her, when Will had been held 
captive in the townhouse before Blake killed and turned him. Timothy 
thinks that endorsement-by-cat is as good a reason as any to like a 
person.

Smiling to himself, Timothy begins to plan.

~

Timothy's never understood why some gangs carry weapons. His teeth 
and nails are excellent for the task of tearing flesh, and he knows by 

   377



instinct how to use them to best advantage. Yet for some reason there are 
vampires who opt to use straight razors, or swords, or other kinds of 
blades. Even Blake seems to consider this kind of behaviour an 
affectation, and it's almost beyond the realms of comprehension for 
something to be so silly that Blake thinks that it's pretentious.

Still, this quirk of fighting style is useful for the plot Timothy has come 
up with. He takes a town car out to the area most heavily favoured by 
Will for solo patrols -- and really, it's surprising that the hunters kill any 
vampires at all, considering how predictable so many of their movements 
are -- and roams until he finds the location of the latest fight. Will's 
fighting a few of the gang that the city's hunters have nicknamed 
'scrabblers', because of all the gangs, this one cares least about appearing 
human. Their often filthy clothing and lack of verbal communication 
makes them seem a little like zombies, if zombies were cunning 
predators and carried switchblades.

Timothy watches from the shadows, waiting until the fight is almost 
completely done with before he brings the little knife in his own hand up 
to his throat and jerks it down sharply. The pain is blunt and hot, which 
seems almost funny considering that the steel was cold and razor-edged. 
The blood throbs out of the wound, a sluggish spreading stain down the 
front of the Armani jacket which Timothy remembers, belatedly, is 
actually one of Blake's. Whoops.

Timothy cups his palm over the gash and stumbles out to where Will has 
just killed the last of the ragtag little group he was up against. The smell 
of his own blood is making Timothy's heartrate step up in excitement, 
which in turn is making the cut bleed faster.

"Will?" Timothy says, and the stumble in his footstep isn't entirely 
faked. It's difficult for him to be this close to this much fresh blood 
without feeling a little overwhelmed, and he's still got a hearty night's 
feed in his veins. He can only imagine what a hammer to the senses it 
must be for blood-abstinent Will.

"Timothy?" Will looks absolutely astounded. "What... whoa, steady." 
He reaches out to help Timothy keep his balance. Will evidently has all 
the survival instincts of a lemming; Timothy's not surprised he ended up 
dead. "That's a nasty cut."

"Just a flesh wound," Timothy replies with a shaky smile.
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Will gives a small concerned smirk. "If you're capable of quoting Monty 
Python, you're probably all right, yes." He starts to guide Timothy in the 
direction of the hunters' warehouse. "I think you should have stitches, 
though, come on."

"If I'd picked Spinal Tap, would you have decided I was terminal?"

"Gravely ill, but probably not terminal. The really bad sign is lines from 
Blackadder Goes Forth."

Timothy can hear Will's pulse, which has begun to quicken. The game is 
going just as Timothy hoped. Despite the increasing pain he feels, he 
manages to wince another smile.

Will doesn't even hesitate in bringing Timothy back to the high-
ceilinged, chill warehouse that that Lily and Will have called home since 
before they died. And while Timothy has known the warehouse's location 
since the first days it was inhabited, Will doesn't know that Timothy 
already knew where they were headed.

It's vaguely disturbing, kind of like Timothy imagines that the crooked 
old carnival owners on Scooby Doo must have felt. Having your ghost-
themed schemes thwarted by a high-functioning imbecile and his dog 
couldn't possibly be any more emasculating than being confronted with 
evidence that the scourge of the city's vampire underworld is as blindly 
trusting as Snow White had been when she let the witch in the door and 
ate the poison apple she was offered.

The air inside the warehouse is stale, like it has hung suspended and 
unbreathed since before the season turned. It also smells of a 
combination of unappetizing ingredients: garlic, various berries, tea, 
melon.

"Wow. At least when humans go crazy and replace all their food with 
those protein shakes, the shakes have the decency to taste like something 
other than gym socks," Timothy observes conversationally as Will sits 
him down at the small kitchen table.

Collecting a hefty first aid kit off a nearby shelf, Will gives Timothy a 
hard look, like it's only just occurred to him that Timothy is a) a bad guy, 
and b) Will's sworn enemy. Or a roommate of Will's sworn enemy, at the 
very least. Timothy, still pretending to staunch the slash on his neck -- 
really, he's letting it gush out freely, and his shirt is slick and sticky with it 
-- tries to look innocent. 
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Well, he tries to look other than outright malevolent, anyway.

"Hold still," is all Will says, as he draws a curved suture needle and 
surgical thread out of the riot of supplies in the kit. Timothy obeys, 
dropping his hand away from the cut and tilting his head to give Will 
clear access.

Will looks taken aback. "Don't you want to clean some of the blood off 
first?"

"No point." Timothy shrugs. "It'll just bleed more. I'll clean it once it's 
sewn up."

Will takes a needless breath, like it'll help him centre himself, and 
presses the edges of the cut together for the first stitch.

Timothy closes his eyes, trying not to smile, and lets Will work. Will's 
pulse is thunderously loud and fast, like the quick thudding beat of dance 
music. It's so all-encompassing that Timothy is amazed that his own 
heartbeat hasn't been forced into time with it, that the tempo of the 
blood in their bodies doesn't match and throb together.

"Something got you worked up?" Timothy asks playfully, because Will 
has to be aware that the thud-thud is probably audible from space by now.

"Don't talk," Will chides. "It makes your skin move."

So Timothy sits silent as the stitches are put in place. There are seven by 
the time Will's done, and both of them are smeared heavily with the dark 
cooling blood.

"Sweet, thanks," Timothy says when Will clears his throat and steps 
away, muttering "okay, you're done."

Then Timothy looks over at Will.

The sight actually feels like a physical force striking Timothy, knocking 
him back. Will is standing a few feet away, hands and t-shirt washed in 
gore, and the look on his face is sheer, undiluted want.

Even Alexander doesn't look at Timothy like that. With Alexander it's 
affection and exasperation and familiarity and intimacy and sadness and 
love, but it's never this. It's never a desire so strong it promises to 
swallow them both whole.

"I -" Timothy starts to say.
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"You need to go now." Will's voice trembles. His eyes don't leave 
Timothy's. Will isn't even blinking. "Right now."

Timothy is more than a little awed by Will's resolve. It seems this game 
will last considerably longer than a single night.

Standing up, Timothy slips the ruined Armani jacket back on over his 
even more ruined shirt. He nods in farewell to Will, who stands as still as 
marble.

"You have a lot more self-control than your protégé, that's for sure, and 
she doesn't even need the blood like you do," Timothy offers with a 
smile, because he's never been able to resist a chance to set the proverbial 
cat among the pigeons. He leaves the warehouse with a spring in his step.

Back out in the now-waning night, Timothy walks -- bloodied clothes 
and all -- to an outer suburb, then leaps out in front of the first car which 
turns down the street he's on. It swerves, avoiding him, and brakes 
sharply. He snaps the necks of the three people inside quickly, before any 
of them can scream. The driver is a boy in his late teens, breath stinking 
of cheap booze, and so Timothy decides not to bite him. The health 
warnings always say not to have alcohol on an empty stomach, after all.

The two passengers are younger, both girls in their early teens. He 
drains them both, then rummages in the handbag of one until he finds 
her makeup case. Using the mirror of her powder compact and her little 
silver nail scissors, Timothy snips away the careful row of stitches holding 
together the now-healing cut in his neck.

Then Timothy aims the car at a streetlight pole, weighs the accelerator 
down, and guns the engine. The car blooms into a bright puff of flame, 
the lights of nearby houses coming on as if in an answering call of 
brightness. Timothy slips away before the first witnesses arrive.

On his walk home -- Alexander will complain if they incur another 
cleaning fine with the town-car service --

 Timothy crosses paths with the boy from the missing persons posters.

Will and Lily think the knife-carrying vampire gang are zombie-like, but 
that's only because they've never met a vampire who truly fits that 
description.

There are a few circumstances which can cause it, all of them mercifully 
rare. Being buried before awakening from death can traumatise and 
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disorient a new vampire enough that they lose their minds before they 
find the surface.

Even in the village where Timothy grew up, they'd known that -- it was 
why the families always sat up with the bodies of the dead, on the first 
night after their loved one passed. Any vampires which woke in such 
circumstances would have been beheaded immediately, but that was 
simply the natural order of things: the dead should stay dead. To allow 
someone to wake up underground was a cruelty beyond justification.

Other villages buried their dead upside-down, so that any awakened 
souls would be unable to scrabble to the surface, and this had always 
seemed to Timothy the most nightmarish and inhumane pragmatism that 
anyone could ever devise.

Extensive torture prior to death can cause it, or a death caused when 
the victim was almost dead from thirst.

Timothy's heard stories that some vampires have recovered from the 
madness, at least partially, but he's never met any himself. The two 
occasions when he's encountered such a creature -- both times with 
Alexander and Blake at his sides -- it's seemed kinder to kill it as quickly 
as possible.

The boy stares at him with unseeing, starving eyes, a sick parody of the 
want Timothy saw so recently in Will's face. His chin is bloody, the rest of 
his face covered in a patina of greyish grime. There are old tear tracks at 
the corners of his now-dead eyes.

Timothy still has the switchblade in his pocket, but even that would take 
too long. Opting for the fastest way to end the boy's existence, he 
clenches one hand into a tight fist and punches into the boy's chest, 
uncurling his fingers inside the cold mess of viscera and pulling back 
quickly, bringing the heart back with him as he does so.

The boy makes one abrupt sound, almost like a grunt of surprise, and 
falls to the ground. Timothy searches his pockets quickly, finding a 
cellphone and a wallet with no cash in it. He has to be fast, because 
eventually the boy's heart will grow back, and Timothy can't stand the 
thought of letting that happen.

He piles crumpled newspaper on the body and sets the whole mess 
alight, staying to watch until there's nothing left but ash and a few larger 
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fragments of bone. That's one small grace: vampires burn far more 
efficiently than human bodies.

Among several dozen texts in the phone's memory bank there are a 
couple of messages from Jay, dated a few weeks ago. The pair had both 
been part of a group preparing a presentation due in English class, and 
Jay was worried that this boy was going to let them down. Timothy 
wonders if the assignment was completed before the boy met his death. 
Bette would be delighted if some academic misfortune would fall on Jay, 
rather than her, for a change. Timothy must remember to ask Jay how the 
presentation turned out.

It's nearly dawn, and the night has been a long one. Timothy heads for 
home, letting himself forget the faces of those who make up the night's 
death toll, the fires which have already had their heat dispersed by the 
winter cold.
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BETTE

Unsure about whether she and Rose are fighting or not, Bette decides 
to err on the side of caution and take Rose a peace offering of a DVD, 
which always used to work as an argument-ender back when the world 
made sense. Back then, she used to shoplift stuff, but now she can just 
pay for it with the glossy onyx credit cards which clutter her wallet.

(The wallet itself is Chanel, designed to look like a Union Jack flag. It's 
the only even vaguely punky thing Bette still uses regularly, and had been 
a gift from Blake with the suggestion that she conceal the purchase from 
Alexander -- "Coco threw in with the Nazis, you see, and Alexander has 
ridiculous notions about principles affecting satorial choices.")

Somehow, in a totally weird and illogical way, the gift feels less 
meaningful to Bette because she was able to pay for it so easily. People 
always say it's the thought that counts but she didn't have to put all that 
much thought into it at all, about where the security cameras were or if 
there's an alarm tag in the box or anything.

She's chosen The Prestige, because she and Rose saw it on TV once and 
Rose enjoyed it. Rose has always had a thing for the idea of escape 
artistry, Bette remembers. There was a while there when all Rose's 
drawings had chains and locks and straight jackets in them, like they'd 
been outfitted with leftover equipment from a 19th-century insane 
asylum.

Plus, The Prestige has the guy who played Batman and the guy who played 
Wolverine, which meant Bette and Rose had had an excuse to argue 
about which superheroes would make the best magicians. The answer is 
obviously Catwoman, because she can escape from anywhere and hide 
jewelry with her excellent skills of slight of hand, but Rose had been all 
no, no, technically Catwoman is a villain not a superhero, which was 
total crap and obviously Rose just hadn't been able to handle the fact that 
Bette was right.

Bette goes around to Rose and Tommy's, but it's too early in the evening 
for Rose to be around yet. For some reason the hunters always strike 
early in the evening. Which, on one hand, kind of makes sense, as that's 
the time of night when Lily and Will's senses are sharpest, their reflexes 
most responsive. The trouble is, that's the time of night when all the 
other vampires have the same advantage going for them. So it's totally 
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dumb, and if Rose and Tommy didn't like Lily and Will so much Bette 
would totally kick their stupid asses just to teach them a lesson.

Since Rose isn't around, Bette climbs up the tree and enters the house 
through Tommy's room, but he's not around either. This is so lame, she's 
this super-excellent evil vampire and she's sitting around in a stupid gross 
messy teenage bedroom waiting for her stupid friends to get home so 
they can hang out. This sucks ass.

She flops down onto the unmade bed, sighing at the injustice of her 
existence. Then, bored of wallowing in self-pity about her social life, 
Bette clambers off the bed and starts rummaging through one of the 
scuffed cardboard longboxes Tommy keeps his comic books in.

Even though Bette's monster-of-choice is and always will be 
Frankenstein (and some smarty-pants asshole guy inevitably tries to 
correct her by saying that Frankenstein was the name of the scientist, not 
the monster, which isn't even true because the scientist was Victor 
Frankenstein sure but the monster's name was Adam Frankenstein, so 
they're wrong and Bette's right, ha) she really loves the old Tomb of  
Dracula comics from the seventies. Those books are the best monster 
comic ever, and Bette seriously covets the complete run of them that 
Tommy's managed to put together by bargain-hunting on the internet.

The comic is great because there's only one story it can tell, really, and 
so it tells it over and over with as much glorious style as it can fit into a 
bunch of cheap paper pages: Dracula does something evil, the little band 
of screwed-up vampire hunters stop him doing it, he slinks away to be 
elegant and evil another time, and the hunters regroup and wait for the 
next threat to present itself. It's a perfect formula, exquisitely rendered 
in stormy fluid pencil lines.

Bette's favourite character was always Rachel van Helsing, the cool 
blonde vampire hunter with a crossbow and a PhD, who ran the team of 
hunters and had a badass scar on her cheek from the first time she'd 
tangled with Dracula. Rachel's tragedy in the comic was that vampire 
hunting consumed her whole life, eventually driving away every lover 
and friend she'd make. But even in the face of that, she'd stayed fabulous 
and deadly, and Bette can remember many afternoons spent lying around 
with Tommy and Rose, reading fragile old comics and losing herself 
completely in the characters and stories.
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Eventually Tomb of Dracula lost its magic, of course, like everything does 
sooner or later. Bette hates the way that happens, how stuff always has to 
change. She wishes that the summer had lasted forever, just her and 
Tommy and Rose all staying sixteen forever and watching shitty movie 
marathons in the basement forever and going out to see shows forever, 
with no death or vampires or anything.

After Tomb of Dracula stopped telling the one story over and over again, 
the writers seemed unsure of what to do with Rachel: the only thing she 
had in her life was hunting vampires. The world around her could shift 
and change, but she couldn't. Eventually she got bitten and turned into a 
vampire and, unable to live like that, she'd persuaded Wolverine to kill 
her. It's the only time Bette can remember being seriously and genuinely 
pissed off by one of her favourite superheroes.

And it's bullshit anyway. Someone as smart as Rachel van Helsing would 
have known that it was bullshit. No change in circumstances is terrible 
enough that death is a better option. None. People can learn to cope with 
anything, eventually. Even being a vampire.

~

Bette's moved from the box of comics to looking through Tommy's CD 
collection by the time Tommy and Rose get home. Rose gives Bette a 
small smile as she takes the DVD, accepting the unspoken apology along 
with the gift and offering a wordless sorry of her own in return.

They sit in the basement, the three of them, on the old pullout couch 
that Rose and Tommy's dad won't let Rose and Tommy's mom throw 
away. It's just like things used to be, or close enough that Bette can 
pretend; a little whisper of the ghost of summer, fluttering thin and pink 
in the winter air for a moment.

"I love the way that halfway through this movie Tesla shows up and steals 
the whole movie from everyone else in like two scenes," Tommy remarks 
partway through the DVD, and Rose answers "Of course, it's David 
Bowie, he rules," at the same second that Bette answers "Of course, it's 
Nikola Tesla, he rules," and they look at each other and giggle.

It's a good moment.

~

The next evening Bette and Jay meet Michelle in the mall foodcourt, 
after Michelle's dress rehersal for the school musical is done. Michelle 
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and Jay share a cheese pizza and Bette has a glass of juice. Michelle makes 
some scathing remarks about crazy psychos who think crash dieting is a 
good idea, but neither Bette nor Jay correct her. Bette finds it oddly sad 
and sweet that there are still people in the world who don't know about 
vampires.

They catch a cab to Ash's house, because Ash and Michelle are meant to 
be doing some band practice stuff, but the door's unlocked and all the 
lights are on and Ash isn't around.

"Addicts make the worst friends, god, seriously," Michelle gripes, 
flicking through the zillion television channels that Ash's parents get on 
satellite. The TV screen is huge and the lounge furniture is all soft white 
leather, but Michelle seems to feel at home amongst the luxury. Bette 
remembers Jay saying something about Michelle's parents being loaded. 
Her house must be as nice as this one.

And, sure, technically Bette's super-rich too, she owns her own 
nightclub for crying out loud, but that's a recent thing and doesn't count 
in the same way. She's not at ease in opulence, not like someone who's so 
used to everything being beautiful that it becomes expected.

"The very first conversation I had with Ash, she offered me pills," Jay 
agrees, wandering off to the kitchen, because he's a boy and boys get to 
do totally unfair things like pig out constantly and stay skinny. Not that 
Bette is actually capable of putting on weight anymore -- or capable of 
snacking on ordinary leftovers, either, for that matter -- but it's the 
principle of the thing. It's been a complaint Rose has had against Tommy 
for years; they eat the same amount of junk and yet he's razor-thin and 
she's curvy.

With Jay in the kitchen and Michelle still channel-flipping, Bette feels 
slightly at a loss, so she begins to explore Ash's momentarily abandoned 
and palatial house. There's a gaming room, with a pool table coated in 
lush, pristine green felt, which Bette is willing to gamble has never been 
used for a game. The cues and triangle-rack things and the balls are all 
neatly stored in their proper places. There's a dartboard on the wall, and 
a gleaming marble bar laden with amber liquor bottles and crystal 
tumblers off to one side. All of it looks like a movie set, rather than a real 
room in a real house where real people live.
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Upstairs are the bedrooms -- two guest suites, the master suite, the 
locked door of Ash's room with 'ASHLEY' on a small brass plaque on the 
wood, and a matching door with a plaque that says 'JENNA'.

The handle turns easily when Bette tries to open the door, so she 
doesn't feel hesitant about going inside. It's not like Ash's sister is still 
around to have her privacy disturbed.

Inside, the room smells faintly of a fruity, floral perfume and of 
hairspray and skincare products. Everything's been packed away into 
carboard cartons, which are stacked against the wall and bear thick 
sharpie labels like 'coats' and 'books' and 'small handbags'. The bed has 
been stripped, the mattress leaning against the wall to air.

"I was friends with Jenna before I really knew Ash. We weren't close, 
really, though. We didn't get a chance to be," Jay says, leaning against the 
doorframe. Bette realises she's walked into the middle of the bare room, 
the cleaned skeleton of an ended life surrounding her. "I wish I'd known 
her better."

Bette makes a face. "You didn't miss out on anything. She was a total 
fuckdoll bitch. She was mean to Rose all the time."

Jay shrugs one shoulder, as if to say that he didn't necessarily hold 
bitchiness against a person. Bette's not exactly shocked by this revelation. 
Jay thinks that Blake's good boyfriend material, after all.

Bette looks around the room again. She's almost disappointed that it's 
already dismantled like this. She would have liked to maybe find some 
kind of common ground with Jenna, some snapshot of the girl when she 
was a tiny awkward kid with a retainer and pigtails or something. But 
nothing of Jenna inhabits this room anymore.

Bette thinks of her own bedroom at her mother's house, still set up as if 
she's coming back to it someday. She wonders if it would be better for 
somebody to tell Bette's mom the truth, that her daughter is dead and 
that her room needs to be packed into forlorn cardboard boxes and 
forgotten. Maybe that would be kinder. At the very least, it would be 
more honest.

"Alexander's the one who killed her," Jay goes on. Bette thinks about 
replying with some smart remark about how she's gotta buy Alexander a 
bunch of flowers as a thank-you for that, but she decides to hold her 
tongue. Jenna was Jay's friend and Ash's sister, and even if Bette doesn't 
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care at all that Jenna is dead that doesn't mean she doesn't care that 
Jenna's death has made Jay and Ash unhappy.

And maybe Bette does have common ground with Jenna, just a little: 
they were both girls in the wrong place at the wrong time, and so they 
died, and that's all. Death makes all the little differences between who 
they each were completely meaningless.

"Let's go see if Michelle's found anything worth watching," Bette says, 
and they leave Jenna's room to its lonely stillness and its silence.

They watch three episodes of some cop show before Michelle makes a 
grumbling noise. "I bet she's sleeping at someone's house and she's 
completely forgotten about band practise tonight. So typical. Sorry about 
this, guys. If I'd known she was going to pull this shit again, I wouldn't 
have invited you around. I'm sure you've got better stuff to do than catch 
up on cop shows."

More and more, Bette feels like she's adrift in time, moving from one 
night to the next like it's all one inky blur of unending streets and lights 
and blood and darkness. 'Stuff to do' seems like a notion no longer 
connected to her life: there are things she'll do, but they'll be done 
whenever she does them. The only urgency or impatience she feels 
properly is hunger.

She manages to smile at Michelle reassuringly. "Nah, it's cool. I can 
spare a few hours of my youth for this, I think."

~

Bette has to leave Michelle and Jay to enjoy the comforts of Ash's house 
without her soon after that, because she's got some boring meeting about 
signing over the club from Alexander's name to her's that she's gotta go 
to. She's worn her most grown-up outfit for it, a beautifully cut black 
three-piece suit of a skirt and vest and jacket, a white shirt, and a black-
and-white striped silk tie. She's wearing black fishnet stockings and knee-
high black leather boots with dozens of tiny black leather buttons up the 
sides. She feels like she's dressed up as the most elegant naughty 
schoolgirl in history. It's completely excellent and cool.

She's finally started wearing a coat outdoors, too. It doesn't make any 
difference to whether she's warm or not, but it stops people looking at 
her so much. They still look, but now there's less puzzlement in their 
expressions. Just a kind of gross appreciation from some, and admiration 
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from others, as if being luminescently pale and coldly pretty was 
something that made her special and worthy. Bette goes out of her way to 
kill those who look at her like that.

Her coat is ruby-red leather, the softest lambskin Alexander and 
Timothy could find through the various tailors they use. They're always 
doing things like that; going out of their way to take special care of her. 
She thinks that maybe they feel kind of guilty that she died, since it was 
sort of a side effect from the stupid games they play against the hunters. 
For all that Blake's trying to teach her not to care about the pawns when 
she plays chess, she's certainly been kept in style since they knocked her 
off the board.

Or maybe they just like having a girl around for a change, to give them 
an excuse to shop for all the crazily expensive designer fashions they glut 
her wardrobe with.

Halfway down the block from Ash's house, Bette catches sight of 
someone in a bedroom window, watching her walk past. They have that 
staring, seeing look Bette hates so much, like they want to gobble her up 
with their eyes.

She goes around to the back door of the house, her boots leaving neat 
black footprints on the white of the snowy lawn. It's easy to snap the 
expensive lock on the door open, and even easier to disable the alarm 
system before it activates. Vampires, if they want to ever get a decent 
meal, become world-class spies by necessity.

Everyone except the boy who was watching Bette is asleep, but he's 
sitting on the edge of his bed, like he was waiting for her. Like he knew 
she'd come.

He's Latino, about fourteen years old, chubby and with a scatter of acne 
on each cheek. His hair needs a wash and a brush, and his oversized black 
t-shirt has a picture of an airbrushed wolf howling at an airbrushed moon 
on it. He reminds Bette painfully, achingly of Rose. A lonelier, sadder 
Rose who never had a twin brother or a best friend.

"Hello," Bette says, not sure anymore if she wants to kill him. There's a 
collection of tiny plaster dragons on his bookshelf. She suspects that the 
world needs kids like him to stay alive and grow up as often as possible, 
as a countermeasure against all the vapid assholes whose vapid asshole 
children populate the place.
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"You're a vampire," the boy says. "A real vampire. You're real."

"Yes," Bette answers.

"Are you going to kill me?"

Bette shrugs one shoulder. "I'm not sure," she tells him.

"You can if you like. I mean, I don't think anyone would be very sad if 
you did."

"I think I might be," Bette confesses. "You seem pretty cool."

The boy flushes, flattered. Bette decides she won't kill him, not tonight 
anyway.

"Don't tell anyone I was here, okay?" she says. "I'll come back and kill 
you for real if you do. And don't... don't look at girls like that when they 
walk past your house. It's gross, and it makes them feel gross."

The boy looks down at the carpet, too embarrassed to meet her eyes. 
"Okay."

"Okay," she echoes, and leaves the room. As she treads silently back 
down the stairs to the ground floor, she hears the low growl of a dog, and 
the hair on the back of her neck prickles with gooseflesh.

Cats don't care if someone is a human or a vampire, but dogs do. Dogs 
don't like vampires, which makes Bette sad because she loves dogs. If her 
mom wasn't allergic, she'd've had like a zillion of them when she was 
growing up -- sometimes, in fact, Bette had wondered if her mom had 
faked, or at least exaggerated, the allergy as a way of deterring Bette 
from bringing home a different stray every afternoon.

This dog's a nauseatingly adorable French Bulldog, a tiny little thing 
perched on one of the dining room chairs, its too-big ears and button-
black eyes making it more like a toy than a pet. It growls at Bette again. 
Bette wonders how, exactly, it plans to attack her if she doesn't take the 
hint and leave -- is it going to stand there and look cute at her until she 
melts into a puddle?

Bette rolls a soft growl of her own in the back of her throat, and the dog 
shuts up with a muted yelp of surprise.

"Yeah, didn't expect me to fire back, did you?" Bette asks with a grin. It 
eyes her warily. She wants to reach over and pet it, but the now-silent 
dog still looks genuinely hostile at her presence in his territory. The 
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rejection stings, just a little, like the old grazes Bette used to have on her 
knees all the time, back before she died.

Instead of petting the dog she bares her teeth at it, making a sharp 
barking sound and giggling as it runs away in terror. Her long red coat 
swirls around her calves as she leaves through the ruined back door. She's 
a wolf in lambskin leather.
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TIMOTHY

Life, Timothy has often thought, is nothing if not unpredictable, and he 
feels that his current circumstances are as good an example of this fact as 
any.

He's in the rafters of a school auditorium, the web of triangular struts 
which laces across the high ceiling above the stage. Bette sits near him, 
the two of them perched as comfortably as they would be in the sitting 
room at home. Below, the floorboards of the stage are satin-smooth, 
polished by generations of young feet.

"Good thing you're not scared of heights," Timothy quips quietly.

"I used to be," confesses Bette. "But not in a bad way. I liked the 
frightened thrill they gave me."

Down below, school students decked out in the curious avante garde 
vulgarities of their costumes go through their scene again. It's well into 
the evening; early for Bette and Timothy but late for these school-weary 
teenagers, stuck in rehersal as the teachers fuss and demand perfection.

"I feel like the Phantom of the Opera up here," Bette remarks. "If, you 
know, the Phantom of the Opera had been an undead teenage girl who 
was totally cute, and Christine the chorus singer had been playing Peter 
Pan, and kept sneaking sips of vodka when she could get away with it."

Below, Rose takes another furtive swallow from the tiny bottle 
concealed in her pocket.

"I think you're misunderstanding the role of metaphor in conversation," 
Timothy retorts.

"That wasn't a metaphor, that was a similie. I said I felt like the 
Phantom, not that I was the Phantom," Bette fires back quietly, pairing 
the words with a feral grin.

Rose has wandered over to chat to the boy playing Tigerlily's father. Like 
Michelle, the boy is black rather than Native American; he looks like his 
heritage is probably Indian or Sri Lankan. He's listening to an iPod, and 
offers Rose one of the earbuds. She takes it, the slight drunken flush on 
her cheek deepening to a pretty pink-red.

"I never understood the characters in Phantom of the Opera," Bette 
remarks, changing position on the rafters restlessly as she watches the 
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scene below. "I never understood why Christine went with that totally 
milquetoast count guy when she could have had the Phantom."

"I don't think..." Timothy starts to argue, then shakes his head. "I'm 
sorry, but this metaphor -- or similie, little miss pedant -- cannot sustain 
further discussion."

Bette gives him a wide-eyed look, blinking in a way that's probably 
meant to look innocent. "What? I was just remarking on literature."

Timothy rolls his eyes. "Sure you were. And the only response I can give 
you, in our very literary discussion, is to point out that just because 
Christine listened to a couple of mp3s with the Count doesn't mean she's 
not still into the Phantom, okay?"

Bette looks unconvinced, but does say anything else, leaning out over 
the empty space to watch the action below instead.

~

Bette leads Timothy on a particularly circuitous route home, through 
outlying neighbourhoods and small parks and finally an overpass, not that 
far from the home she used to live in.

"I used to come to a little place in the trees just over there, with Rose," 
she tells him, gesturing off past where they can see. "It's where we saw 
vampires for the first time, actually. Vampires that we knew were 
vampires, anyway. It turned out later that we were already friends with 
one. But we didn't know that."

She climbs over the railing on the edge of the overpass, watching the 
cars whizz by on the dark road underneath them. Timothy wonders if 
she'll jump. It won't hurt her much if she does, though if she hits a car 
it'll cause quite a scene. She clipped her hair shorter, earlier in the night, 
and the strands brush her face as she stands there, feathers tossed by the 
wind. Her eyes are closed and she is statue-still; a haunting monument to 
something unknown.

"Bette?" Timothy asks quietly, and the moment breaks as she turns to 
look at him and give him a smile.

"Yeah, I'm here," she assures him, as if both of them need confirmation 
of that fact. She climbs back over the rail and plants her feet on the solid 
road of the overpass. "Come on, let's go kill some people."

~
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Even obsessive hindsight hasn't given Timothy any satisfactory answers 
as to why he went into the woods with Ledishka. Maybe it was because 
they were both young, and everyone young -- even those who have seen 
death firsthand, and grieved, and grown the wiser for it -- believes, in 
their heart of hearts, that they are invincible and immortal.

Maybe it was because he, like Ledishka, wanted to see what would 
happen.

Or maybe he never had a good reason for it at all.

Regardless of motive, the pair of them went out into the woods. Unlike 
the siblings of fairy-tales with similar beginnings, they did not need to 
leave a trail of stones or crumbs behind them. They'd lived in those 
woods the whole of their short lives, and knew them as well as kids like 
Bette and Jay now know the skyline and layout of their home city.

They went into the woods and waited, but nothing came to pounce on 
them. Nothing stirred the bracken, save for the usual small snuffling 
animals which lived there. Eventually, dawn arrived.

"I knew there was no such thing," Ledishka said, dusting her hands off 
and standing up. "I'm hungry. Do you think Zoscya will make sausages if I 
promise to do all her mending for her?"

"Why do you think there's no such thing? If we'd seen it, that would be 
evidence that it were true, but not seeing it isn't evidence that it's not 
true. That doesn't make any sense at all," Timothy objected, following 
her back down the high hill toward the village. The golden windows and 
curling smoke from the night fires filled him with a sense of comfort and 
of home -- even children with desperate wanderlust can still love the 
place they come from, especially after a night out in the cold.

"If the monsters in the old wives' stories really existed, you don't think 
they would have come to eat us up?" Ledishka pointed out, a note of 
disappointment present under her sensible words. "If I was a monster, 
that's what I'd do, and I'm sure I'm much cleverer than any monster living 
in the woods."

"Maybe that's how they get you," pondered Timothy. "They make you 
think you're smarter. That's how the confidence men from the big towns 
trick the drunkards and the fools with schemes. They make you think 
you're cleverer than they are."
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Ledishka shook her head. "You're wrong. There's nothing in the woods 
as clever as we are."

~

Sometimes Timothy tells Alexander stories about the village. Never 
about his own family or history; that's a part of him that seems sealed off 
from the English that Timothy now speaks, and so he doesn't have the 
language to share it. But he can tell other stories, about the way the 
winter sky looked in the morning after snowfall, or how sweet the first 
fresh meat tasted after months of salted, cured strips at every meal. 
About the stories the children of the village used to tell each other while 
they shelled and peeled vegetables for stew.

"If Baba Yaha flies over your house in her mortar and pestle, your 
stepmother will miscarry."

"If Baba Yaha gives you a skull, don't let it look at anybody you love who 
is wicked, because Baba Yaha knows the red rider who we call Sun, and 
Sun's light will stare out of the skull and burn anybody wicked that it can 
see."

"If Baba Yaha invites you into her house on chicken legs to be her 
servant, only go if your mother is dead, because you need a ghost's 
blessing at your back to get out alive."

"If Baba Yaha invites you to be her servant, and you are a young girl, you 
will learn wonderful and terrible things. But never take your brother 
with you, because she will keep him in a cage and try to make him fat for 
her dinner."

So Timothy tells Alexander all those stories, and more, as they lie awake 
behind their dark thick curtains away from the sunlight and wait for 
evening to fall again.

In return, Alexander tells him fragments of the past. Not Timothy's own 
past, the past he can't remember, but little shards of memory that 
Alexander alone is keeper of.

"We went our different ways in the early years of the twentieth century. 
It was rather the grand drama, at least on your part -- you wouldn't 
believe me when I promised that our lives were bound to end up tangled 
again sooner or later, even though I was certain in my heart of hearts that 
the promise was a true one. Come hell, high water, or the end of the 
world, a thread will always tie us, and lead us back together.
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"But eventually you gave in, and we parted, and I set off to seek my 
fortune. Or, all right, yes, another fortune. The American Dream is a 
flimsy dream at best, a lie we tell ourselves, but it was the lie I was born 
to. There would never be any frontiers at all if hopeless romantics didn't 
hold fast the hope that the dream is real. And though you may laugh at 
this suggestion, I suspect I have always been a hopeless romantic at heart.

"Yes, all right, that's enough laughing, it's not that funny.

"I didn't actually stay long in America. I went to Australia first, because 
I'd heard wonderful things about the library in Melbourne. It had just 
been added to -- stealing a design from a British building, in the great 
tradition of both colonies and convicts -- and I wanted to see the room 
which was said to be dazzling when the light streamed in through its 
great glass dome of a roof. It was still very impressive at night, its green 
glass lamps and lovingly carved furniture of heavy wood, and level after 
level of shelves all around the open floor. It was built as a panopticon, 
and from the centre you could see clearly every edge and corner of the 
walls, every chair and table all around. There were stained glass windows, 
art nouveau -- which really was nouveau, in those days. I remember 
wishing that you were there with me, so you could see...

"Anyway, after Australia I considered seeing China, as I never had, but 
that was a bad time to visit China and so I held off. Of course, it 
continued to be a bad time to visit China for most of the following 
century, but I didn't know that then. I thought to put it off for just a 
decade or two. And so, instead, I went to Europe.

"Berlin was so alive in those days. America was too, because by now the 
roaring twenties had begun, but Berlin... between the Dadaists creating 
their strange manifestos -- which were the grandparent of the punk zines 
you love -- and the street theatre, and the cabarets where women smoked 
and wore their hair short, and jazz, and modern art... well, between all 
that, who cared about vampires? Everyone interesting seemed to live 
only at night anyway, so nobody cared if you never saw the sun, if you 
never ate, if your skin was pale and cool and you left little bites on the 
throats of all your lovers.

"And evil. Well. Evil, even if you take the argument that there is such a 
thing as an objective 'evil' in the universe... evil was not in short supply 
among the people of Germany in those days. By the scale such things 
were measured, in that place and time, a few deaths seemed very small. 
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The century had already seen so much spilled German blood, and it was 
barely into the 1930s. The people thought they knew what pain was, and 
guilt. They thought they had perspective. We all did. We all know better 
now: things can always get worse. Suffering never has an upper limit.

"But that's enough talk of that. The worst of the shadows came later. At 
the height of all that flash and laughter and life, it seemed impossible to 
think that war could ever come again. Not when there was so much love 
and creation and decadence and joy at hand.

"I met Anastasja shortly after I moved from Berlin to Dresden. I was 
always hungry for new places, in those days, and all of Europe had been 
born anew. She looked younger than me, by just a few years, but I 
suspect she was far older. She'd never tell me how long she'd lived; the 
answers she gave me were always fanciful lies. I think I found it so easy to 
love her because her face reminded me of yours. She has the same eyes as 
you... yes, yes, I know all vampires have the same eyes. I don't mean the 
colour. There's an intelligence, a brightness, that's common to you and 
Ana... Gretchen. She's Gretchen now, and I should learn to know her by 
that. Reinvention only works if we allow each other that freedom to 
rebuild ourselves into new people.

"She was reinventing herself then, too. Renate, the girl she'd been 
before, had outlived her usefulness -- the birthdate was getting too old, 
the family history falling out of credibility. So Renate was out, and 
Anastasja was in. Someone new to be. Someone to build up. A young girl 
from somewhere nobody had ever heard of, trying to find a place in the 
big city. It's an old story, but it always works. There are always young 
people coming to cities, like flies to meat-flowers.

"Over the years that I knew her, she built herself a little family. Humans 
that she loved, who loved her. I told her it was pitiful, that she was selling 
out and playing into a pathetic charade of what happiness was meant to 
look like. Part of my disgust came from all the bohemian strangeness I 
had lived amongst since arriving in Europe -- why choose the old, dowdy 
way of living, the soap-opera of domestic pettiness, when there was so 
much more out there to choose instead? 

“Some of it ran deeper than that. There's a part of me that's always 
loathed seeing those who are different try to scrub difference away, even 
when they truly feel that they do it from a place of honesty and personal 
truth. I hate to see women who have adopted the worst habits of men in 
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an effort to excel in their world. I hate to see gay people who think that 
widespread marriage for them would be any kind of victory, rather than a 
crippling defeat to the stifling life-corsetry of the straights. I hate the way 
Blake's Lily tortures her hair with a straightener until the tight curl of it 
lies flat, because dark girls with straight hair look less different than those 
who wear it curled. I hate the way stores selling clothes to fat girls use 
euphemisms like 'curvy' and 'voluptuous' and 'real women', because 
those words will teach them to be ashamed of their fat. I hate anything 
which encourages shame in difference. I hate anything that offers anyone 
strange an opportunity to pass as someone normal. Normal is disgusting. 
Normal is flesh that doesn't rouse from sluggish slumber even when it's 
slapped. Normal is death.

"I couldn't understand why Anastasja would want that. I still don't 
understand. I don't understand why Lily and Will play pretend that 
they're no different from any young couple, with Rose there to be their 
adopted daughter in the ludicrous tableau. Lily and Will are vampires, 
that means they can be anything. Why opt for that?

"Anastasja just laughed at me. She said I was throwing the baby out with 
the bathwater, that love was never wrong and that there was love to be 
found in all kinds of places, even inside silly little marriages. She said that 
there was no reason that genuine happiness -- and not just the well-worn 
dance steps of complacency which most people mistake for happiness -- 
couldn't be found with a human family, at least for a little while. She said 
that vampire gangs were families of a sort, too, and I shouldn't be such a 
snob as to think that humans couldn't be as impassioned and as loyal in 
their little groups as we are in ours.

"It was an argument we had many times. We never resolved it, and I 
doubt that we ever will without life teaching one or the other of us the 
value in the other's wisdom. But we were friends. We both loved music, 
and there was so much music to love, so many little clubs to fund and 
own and visit. And then the bad things got worse, and the good things 
began to fade, and when it became obvious that the world had begun 
another phase of madness I left. Anastasja and I wished each other the 
best, which really meant we wished each other survival through the dark 
we could sense coming. And then I came back to America, and found you 
again, just as I had promised."
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BETTE

Some days, when Bette is especially sleepless, she gives up on even 
trying and goes down to the studio level. There's a full home theatre 
system in one of the rooms there, with lush leather recliners and a 
projection screen that covers a wall and surround sound and everything. 
It makes her kind of bummed that she doesn't eat anymore, because a big 
bowl of popcorn would make the whole thing perfect.

She sticks The Bride of Frankenstein in the DVD player and settles in the 
front row of chairs, wriggling her toes in comfortable anticipation as the 
copyright warning comes up.

She knows that most people think her obsession is sort of random and 
weird -- doubly so, now that she's a vampire, because it's almost like she's 
rooting for the other team. Bette can't help it if she genuinely thinks that 
Frankenstein is a more interesting monster than Dracula, but she can see 
how that's sort of disloyal to her species.

It all started when she was a little kid. She can't remember how old she 
was exactly, but her dad was already spending a lot of time in hospital by 
then, and Bette was trying to comprehend stuff like death and illness and 
that bodies could fail and fall apart and stop working properly and betray 
themselves with cancers. It all felt way too big for her, like how she'd 
hated swimming at the deep end of her grandparents' swimming pool 
because the bottom was too far down for her toes to touch it, and so it 
seemed that the water must go down and down and down forever, and if 
she started sinking she'd never stop.

Bette's cousin Darcy said Bette was a baby for not swimming in the 
deep end. Darcy could do dives and somersaults already, and couldn't 
understand why Bette was hesitant to learn these new tricks. But then, 
Darcy's father wasn't going in for scans and x-rays and things all the time. 
Bette had enough things in her life that were scary already, without 
adding in swimming lessons.

One day Bette was at the hospital with her mom, visiting her dad while 
he was in for observation. She can remember telling a nurse that her 
mommy and her could observe him just fine at home, but the nurse had 
only laughed kindly and told Bette she could go play in the playroom 
near the children's wards if she wanted.
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Bette had thought about going to the playroom like the nurse suggested, 
but then decided not to. She'd been there a few times, and it had always 
made her feel uncomfortable and guilty, because there was usually 
another kid in there, or a few other kids, and sometimes parents, and 
when the kids asked Bette what she was sick with, she'd have to answer 
that it wasn't her, it was her dad. And then the moms and dads who were 
in the playroom with their kids would look at her with an angry kind of 
envy, as if they couldn't understand why they hadn't had the chance to be 
the sick one rather than their child, as Bette's father had.

Instead of the playroom, she went down to Accident and Emergency, 
because there were toys in the waiting room there, as well, and a TV on 
the wall, and sometimes there'd be gross gory blood all over someone 
else waiting in the waiting room. Bette thought blood and guts and stuff 
was all great. She and Rose had both made cuts on their fingers -- though 
Rose had complained and sooked over having to do it, the big baby -- and 
pressed them together, so that they would be blood sisters forever and 
ever. At first Bette had thought it was a little unfair that Rose got to have 
a sister and a brother, since she already had Tommy, but then Rose 
pointed out that if Bette was her blood sister now that meant Bette and 
Tommy were related too, obviously. So that was okay.

There wasn't any blood and guts in the Accident and Emergency room 
that time, but there was the sound of a lot of commotion going on just 
down the hall from the waiting room. Bette, who felt at ease almost 
anywhere and was always curious to find out new things, followed the 
noise to its origin.

It was one of the trauma rooms, and there were lots of doctors and 
nurses and other hospital people all crowded around the bed. There was a 
monitor with a shaky line on it making a beep-beep-beepbeepbeep 
whining sound. Bette remembers that monitor better than she 
remembers all the other equipment in the room, because unlike the rest 
of the equipment she knew what that one meant. Her father sometimes 
had one hooked up to him, with his heartbeat making little jagged blips 
go across the screen. A flat line meant no heartbeat. No heartbeat meant 
dead. Bette had never heard about a shaky line before.

"V-fib's back. Trying paddles!" One of the doctors said, and everyone 
else stepped away from the stretcher, and that's the moment when Bette 
saw the most amazing thing she'd ever seen in her life.
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There was a girl on the bed, a teenager, and her ribcage was opened up 
like her skin was just another layer of clothing that could be unzipped. 
The doctor who had spoken was leaning in over her with a pair of what 
looked like flattened spoons, gleaming silver circles that he was putting 
into her open chest.

For a moment the room seemed to freeze, everything going as still as 
the sprawled girl on the table. Then she jolted violently, like she'd been 
hit hard by some huge invisible force, and the line on the monitor jolted 
with her and then settled into a blip-blip rhythm that Bette knew was 
made by a normal heart.

The doctors and nurses and other hospital people all crowded in around 
the girl again, concealing her from Bette's line of sight. Darting back 
down the hall, Bette made it back to the waiting room area before 
anybody noticed her.

A few days later, Bette and Darcy were swimming at their grandparents' 
house again, splashing and floating and giggling. Bette liked the 
afternoons at her grandparents' house. Back then, it had always felt like 
nothing bad could ever happen while she was there. Now her 
grandparents are old and frail, and that safety vanished long before Bette 
herself became an unsafe thing.

But that afternoon, it was still a haven and a refuge, and Bette felt 
enough at ease to tell Darcy what she'd seen in the trauma room.

"They put electricity through her heart and it made her alive again," 
Darcy explained breezily, in the know-it-all tones of somebody who was 
allowed to watch medical soap operas on TV, which Bette was never 
allowed to do. "You know, like Frankenstein."

Bette didn't know, so the next day at school she'd gone to the library 
and looked. She'd been bright but young, and so most of the novel had 
gone way over her head, the way most of the grown-up books she'd read 
then had (it had been, for instance, years before she'd understood that 
Josella and Bill in The Day of the Triffids have sex on the first night they 
meet, when the world's just fallen apart and they're both freaking out, 
years before she'd understood that need for touch and warmth and 
forgetting in skin). But even if she hadn't comprehended all of it, she'd 
comprehended enough: science and alchemy and magic, blasphemy and 
rebirth and death. A life made from stitched-together discards. A man 
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who thought he could be God, and a creation who knew it was a fallen 
angel.

Bette was in love.

Other interests came from that first one: from the lighting-bolts-and-
mad-science creation scene of the 1931 movie, like a warped version of 
that hospital moment she'd once seen, Bette discovered her love for the 
creepy brilliance of Nikola Tesla. From the tragedy of the monster she'd 
learned that the anger of the outsider wasn't something that only she felt. 
There were other people out there who'd felt it too, who'd made movies 
about it. And once she'd known that, it had been okay to be different and 
weird. She'd still felt like a freak, but at least she wasn't the only freak. 
There was Rose, and Tommy, and the bands she liked to listen to and, 
always, there was Frankenstein. The library copy of the novel (which 
Bette had stolen a few months after the first time she'd borrowed it, and 
still has even now -- it was one of the only things she brought with her 
after her death), that book had become like a friend she could visit 
whenever she needed comfort. The movies, too. It wasn't about the 
content, exactly, not anymore. It was about the familiarity that she could 
vanish inside, at least for a little while.

Sometimes Bette used to wonder what happened to the girl. What her 
scar must have looked like, from having her chest cavity opened. Like 
autopsy scars, maybe; neat lines where the skin had been folded back to 
get inside, and then sewn back together at the end. Except that autopsies 
were dead, and so the stitches would never heal to scars. Later on, Bette 
had stopped thinking about the girl as much, but had always retained the 
vague thought that 'Autopsy Scars' would make a pretty cool name for a 
band.

When the movie's over, Bette goes back upstairs and tries to sleep, but 
as usual she just lies in bed and waits for the sun to go down. Lucky for 
her, vampires don't really get tired, not if they're getting good blood 
regularly. But still, she misses sleep.

When the others wake up she goes out hunting with Blake. She likes 
being around Blake when she's feeling unhappy or quiet, because the guy 
talks enough to obliterate even the heaviest of silences, and he never 
really requires her to respond to the things he says. She can just sit back 
and listen, not thinking about anything.
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They're in a town car, heading back for the house, when Bette's phone 
rings, Ash's number coming up on the display.

"Hey, you," Bette says brightly. "You completely ditched us at your 
house, you know. That's kind of flakey."

Ash is making weird raggedy gulpy noises, just little quiet ones. Bette's 
smile vanishes. "Ash? You okay?"

"Something's wrong. Sh-she t-t-told me. She told me to c-call you," Ash 
manages, stumbling clumsily over the words.

"Who told you, Ashley? Who's there? What's wrong?" Bette motions to 
Blake to make the driver turn around, then gives him Ash's address as the 
girl on the line makes more awful, strange, breathy wet noises. But 
Ashley just sobs, just once, and doesn't answer.

"Hurry," Bette tells Blake.

~

Ash's house is dark, this time. Not even the keypad of the front door's 
intercom system is lit up. Bette breaks the lock with a sharp turn of her 
hand and steps inside, Blake behind her. His shallow, prattling persona has 
dropped away completely, and he's a still, deadly predator beside her as 
they move inside the empty home.

There are smears of blood on the floor. Someone who was bleeding has 
been dragged -- or dragged themselves -- through the front foyer and 
into the living room area. Bette and Blake follow the trail into the second 
room, halting in the doorway as they take in the scene before them.

Ash is curled in the corner, between the wall and the edge of the sofa, 
trembling and whimpering, clutching at her shins with her palms. She's 
naked and her skin is riddled with scars, some as short as a knuckle and 
some as long as her arm. There are new bites on one of her wrists, hasty 
messy bites, and her chin is wet with her own blood.

"Oh, fuck," Bette says, forcing herself not to remember her own 
terrifying first moments after death and instead stepping into the room, 
over towards the shivering girl. Blake's hand on her arm stops her.

"Wait. She's dangerous. Very dangerous. She's not like us. She can't be 
reasoned -"
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"She called me," Bette reminds him, shaking his grip off her arm. "Now 
do something useful and go find a blanket and some of her clothes."

Kneeling next to Ash, Bette reaches out as slowly and gently as she can. 
"Ash? Honey, do you know who I am?"

Ash looks at her with wide, terrified eyes. They're glassy, unfocused and 
distracted, but Bette can't remember ever seeing Ash any other way. "B-
Bette?"

"Yeah, I'm here. Wanna come out from the corner there? We'll get you 
cleaned up?"

Ash holds her bitten arm up. "I-I was so th-thirsty but it wasn't, it 
didn't, I..." she buries her face against her knees and begins making her 
awful sob-choke noises again.

"Okay, okay." Bette holds out her own wrist, ignoring the fragile sleeve 
cuff that's about to be seriously mangled. "Here. This will be better."

Ash growls as she bites Bette's arm hard, like an animal tearing into 
meat. It hurts like hell, and Bette swears quietly, stroking Ash's blood-
stiff hair with her other hand.

From this angle, Bette can see the damage done to the other girl's body 
more clearly. The longest and deepest wounds, now healed thanks to the 
vampire change, are across her chest, one line from each shoulder point 
coming down to meet between her breasts and then heading down in in a 
Y.

"Autopsy scars," Bette says softly.

--

Blake brings some of Ash's clothing, a fluffy white dressing gown, and a 
first aid kit back to the living room. Bette's managed to coax Ash out of 
the corner and onto one of the couches, with Ash gulping at the ragged 
gash on Bette's arm all the while. Bette's too busy trying to be all Cool 
and Sensible and Good In A Crisis -- things she'd always hoped that she 
would turn out to be when confronted with true disaster -- to let herself 
feel freaked out or increasingly light-headed, but she's woozily grateful 
when Blake forcibly separates the two of them and hands Bette a square 
of thick gauze from the first aid kit to clamp down on her arm.

Blake drapes the dressing gown around Ash's hunched and trembling 
shoulders with surprising gentleness, and once again Bette can't help but 
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be reminded of the night of her own violent death, how disoriented and 
panicked she'd felt and how kind Jay and Timothy and Blake and 
Alexander had been to her. And her death had been nothing, compared to 
the horror Ash is going through.

It makes Bette's vision film red with fury. Ash was a vulnerable fucked 
up teenage girl, and somebody has violated her. It's like like what 
happens all the fucking time to girls, at school and at home and in a 
million other places, in tv shows and movies and video games and comics 
and books and Bette fucking hates it, it's not fucking fair. Because she's 
got claws and teeth now, she can protect herself now and rip the world 
apart now, but to get that way she had to die first.

Usually she doesn't think about becoming a vampire in terms like this, 
because that had felt like a natural extension of other things she's loved. 
Frankenstein can only exist if people die first to provide the pieces. Lots 
of stories Bette and Rose had been into were variations on that theme, 
because Bette loved stories of monstrous rebirths and Rose loved stories 
of revenge. So they'd watched and adored Carrie and Ringu and I spit on 
your grave and Kill Bill and tons of other things, girls and women who 
dragged themselves back from the dark to act as their own avengers.

Bette had adored them all but now she wishes that she hadn't, she 
wishes that there had never been a need for a single one of them to be 
made. Because it had all been okay when she'd thought of herself as one 
of them, but everything is different if it's someone else with that born-
from-loss life left as their only option. It isn't fair, and not even getting 
revenge on those who've done it will make it fair. The only triumphs Ash 
can ever have now are dark victories, at best, and that isn't fair.

It isn't fair. It isn't fair. Bette's eyes sting with tears as she sways on her 
feet.

"Go get some blood for yourself," Blake orders Bette gently. "You've 
given her a lot. You need to heal your arm. And it will make you feel 
better."

Bette doubts she'll ever feel better again. She gestures at Ash, who's 
shivering and muttering to herself indecipherably. "I can't go. I have to 
clean her up."

Blake gives her a very droll look. "I did raise three daughters, you know. 
I think I can manage without you for twenty minutes."
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Bette hadn't known that about Blake. She wonders if she'll ever know 
anything else about it, beyond that single comment. Blake's tendency 
toward glib conversationality makes it hard to get a straight answer out of 
him about anything.

"Okay," Bette says. She feels lightheaded, and her arm aches like hell. "I 
won't be long."

She goes down the street, back to the boy's house. There's no handy tree 
she can shimmy up to his bedroom window, and she feels too clumsy 
from lost blood to risk trying to climb up using nothing but the gutter 
pipe as a handhold. There are still a lot of lights on inside the house, 
though, so Bette goes for the easiest option: she rings the doorbell.

A middle-aged man with the same nose and mouth as his son answers 
the door. Bette does her best to conceal the gauze patch with the palm of 
her hand and gives him a smile, trying to work out what to say. She 
realises abruptly that she doesn't know what the boy's name is.

She's saved from the dilemma -- a dilemma which, she's sure, Alexander 
and Blake would cluck their tongues over -- by the man giving her a 
pleased, surprised smile and asking, almost hopefully, "Are you a friend 
of Carlos's?"

Bette gives him a closed-mouth smile of her own, the kind that hides 
her fangs, and nods. "Yeah. Is he home?"

"Up in his room. Go ahead." The man steps aside, letting her past, and 
Bette goes up to the boy's -- Carlos's -- room.

He's lying on his bed, reading a dog-eared fantasy novel with a girl in a 
chainmail bikini on the front.

"Hi," Bette says. He looks up, startled, and gives her a nervous, wary 
look.

"You're back."

"You're observant," Bette retorts, stepping inside and closing the door 
behind her. It doesn't lock, which is unfortunate, but she's fairly sure they 
won't be interrupted before she's done, if she's quiet and quick. "I'm 
sorry to be a total asshole and use you like this, but I need some of your 
blood."

"You can use me, I don't mind," Carlos says brightly, sitting up. Bette 
rolls her eyes.
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"God, please do not use dumbass teen sitcom lines. This isn't some 
cutesy horror metaphor where the hot predatory teenage girl comes into 
your room and takes your neck-virginity and you get to high-five your 
friends about it later."

Carlos blushes. "How do you know that I haven't already lost my, my 
neck-virginity to someone else already, huh?"

Despite the utter and total fucked-up-ness of the night she's having -- or 
maybe because of it -- Bette starts laughing and can't stop. "You didn't 
even know vampires existed until you met me!" she giggles. Then, dizzy, 
she stumbles, and has to steady herself on the edge of his desk.

"Shit, you're bleeding." Carlos stands up, grabbing a handful of tissues 
out of the box of them on his nightstand and coming over to her, pressing 
the tissues against where the bites on her arm have bled through the 
gauze. After a second, Bette works out the probable reason why he has a 
box of tissues on his nightstand, and oh, god, sex is so hilarious and gross 
and ridiculous, and she can't stop giggling, and she feels so sick and 
strange, and so hungry...

"I'm sorry about this," she manages to say to Carlos, before she bites 
down on his throat.

Blood always tastes good, but it's never been this good since the first 
time. The gnawing, itching emptiness in her veins starts to fade, replacing 
itself with warmth and contentment and relief, blessed relief. Her arm 
tingles as the skin knits and heals.

She's not full, nowhere near, when she pulls back, and the pure-vampire 
part of her, the hungry lizard-brain id that lives in the back of her head, is 
extremely vexed that she's stopped drinking. But the front part of her 
head, the Bette-part of her, is back to being stronger than the other part 
of her, now that she's not so hungry. The Bette-part of her knows that if 
she takes much more, Carlos will be in danger and she'll have to get his 
parents to call an ambulance, which would be a whole mess of stuff she 
seriously doesn't have time for tonight. The vampire-part's anger fades to 
a quiet grumble in the back of her mind, after she promises herself that 
she'll go out hunting later and kill someone nice and big.

"Uh." Carlos looks shaky and pale, like Bette had before she stole a 
bunch of his blood. She smiles at him and wipes her mouth with the back 
of her hand.
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"Thank you," she says, sincerely. "I have to run, and I'm super-sorry 
about that, but I've got epic family drama going on and it'll probably turn 
into a full operatic disaster if I don't go back and keep an eye on it."

Carlos blinks. "You have a family? I thought you prowled the night and 
killed people and stuff."

Bette shrugs. "Yeah. But who wants to do all that alone? Go to bed after 
I leave, and try to get some sleep. You'll feel shitty in the morning, but 
you'll be okay." As she's opening the door to go, she turns and gives him a 
little smirk. "Don't use up all the tissues if you can help it."

~

Ash is washed and dressed and asleep on the couch when Bette reunites 
with her and Blake. With the tear-tracked mascara and eyeliner carefully 
cleaned from her eyes, and a pale aqua sweatsuit covering her skinny 
frame, Ash looks devastatingly young.

"I'll call a car," Blake says when he sees she's back. He's discarded his 
vest and jacket, and the sleeves of his crisp white shirt -- no longer crisp, 
and splotched pink-red from bloodied water -- are rolled to his elbows. 
Nobody has ever looked so refined and elegant in such a rumpled state 
before. Bette thinks that there've probably been people who've tried it, 
like Lord Byron and stuff, but none of them can hold a candle to Blake. 
Bette could be freshly laundered and pressed beside him and she'd still 
feel grubby.

"What are we going to do?" Bette says.

"You're a teenager. I date teenagers. Even I'm humble enough to admit 
that our demographics do not suggest that forward planning is our forte. 
We'll return to the townhouse and get Alexander's more considered 
opinion on the matter."

Bette snorts. "That's not humility, that's passing the buck."

Blake gives her one of his blade-gleam grins. "Which is but one of the 
numerous arts I'm proficient in. Go pack a bag of her clothes for her, will 
you?"

Bette quirks one of her eyebrows, unimpressed. "Is that another skill 
you're too humble to aspire to?"

"On the contrary, I would do an excellent job of it. But I'd simply 
choose the most expensive clothes she has -- and there are some 
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exquisite gowns in her copious closet, believe me -- and if I did so, you 
and Jay would doubtlessly tell me off for 'missing the point' or offer some 
equally inane protest. I'm saving you the trouble. Go choose her clothes."

"You are such a jerk."

"Among my more endearing qualities, yes. Now hurry up."

He shoos her toward the stairs, then turns to phone for a town car. 
Bette glances back as she climbs the staircase -- two steps at a time, like 
she usually does -- and catches the look on Blake's face as he looks at Ash. 
It's furious, angry and dark, and completely unlike any other expression 
Bette's ever seen him wear. It makes her blood cold, and she hopes that 
she never feels that look directed at her.
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TIMOTHY

Several nights after Ledishka's thwarted monster-spotting vigil, Timothy 
had once again been woken up in the middle of the night. He'd opened 
his eyes, expecting his little sister to be peering at him in the dark with 
another scheme in mind. But it wasn't Ledishka who'd woken Timothy, 
not this time.

The romanticism of the city is a beauty Timothy has never tired of, and 
he can't imagine that he ever will. Skyscrapers, reaching up like a row of 
dark and jagged teeth into the night sky, their windows a mosaic of 
golden squares of light, the crowds stopping and starting at crosswalks 
like a heartbeat regulating the pulse and flow of blood. Timothy loves the 
city, and perhaps part of why he loves it is because it's so different to the 
village. But the village had a romanticism of its own, in a curious way.

There was, for instance, something almost primal in the eroticism of 
the moment Timothy surfaced from dreaming, opened his eyes, and 
looked up into the ghostly white face of his young lover, whom he'd 
thought vanished forever, and who stared at him now with a look of 
wicked joy.

"Come with me, into the night," said Ilia, and his teeth were long and 
sharp in his mouth. Timothy sat up and wondered why he didn't feel 
more afraid. He didn't feel afraid at all.

"I don't want to leave my family behind," he said. "I don't want to die." 
But even more than he didn't want those things, he didn't want his quiet 
protestations to sound convincing. He didn't want Ilia to leave. He 
couldn't imagine living out the rest of his life, always remembering the 
night a creature from nightmares and folk stories woke him up and 
offered him something strange and dangerous.

It would be worse, the young warm-blooded Timothy had thought, to 
live out a long and comfortable life knowing that you had said 'no', than 
it would be to say 'yes' and then to die.

"You won't," Ilia promised, taking Timothy's hand and pulling him to 
his feet. "Not tonight, anyway."

Ilia bit Timothy for the first time that night, high on his arm, above the 
hinge of the elbow, where the sleeves of his shirts would cover the 
bruises even if the cuff fell back from his wrist. Somewhere deeper in the 
forest, a young wolf howled a high note, and Timothy couldn't help but 
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wonder if the wolves were afraid of Ilia, and what it said about Timothy 
that he still didn't feel any fear of his own at all.

In the morning, back in his bed and with his lips sealed in a promise to 
keep the secret, Timothy woke up late and groggy. He felt distracted, 
tired and ill, and knew from Ledishka's forthright remarks that he looked 
pale and drawn and sickly.

His father found him mid-morning, splitting wood to replenish the high 
stack of small logs they kept beside the fire in the main room of the 
house. Timothy had never been a strapping youth, never gained the bulk 
and strength of some of the other boys his age, but he could split wood 
well enough, even when he felt out of sorts.

"Is it Ilia, that's got you like this?" his father asked, and Timothy nearly 
fell over in surprise. Not trusting himself to say anything, he nodded, his 
skin prickling with a cold sweat of fear at being found out.

Timothy's father simply nodded, a sad look in his dark eyes. "It gets 
easier. You'll learn to breathe over the hurt in your heart some day, I 
promise."

He patted Timothy on the shoulder, kindly, and left him to his chores. 
Timothy watched him go, relief at the secret's safety making his knees 
feel weak for the second time in as many minutes.

It had never really occurred to him, before, that perhaps his father still 
missed his mother. Timothy wondered if Zoscya minded.

He wondered if the similarity of losses between them would be enough 
to make his father understand, if the truth about Ilia ever really did come 
out.

Timothy doubted it.

~

Bette and Blake have gone out, and Alexander's on one of his 
interminable conference calls. It'll be time for another business trip 
abroad soon, Timothy can tell. Alexander will probably opt to go on his 
own, to get away from the whirlwind of "intrigues and melodramas" he 
teases Blake for habitually creating wherever the household settles. 
Timothy's not sure whether he'll go with Alexander or not. He likes to 
travel, but he also wants to see what happens next.
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There's another dress rehearsal of the school musical tonight, and 
Timothy decides that he'll attend.

Timothy has never been a snob about art. At least, not that he can 
remember. If anything, his tastes run counter to established critical 
acclaim: he loves the lowbrow and the underground and the difficult and 
strange. It's how he got involved in zine culture, and the various post-
punk scenes in England and America that've been around in the last 
couple of decades.

He seeks art and vibrancy in whatever form it takes, even wholly 
unexpected ones, and there is much of both in the way Rose plays Peter 
Pan.

With her soft cheeks, painted in a blush, and the short brown locks of 
hair around her face, she looks the perfect androgyne in her green 
stockings and belted tunic, an adolescent not yet decisively man or 
woman. Wistful with an edge of frustration, she transforms the story. It 
seems to Timothy, watching from the rafters, that this Peter convinces 
Wendy to come and be a mother to his Lost Boys because Peter needs 
somebody to reaffirm for him that life goes on as it always has, that the 
winds of change have not begun to blow.

Peter wants to be a child living an uncomplicated adventure, but 
Tigerlily and Captain Hook's plans for him all demand that he become 
more grown up, in one way or another. The escape of the Darling 
children to Neverland seems, here, like Peter and Wendy giving each 
other excuses to stay young: she will not have to stop sleeping in the 
nursery, as the time has come for, and he won't have to acknowledge that 
his relationships are evolving and taking on more adult elements.

Of course, Wendy soon makes it plain that she's come to Neverland too 
late in her own childhood for Peter's needs: like Tigerlily, she feels 
romantic love, and Rose plays it as a tragedy for Peter. She's the boy who 
won't grow up, no matter what the cost, and watching her makes 
Timothy realise for the first time just how high that cost is.

In the final scene, as Peter returns to Wendy's window a year later and it 
becomes clear that he's completely forgotten the now-dead Tinkerbell, 
Timothy has to blink back tears. Rose has made Peter Pan's eternal 
agelessness into something wholly horrific, the boy himself into someone 
broken.
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Timothy wonders how Rose would have played the role, if Bette were 
still alive. He finds himself thinking of the grim joke Lewis Carroll 
slipped into one of his Alice adventures, about how the girl could have 
stopped her age at seven if she'd made the effort. Rose has put that 
simple truth on display, centre stage: the only children who never grow 
up are those who die.

It's less a performance than it is an open wound, and Timothy feels sure 
that by any standard other than his own the play is an utter disaster. He's 
heard the word 'clusterfuck' bandied around by a couple of cast 
members, and it's an apt description.

When the disaster that passes for a rehersal is done for the evening, 
Rose and one of the other actors -- the boy Jamie, owner of the iPod 
which caused Bette such misery on Timothy's last trip up to the rafters -- 
linger together at the front gate of the school grounds, sharing a cigarette 
and talking in the shy, smiling way that young lovers have have had since 
before the days of villages and shepherds.

They kiss goodbye, a gentle and nervous peck of their mouths together, 
and a real blush rises under the remnants of rosy paint still on Rose's 
cheeks.

After that, Rose walks to a nearby bus stop and waits, apparently deep 
in quiet thought until she breaks the silence and says "I know you're 
there. Come out."

It seems only polite to do as she asks, so Timothy emerges from the 
shadows which hid him from view. Rose's eyes widen in brief surprise; 
Timothy's guess is that she probably expected it to be Bette who'd 
followed her in such a way.

"Hi." Timothy sits beside her. "You know, it's pretty dangerous for a 
teenage girl to be out on her own after dark. There are vampires 
around."

"I'm a vampire hunter. I think I'll be okay," she answers.

"Are you on your way to Lily and Will's now?"

Rose's eyes narrow. "Why?"

"Because if so, I'll come with you. Will saved my life recently. I should 
thank him."
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She gives him a hard look, like she's certain that there's a con of some 
kind being pulled. "It defeats the purpose of him being a vampire hunter 
if he goes around saving vampires. Why would he?"

Timothy holds up his palms in a 'beats me' gesture. "Perhaps he was 
feeling uncharacteristically sociable." Then, more seriously, he offers 
"Most vampire hunters in the world -- most throughout history, in fact -- 
have known a vampire or two they couldn't bring themselves to kill. That 
seems to just be a part of life. In fact, physicists have theorised that it 
would be a bad idea for vampires to be eradicated completely, if they 
really existed. From a scientific point of view."

Rose makes a face. "Bette was the science girl, not me."

"Is, not was. Bette still loves science."

Rose's expression hardens again, angry and sad. "I... I gotta start 
putting her in the past tense. It's so fucked up and... and it's just fucking 
hard, it's so fucking hard, and I've got a brother, okay? I have a brother 
and a mom and a dad and school and I'm gonna go to art school after I 
graduate and if I keep thinking of Bette as still being real, still being 
Bette, then all that other shit gets fucked up."

It's a dilemma Timothy sympathises with, even understands, but he's got 
no doubt that in the end Rose will choose just as he himself did. The pull 
and promise of the dark is too strong to permit any other choice winning 
out.

Letting the matter rest, for the moment, he changes the subject.

"I've enjoyed what I've seen of the musical."

"I hate it," Rose replies. "I want it to be over and done with so I've got 
one less think to think about. I can't stop thinking. I lie awake and I can't 
sleep and I'm so fucking tired. All the time."

The bus arrives before Timothy can think of a reply, and they climb 
aboard. Rose doesn't protest when he sits beside her, and they ride in 
silence.

~

Rose has a key to the warehouse door, which she keeps on a braided 
string of yarn around her neck. The yarn is old, frayed and faded, an 
oddly childish note on a girl so rapidly discarding all the things which her 
younger self held dear.
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The thought comes into his head like a half-heard whisper, the static 
crackle of someone else's earphones heard from nearby: Bette made it  
when we were in second grade it's a friendship necklace we used to keep our diary  
keys on them when we were little and then later the keys for our bike locks and  
now I use it for this I don't know why.

Timothy steps back automatically. Contrary to most fiction, it's much 
easier to tell somebody what to think than it is to hear what they're 
already thinking; it would be very little effort for him to murmur a 
suggestion in Rose's ear and have her follow it. Picking up her existing 
ideas as they pass through her mind, on the other hand, is something he'd 
usually have to concentrate hard on in order to manage.

She's staring directly at his face, and he realises with surprise that he 
wasn't reading her thoughts at all. She was telling them to him, offering 
them up like a station on a radio.

"Guess that worked, then," she observes flatly as she shoves the door 
open. "Me and Will have been working on it, as a way for him to hear me 
when we're out hunting, but I guess it's no good if you can hear me too."

"I still say it's unfair for you two to use it, when I can't," says Lily, 
standing just inside the door with her arms folded. She gives Rose a sharp 
look, which blooms into a full-blown glare as she redirects it to Timothy. 
"Get out."

"Lily." Timothy nods a greeting. "Good. I haven't been shot through the 
hand in a while. I was hoping we'd catch up."

Rose swears exasperatedly under her breath and stalks off toward the 
corner of the echoing space that's been strewn with excercise mats and 
work-out equipment. One of the overhead bulbs flickers languidly for a 
moment before returning to full brightness. Lily doesn't blink. "I wasn't 
trying to shoot you in the hand, in case you've forgotten."

"Yeah, yeah, I know. You guys send out some really mixed signals." 
Timothy shakes his head, sighing theatrically. "You try to kill me, Will 
saves my life... I never know what to expect with you two. You're so 
spontaneous and unpredictable. Don't get me wrong, I think it's great, 
you're obviously both passionate people and I admire that, I just-”

"Blake's rubbing off on you," interrupts Will, wiping what smells like 
fresh garlic from his hands with a wet cloth as he approaches them both 
from whatever dark recess he was hiding in. Timothy's got to admit, the 
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hunters have picked a headquarters that's got atmosphere in spades. Trust 
Blake to pick unconsciously stylish adversaries.

Timothy does his best to look scandalised. "Well, that's just none of 
your business."

Will just rolls his eyes at what even Timothy will admit was a pretty 
pathetic joke. "I mean, Blake was the chatty one, the way I remember it."

An only half-disguised look of shock flitters across Lily's face. Timothy 
suspects that Will rarely, if ever, mentions the short -- and ultimately fatal 
-- time he spent as a captive in the townhouse. Lily is probably surprised 
to hear Will bring it up at all, much less so casually in conversation.

This game becomes more enjoyable by the minute. Timothy can't keep 
himself from smiling.

"You probably have a point. I think I'm just running off at the mouth 
because I'm intimidated by being in a room with a woman who can shoot 
me dead."

"Two women," Rose corrects from the other side of the room. "I had a 
gun in my bag the whole time we were on the bus."

Timothy looks at Lily and Will and raises his eyebrows. "You gave the 
troubled, angry teenager who lives in a basement full of horror movies 
and paintings she's done of women being burned at the stake a gun to 
take to school? You two are the worst mentors I've ever met."

Lily and Will both look pissed off at his words, but worried as well, like 
Timothy has put voice to something they already knew about themselves 
and already hated.

"I knew being a good guy was the more complicated choice and all, but 
you two have found a whole new level of ethical conflict to flagellate 
yourselves over." Timothy shakes his head with a smirk. Then he drops 
his gaze and lowers his voice, as if genuinely dismayed. "I wish I knew 
how you managed to do it."

"What do you mean?" Lily asks. Timothy's surprised. He'd expected 
that Will would remain the one out of the pair who was more 
sympathetic toward Timothy's vulnerability and apparent moral crisis. 
Then again, Lily's been a vampire for slightly longer. She's had to fight 
her instincts for a greater length of time.
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"All I've known, since I woke up as a vampire, is the world Blake's built. 
The only place I've known for myself within that world is as an apex 
predator. Taking, seducing, hunting, killing... that's the only life I can 
remember. I don't know any other way to be. Drinking blood, as much 
blood as I want, every night." He can see Will's lips part and Lily's pupils 
dilate, though neither of them say anything. "But you two, you fight it. It 
must be almost impossible. I know how strong the hunger gets. That your 
sense of right and wrong is stronger than that..." He makes his own eyes 
wide and awed as he looks at them both. "It's amazing."

As bullshit goes, he's laying it on astonishingly thick, but the skepticism 
is gone from their faces. Even Rose appears to have interrupted her 
warm-up routine to listen. Timothy had hoped they'd react like this, but 
there was no way to be sure -- sometimes people are savvier than they 
look. But Lily, Will and Rose need for what he's saying to be true, they 
need it desperately. Of course they'll believe him if the lie he paints is 
alluring enough. Comforting enough.

Because if he can see the value in denial and repression and struggling 
every night to pretend that they aren't what they are, then maybe their 
lost Bette can too. The nauseatingly sanctimonious hope in their faces 
makes it hard for him to keep his own expression earnest. These three go 
out and slaughter vampires every night, why on earth would they find 
comfort in the the thought that even the worst of vampires can be 
redeemed? The hypocrisy tastes more bitter to Timothy than their sick 
little blood-replacement cocktails ever could.

But maybe he's being too harsh. They're all very young. They'll grow up 
one day.

"Anyway." He shakes his head, deliberately breaking the spell his words 
have woven. Let them think it over later and decide then whether they're 
going to try to save him from himself or not. He looks at Lily. "You can't 
send a thought to someone else? At all?"

She looks surprised at the switch of subject, and the surprise makes her 
shake her head before she's really thought about it. "No," she tells him. 
"I can't."

He furrows his brow, considering. "Have you tried saying the words 
aloud at the same time? I'm pretty skilled at mesmerism, and even I 
usually speak at the same time, just because it's easier."
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Partly, he wants to keep them talking, keep them thinking of him as 
someone they can have conversations with. A confidante. But partly he's 
genuinely interested in the problem at hand. That Rose, who is still 
human and has only -- as far as Timothy knows -- tasted Bette's blood 
once, can project her thoughts better than Lily can is both weird and 
interesting. And Timothy loves things that are weird and interesting.

Before he can offer his help to them, however, the sleek little cellphone 
in his pocket chirrups cheerfully. Timothy enjoys obnoxious ringtones, 
and so has assigned a different song to each of the numbers stored in the 
phone's memory. This one's Girlfriend by Avril Lavigne, which is the tune 
Timothy feels suits Blake best -- Blake can be quite the motherfucking 
princess at times. 

Will looks politely horrified as the tinny notes play; Lily grins despite 
herself. Timothy smiles apologetically at them both and accepts the call, 
turning away as he brings the phone to his ear.

"What's up, fearless leader?"

"We need you back at the house," Blake answers, and it's not the 
brusque, businesslike tone that makes Timothy worried, it's the trace of 
accent to the words. Blake's voice only sounds this English when he isn't 
thinking about how he sounds, and it practically takes the end of the 
world to get Blake to stop thinking about how he presents himself.

"Is everyone all right?" Timothy demands, already walking to the door 
of the warehouse. He gives the deeply perplexed-looking Lily and Will a 
distracted farewell wave as he departs, and a tiny part of him is amused 
to hear a muttered "what the hell was that all about?" from Will.

"The gang is fine," Blake assures him. "Alexander and Bette are both 
here with me."

"Is it Jay?" Timothy is moving fast, up the exterior fire escape of a 
textiles warehouse onto the roof, then over a narrow drop to the next 
roof, then a wider space over a street to the roof after that. He'll make 
much better time up here than he even would in a car, and the bare 
sharpness of the windchill up this high makes things seem clearer and 
easier to process.

"No, Jay is fine. He's at his friend Michelle's house tonight. He'll stay 
there until it's light and then come here," Blake answers. Timothy leaps 
from one building to another without breaking stride, glad that he 
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doesn't tend to accent his apparel with hats as regularly as Blake does. 
He'd have lost it to the wind several miles ago.

"It's another child from his school. A recent friend of Bette's. She's been 
badly brutalized and turned. She was coherent, but barely so."

Timothy remembers the mindless thing that had once been a boy, and 
the fire that had consumed what had been left. He feels ill.

"Will she need to be killed?" he asks Blake. He's only a few more 
minutes from the townhouse now. In other circumstances, the speed and 
freedom of his sprint would be exhilarating. Now, however, Timothy is 
just grateful that his pace will get him home fast.

"I don't know yet. We'll see," Blake answers cagily, which Timothy 
knows straight away means that yes, they almost certainly will need to 
kill her, but that Bette is in earshot of Blake's conversation.

"Alexander thinks it's Cora, doesn't he?" Timothy asks.

"I'm becoming increasingly convinced he may be correct," replies 
Blake. Timothy slows his pace to an ordinary jog as he reaches the 
townhouse's block.

"I'll be there in a moment," he says, and ends the call.

The downstairs apartments are emptied; it's practically high noon by 
the inverted rhythms of vampire life, and the majority of the gang is out 
enjoying the delights of the city. Timothy heads upstairs, toward the 
muted hum of conversation.

Mikhail and Alexander are seated together at the main parlor's table, a 
sleek black laptop open on the warm-hued wood in front of them. 
Timothy likes Mikhail, but Mikhail is usually skittish and unnerved 
around him. It's because of Mikhail's obvious discomfort that Blake chose 
the extravagantly spacious townhouse as the gang's home; it's large 
enough for everyone to inhabit it without being in constant interaction.

It would be hard, Timothy thinks charitably, to have to deal with 
someone you've known for years but who doesn't know you at all.

"Even if Jason says he still has his, we can't rule it out. It's the most 
common method," Mikhail is saying to Blake as Timothy enters the 
room. Blake is pacing, a nervous habit he only exhibits when he's 
especially annoyed. Timothy hasn't seen him do it since before Blake took 
up Lily, Will and Jay as hobbies.
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Alexander shakes his head. "Cora would never bother to do something 
so gauche as steal a teenager's cellphone. She'd take over the service 
provider and get the numbers that way, if that's what she was after." He 
types rapidly on the keyboard of the laptop, so rapidly that Timothy 
clears his throat. Alexander scowls at the screen, slowing the pace of his 
fingers to a more human speed. It's not that Timothy really cares if 
Alexander ruins yet another computer by overloading it with quickfire 
commands, but he knows that if that happens Alexander will end up in an 
even grumpier mood than he's already in.

"Where are they?" Timothy asks, knowing that wherever the damaged 
girl is, Bette will be there too.

Blake nods his head toward Bette's door. "In there." He strides towards 
it himself, entering the room ahead of Timothy. Ash, the hot-mess girl 
with the sad dark eyes, is curled into a fetal position on Bette's bed, 
unmoving, hair in drying tangles across her waxy cheek. Bette's spinning 
herself back and forth idly on the desk chair, feet making listless semi-
circles on the carpet as the seat moves.

"The cat isn't scared," she says to Blake, as if this fact alone is 
incontrovertible evidence of Ash's sufficient quality of life. The cat is 
sitting contentedly on Ash's feet, emitting a soft rumble of a purr.

"Cats are not good judges of character," Blake retorts, voice breezy but 
not unkind. "That's why they like me." He picks Bikini Kill up by the 
scruff of the neck and carries her to the door, where he tosses her gently 
out into the main room and closes the door. Timothy leans against the 
edge of Bette's comics-strewn desk, content to wait in vigil with her for 
Ash to wake up.

Bette looks weary and worried and deeply, deeply upset. Timothy's seen 
her angry before, and hysterical, and despairing, but he's never seen her 
this quiet and still and sad.

"This is what I meant," Blake tells her gently. He stands beside where 
Bette sits, resting one regally pale hand on her shoulder. "About keeping 
your heart away from the board."

Bette blinks up at him, uncomprehending. Then her eyes widen, aghast, 
and the familiar heat of her fury electrifies her features. "You... you 
fucking asshole." She stands, shoving Blake away from her. "She's not a 
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fucking chess pawn and this isn't a fucking game. Christ, get the fuck out of 
here."

She shoves him again, hard, in the direction of the door. He stumbles a 
little from the push, and that's how Timothy knows that Blake expected 
Bette to respond just as she has. If he didn't intend to be moved, no shove 
of Bette's could have made Blake take even the smallest of steps. Blake 
wanted to wake her up from her unhappiness; would rather see her angry 
than sad.

Sometimes Timothy wonders just how intricate the orchestration Blake 
performs on the lives of those around him really is, how many careful 
and invisible plans he has in motion at a given time. It's probably wisest 
not to speculate.

Alexander knocks and enters, closing the door behind him. Timothy 
does his best to bite down on a smile. Whether he'll admit it or not, 
Alexander likes Bikini Kill enough to protect the cat from harm.

Ignoring the murderous glare Bette is still giving Blake, Alexander 
pockets his telephone and addresses them all. "I've just been speaking to 
Gretchen. She had no especial reason to call tonight, and yet tonight is 
when she called. It's astonishing how some vampires have a magnetic 
attraction to even the smallest traces of drama in the atmosphere, isn't 
it?" He casts a sly and pointed glance at Blake, before turning his 
attentions to Bette. "She was rather dismayed to hear that you've joined 
the household. I believe her exact words were 'well, that's the last time I 
do the noble thing instead of what I want'."

Bette's smile at the joke is hard and sad. Timothy wonders if she wishes 
that Gretchen had been the one to kill her, instead of Lily. It would have 
been a gentler end, almost certainly. Timothy can guess that much even 
without having ever met Gretchen. Bette died terrified and alone and 
cold, dumped behind a grocery store by an injured and new-born 
vampire. Any death Gretchen might have given her would have been 
better than that.

"She says that one of her brothers was much like this when they first 
found him," Alexander goes on, nodding to Ash's tiny shadowed form on 
the bed. "And suggested what we can expect, should we choose to take 
the risk of keeping her alive."
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"When we take the risk," Bette interrupts. Alexander gives her a dry 
look.

"I'll oversee her first hunt and if I think it goes acceptably, we'll make 
plans in the longer term. Is that satisfactory?"

Bette looks mutinous, glaring at Alexander and Blake both, but she 
nods. "Okay."

Alexander's answering nod is brusque. "Good. There's a shopping 
complex I'm a shareholder in a short drive from here. We'll go there 
tomorrow evening. It's popular enough to have an excellent damage-
control protocol in place for those times when an overdose is found in 
the restrooms or a child goes missing."

Bette's expression turns revolted. "Don't make her hunt a kid, Christ. 
That's gross."

"I was offering those as examples," Alexander answers patiently. "I'll 
make sure her prey are adults. Adults are easier, anyway -- they're far less 
likely to believe vampires are a genuine threat until it's too late."

"Good." Bette looks down at Ash again, and her face looks as unhappy 
as Timothy's ever seen it. "Only a scumbag would want to hurt a kid."
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BETTE

Bette stabs the blade of the pocketknife in hard as she can, grimace 
curling her glossy red lip open enough to show a flash of gritted white 
teeth. She draws the blade back and strikes a second time, and the dark 
rubber of the rear right tire of the station wagon exhales its life out 
slowly through two punctures.

"It's nice to see that real vampires live up to the standards of 
refinements and culture set by their fictional counterparts," Jay says in 
his standard deadpan monotone. Bette flips him off wordlessly and moves 
on to the next car in the lot.

The rooftop parking lot of the mall is mostly deserted; they're the only 
people there, and there's only a handful of cars still around for Bette to 
inflict casual vandalism on. Jay's perched precariously on the low cement 
wall which divides the roof level from the long three-storey drop to the 
road below. To Bette, their choice of pastimes seems indicative of their 
respective attitudes to the universe at large: when Bette wants to distract 
herself from worry, she destroys things, and when Jay wishes to do the 
same he flirts with the possibility of destroying himself.

"Stop that," Jay demands as she vents her frustration on yet another 
tire. Bette shrugs, closing the knife and putting it back into the pocket of 
her pants. She walks over to where he's sitting and jumps up, balanced as 
a cat, before walking along the barricade in ostentatiously dainty steps.

"Did you ever read the Oz books when you were a kid?"

Jay shakes his head. Bette does a slow cartwheel, pausing on her hands 
for a few moments to observe the late-night vista of the suburb upside-
down before standing again.

"My favourite was the one about the patchwork girl of Oz," she goes 
on. "She's, you know, made of patchwork. Scraps sewn together. And she 
looks pretty nuts, but she loves it. She's totally proud of being this 
freakish creature, and wouldn't be any other way even if she had the 
choice. She thinks dignity is the stupidest thing that she's ever heard of. 
She was my absolute hero when I was tiny."

Jay, in characteristic Jay fashion, lets Bette chatter on without 
interruption.

"But I don't know," Bette says, jumping back down onto the tarred 
surface of the lot and facing him. "I feel like I'm a patchwork girl now, 
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and it sort of sucks. Like, I know I'm fantastic, right, but I'm just pieces 
of other fantastic stuff that's all sewn together. I make up all these 
comparisons of what stuff about me means, but since all those things I'm 
comparing myself to already have meanings, there's no meaning that's 
just me, you know?"

"I know you're the only existential juvenile delinquent I currently 
know," Jay offers in a tone that manages to be teasing and flat at once. 
Bette makes an annoyed face, stalking away and over to one of the cars, 
climbing onto the hood. She sits down, cross-legged, and starts to talk 
again at a slightly louder volume, so that Jay can still hear her over the 
increased distance.

"All the things I am are just bits I stole from somewhere else. I'm a 
playlist, a mix tape, not an album of my own. And only one, maybe two 
songs on my compilation come from the Bette I was before. I'm not even 
her now, you know?"

"Of course I know," answers Jay, and he sounds almost frustrated. "The 
alive version of Bette was someone I had sex with and knew almost 
nothing about. The vampire version of you is one of my best friends in a 
totally non-sexual way. Even I can tell the difference.

"Look," Jay tells her, climbing down off the wall and coming over to sit 
on the edge of the car's hood. "It's sorta like this conversation I had with 
Timothy one night, I think while you were over at Tommy and Rose's. 
You're like... you're like the Bride of Frankenstein, and I don't mean that 
you're an undead creature made of stolen parts. Or at least, I don't just 
mean that. Because okay, what Timothy was saying was pretty much this: 
the Bride of Frankenstein is only on-screen for four minutes, and yet 
she's this icon everyone recognises and she means all kinds of stuff to 
different people. And, like, Timothy had all these other examples of it 
too. He was saying how Lolita never actually gets to tell her bit of the 
story even though the book she's in is called Lolita, but that now the 
name Lolita and the idea of her is so, so, so much bigger than the book 
that's meant to be about her but isn't really.

"So I guess basically what I'm trying to say is that you might think you're 
just reflections of stories that already existed but you're not -- you're a 
new thing, a chemical compound. You're your own thing with whatever 
different crazy meaning you end up having as time goes on."
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Bette's quiet for a while after Jay stops talking. She looks up at the 
black-gray sky above them. The stars are currently invisible and the wind 
is listless. People think the night is just daytime but darker, but Bette 
knows better. The night is utterly its own, full of different cultures and 
rules and places and spaces and silences. It's the other side of a barrier as 
glassy and black as lake surfaces become after the sun goes down.

"Do you mind?" she asks Jay in hesitant tones. "That we don't have sex 
anymore, I mean."

Jay pauses before replying, like he wants to be certain in himself that the 
answer he's giving her is true. Bette's grateful for that. Honesty is like a 
comb, helping her unravel the knots of her world.

"Nope," he says finally, giving her a grin. "I'm. I don't know. I guess 
things are kind of serious with Blake now, maybe? I don't really feel like 
sleeping with anyone except him, I know that. God, can you imagine 
how hilarious it'll be if he and I are still together when I'm sixty? 
Everyone'll think I'm a creeper pervert cradle-robber, when really he'll 
still be the chicken-hawk one."

Bette giggles, then blinks in surprise. "You're not gonna become a 
vampire?"

Jay shrugs one shoulder, face remaining in its habitual brittle 
expressionlessness. "Not by choice. Not now that I'm talking to Sofie 
again."

Jay almost never talks about his older sister. All Bette knows is that she's 
currently somewhere out on the West Coast, that she and Jay are finally 
in contact with each other again after years of silence, and that things are 
not exactly sunshine and roses between them.

If a sibling bond that fractured and frayed still feels like reason enough 
to stay human, then Bette can only imagine how strong the need to stay 
alive along with Tommy must be for Rose. And Jay and Blake's 
relationship is much healthier -- for certain values of 'healthy', anyway -- 
than the relationship between Rose and Bette.

"I can't believe we're missing the opening night of the musical right 
now. What a let-down," Jay complains. "I mean, Michelle made me 
promise that I wouldn't go, but I didn't intend to honor the promise or 
anything."
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"Ash had the worst timing ever to get murdered," Bette agrees, 
matching his straight-faced delivery. "She needs to learn to be way more 
considerate, god."

"I know, right?" Jay gives a dramatic sigh. "But seriously, though, I'm 
kind of bummed out that I'm missing it."

"Me too."

"Are you going to see Rose later?"

She shrugs. "Maybe. Depends on how stuff with Ash ends up going."

"Mm," Jay offers as his noncommittal response, but Bette knows him 
well enough to be able to tell when he doesn't really believe her. That's 
probably fair enough; chances are Bette will desperately want to go see 
Rose whether things go well or badly with Ash.

"We were tiny kids when we became friends," she tells Jay. "And as we 
grew up we changed, of course, because that's what people do, but 
somehow we always changed in the same direction as each other. We 
always had most of who we were in common. Now she's alive and I'm 
not and there's no way for me to go back and so that's all fucked."

Neither of them voice the fact that while Bette can never be human 
again, Rose could easily become a vampire. There doesn't seem a point, 
Bette thinks, in saying something so obvious and so unspeakable.

Or is it? Is it so terrible an idea? Bette didn't want this, after all, but 
now that she has it there are many things she loves about being a vampire. 
And Ash, if things go well... Ash will learn to love it, too. With Bette and 
Ash and Rose all vampires, things could be good. Fun. Bette loves her 
little family, but misses having a female confidante so much her heart 
feels as if it's bruised. She wishes Gretchen was still in the city.

Would Rose forgive her, though, if Bette turned her without 
permission? Bette's forgiven Lily, after all -- some stuff about being a 
vampire is shitty, but enough of it is sufficiently fantastic that it's hard to 
hold much of a grudge for very long. Rose would get over it soon enough 
and then things could be like they always should have been, Bette and 
Rose together and the same. 

Bette thinks of Rose, pretty sad angry clever talented messy living 
vulnerable prickly weird soft Rose, and knows in her heart that there's 
really only one way that things can go when Bette goes to see her next. 
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Only one choice left to them, for all they've been to each other and all 
that's been lost.

The thoughtful, anxious quiet of the parking lot is disrupted as the 
sliding doors of the elevator open and Alexander and Ash join them. 
Alexander is tucking a slightly blood-spotted linen handkerchief into the 
inner pocket of his coat, and Ash's face has the fresh-scrubbed look of 
someone who's just had their cheeks attacked by a very thorough linen 
handkerchief.

"It went good," Ash tells them before they can open their mouths to 
ask. Alexander gives her a withering look of disapproval.

"It went well, please. Don't make me regret your continued life by 
committing atrocities on your grammar."

Bette's heart feels a thousand times lighter. She jumps off the car, 
launching herself at Ash for a laughing, delighted hug.

"I knew it, I knew it, thank fuck," she says, clinging to Ash's skinny 
shoulders. "How do you feel? Did hunting help?"

Ash answers without trying to push Bette away, allowing herself to be 
clung to crushingly tight. "It's not any worse than being really stoned," 
Ash says, her voice the same vaguely spacey musing it was before, if a 
little slower. "Not... much worse, anyway. I went to a gymnastics meet 
on percocet once. Came fifth. Twelve girls and I was the only one high. 
I'll... I'll be fine."

Bette can tell that Ash's assurances aren't the complete truth; her voice 
is halting enough to make obvious the difficulty she has stringing a 
sentence together, and her hug in response to Bette's is a little awkward, 
like Ash can't quite remember how to be a real person.

But it doesn't matter. Ash passed Alexander's test. That's the only thing 
that's important. Even a half-life is a million times better than none.
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TIMOTHY

Most people -- maybe even all people, save for Timothy -- wouldn't 
notice anything remarkable about Alexander's mood on his arrival back at 
the townhouse with Ash and Jay in tow. But Timothy, despite the chasm 
of lost years which yawns wide between them, knows Alexander best, 
and he can tell that Alexander is deeply unsettled.

Ash and Jay are talking about some band that only one of them likes, 
debating the merits versus the weaknesses of the various members' 
playing. Timothy can't actually tell which of them is for the band and 
which is against, but both seem adamant that they're right. It's not an 
especially wordy debate, because Jay is naturally economical with words 
and Ash, whether she used to be or not, is now an extremely quiet girl.

Alexander comes over to where Timothy is reading on the sofa and sits 
beside him, leaning in for closeness and comfort. The teenagers head for 
Blake's room; what few possessions Jay keeps at the townhouse are all 
stored in there.

"Leave the door open," Alexander orders as they disappear from view, 
and if Timothy had held any doubt that Alexander is concerned about 
something, that doubt would be dissolved by the tense undercurrent in 
Alexander's voice.

"She's alive," Timothy notes, keeping his words soft enough that only 
Alexander will be able to hear. He settles himself back against the arm of 
the luxuriously comfortable sofa and tucks Alexander against him. He's 
glad that they're both slightly shorter than average height by modern 
standards, and so can draw their legs up onto the cushions and still be 
comfortable. Alexander permits himself to be manhandled, not even 
offering his standard complaint at being treated like a blanket.

"I'm frightened of her," Alexander replies just as quietly; it's an 
admission that only Timothy would ever possibly hear from him. "She 
was obviously not made into this with the intention that we would let her 
survive. When she let herself go, and struck to kill... no vampire who is 
otherwise capable of speech and reason has ever caused..." he pauses, 
searching for the word. Timothy strokes his hair gently. He's almost never 
given opportunities to be the one who offers support and strength, a fact 
which frustrates every oldest-sibling instinct he has.
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Sometimes he wonders why his forgotten-self chose a partner as self-
contained as Alexander. But then, perhaps Alexander wasn't always this 
way.

"Carnage," Alexander says, finally deciding on the correct term. "She 
didn't just kill; she reveled in the bloodshed and the wreckage of it. It 
was a frenzy. If she had not be capable of stopping herself -- and by God, 
the very fact that she is makes me twice as afraid of her -- I don't know 
that I could have brought her down by myself."

Timothy shivers, thinking again of the earlier boy-victim he'd met, 
clumsy and weak enough to be put down quickly. What if the boy had 
been made as strong as Ashley? What would have happened? Who is 
making these creatures?

"Can she remember anything yet?" he asks Alexander, still petting his 
hair.

Alexander shakes his head under Timothy's palm. "Nothing. But I have 
the beginnings of a theory as to why she's lucid."

"Hm?"

"She was a habitual drug user before she died, and Bette and Jay seem 
to think that this is the closest comparison to her new condition: 'if she 
can think while on opiates, then she can think despite a loosened grip on 
her faculties', as it were. I spoke to Ashley briefly about other aspects of 
her short life, however, and I think that the reason may have closer ties to 
other forms of self-destruction she's flirted with.

"She has gone through several bouts of anorexia nervosa since a young 
age, and I think that intended annihilation of herself may have 
inadvertantly become her salvation: her psyche is quite adept at defining 
itself through controlling impulses which would otherwise register as 
natural and permissible. Being hungry to the point of madness was 
already her baseline concept of sanity, and so she can manage this new 
ravening with her awareness intact."

"Blessed are the broken, in other words," Timothy offers with a smile. 
Alexander chuckles.

"Quite." He takes Timothy's hand, the one not occupied with hair-
petting, and twines their fingers together. "She frightens me, Tim. A 
monster that monstrous, held in check by a willpower strong enough to 
contain it, all inside an unhappy and uncertain teenage girl. She's a 
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wildcard and I don't even know what game it is we're playing, or who 
we're up against."

"It will be all right," Timothy says, and in that at least he has faith. 
"We've come through worse. Blake always finds a way to make the 
advantage his."

"Not with Cora." Alexander squeezes Timothy's hand, curling their 
bodies closer on the sofa. "She and Blake are too much alike each other. 
They always expect the tricks the other tries to play. It's only pure and 
terrible luck that meant Ashley could keep herself in check rather than 
attacking Bette and Blake."

"Well, at least luck's on our side, then?" Timothy offers, voice as bright 
as he can make it. Alexander snorts at the attempt.

"Your optimism is nauseating."

"Someone's got to hope for the best around here," Timothy retorts, and 
holds Alexander in his arms.
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BETTE

Rose is watching The Princess Bride, which is completely dorky and lame 
and which she only does when she needs a hardcore dose of cheer-up. 
Bette's got a couple of movies like that, too, that are 100% certain to 
make her feel better when she's in the worst of her worst moods, when 
everything sucks as bad as it can. Bette's have tended to change from year 
to year, as her tastes have shifted and become, as a general rule, grosser 
and more esoteric. Rose's list of favourite movies has changed over time, 
but never her failsafe cheer-me-ups. Those, Bette knows, remain 
consistently The Princess Bride and Dawn of the Dead.

"You ruin everything," Rose says dully as Bette climbs down from the 
window, onto Rose's work bench with its litter of pens and pencils and 
brushes and markers, and then to the floor. "I broke up with Jamie."

Rose is dressed in an ancient black t-shirt and a pair of black sweats 
with the elastic gone and a length of black cord holding them at her 
waist. There are still traces of her Peter Pan makeup faintly visible on her 
cheeks. On the TV screen, the Dread Pirate Roberts and Buttercup are 
fighting at the top of a hill. Soon it'll be the Fire Swamp scene. That's 
Rose's favourite section of the movie, and she's always made Bette stop 
talking during it. Sometimes, if Bette kept talking, Rose'd punch Bette on 
the arm, but never too hard. That's another little piece of the universe 
that Bette's stitched out of.

She doesn't smile, because she doesn't want Rose to think she's gloating 
about the Jamie thing. But hearing that old, familiar dialogue in the 
background makes this feel fitting, somehow. Makes Bette know she's 
making the right choice. She doesn't speak, waiting for Rose to go on.

"He's a nice guy," says Rose. "Normal. He likes me. I like him. Today I 
told him I'm not really looking for anything serious right now." She huffs 
a breath out, an exhausted sarcastic little sound. "As if my whole fucking 
life isn't serious like a brain tumor."

There's a tell-tale split in her lip and a darkening, bluish shadow on one 
cheekbone: she's been in another fight since they last spoke. Rose never 
used to seek out scuffles with the jocks, back when Bette was still at 
school, but now it seems to be a pretty regular thing.

Rose meets Bette's eyes. "You fuck up everything. He's a nice guy, and I 
can't even--"
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"I didn't ask for this," Bette says, like that's any sort of excuse. She 
doesn't say it as a challenge, though. She doesn't want to start an 
argument. She says it quietly. "I'm sorry."

That makes Rose give her a sharp look of surprise; Bette knows that she 
doesn't sound like her ordinary self. She clenches her hands to loose fists 
at her sides and tries not to feel nervous.

No, not nervous. Afraid.

"I'm not going to bite you tonight," says Bette.

"Already full from killing people?" Rose bites back bitterly. And Bette 
doesn't want to lie, but she doesn't want to tell the truth either, so she 
doesn't know how to answer. Maybe that's how relationships die, in the 
end. Not because there's nothing left to say, but because there's nothing 
that can be said that doesn't hurt.

"I'm not going to bite you," she repeats, because that's all there is to say. 
"I'm... look. I'm a patchwork, you know? I'm made of all these different 
old things but I'm a new thing. I'm a new creature. But there are bits of 
me, huge bits, that are pieces of a girl you knew. And for tonight I'm 
gonna try to be her, as completely as I'm able, instead of being the 
patchwork creature that's only partly her. Just... just for tonight, I'm 
Bette, okay?"

And she's terrified that Rose isn't going to get it, and is going to 
interrupt her by saying 'you're always Bette' or something, and Bette 
doesn't know if she's strong enough to walk away without a real goodbye, 
so if Rose doesn't understand then Bette will probably crumble and say 
'fuck it' and keep on visiting Rose and biting her and all that stuff until it 
all ends badly, like they both know it has to.

But Rose doesn't say anything. She just turns the movie off, and stares at 
Bette.

Then, finally, in a tiny voice, Rose asks Bette a question. "Just for 
tonight?"

Bette has to close her eyes for a second, relief that Rose gets it making 
her feel weak. But of course Rose gets it. Rose is smart and amazing and 
wonderful, and Bette loves her so much. Would have loved her forever.

"Yeah," Bette says, and maybe she would have said more, but Rose has 
stood up and come over to where Bette's standing, and now Rose is 
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kissing her, warm and damp and frantic, mouth pressed hard against 
Bette's own, and the two of them pretend they're both alive.

~

Bette doesn't fall asleep when Rose does. Bette lies there, on the same 
pull-out where once upon a time she argued about movies and smoked 
illicit cigarettes and watched paintings being formed and created a 
thousand ghostly, happy memories, invisible after-images that seem to 
move through the air all around her now, laughing and mocking and 
talking to ghost-Roses in their captured moments.

She lived a life, here. It wasn't a very long life, and that's not fair, and 
nothing will ever make it fair.

She wishes she'd had more time.

There's a saying that Bette's mom has always said way too often, one of 
those platitudes that doesn't really mean anything and just sounds 
irritating as fuck when it gets trotted out as a response to complaining or 
frustration. "It's always darkest before the dawn." Bette's always hated it, 
because how does anyone know when things have hit their darkest? If she 
took that advice she might be sitting there when things are shitty and she 
might go "it's okay, it's always darkest before the dawn, things will go 
back to being mostly excellent soon" and then things might get a million 
times shittier because things can always, always get darker, there isn't any 
such thing as darkest.

So even though Bette feels as bad as she's ever felt, right at this 
moment, she's not stupid enough to think that this is the darkest she's 
going to feel. She's got centuries ahead of her to rack up all sorts of new 
lows.

But, darkest or not, dawn's coming soon. The sunrise tickles at the edge 
of Bette's instincts, like a scratchy tag left in the collar of a sweater and 
itching at the skin. She wishes so, so much that she could have more 
time. It doesn't seem fair.

But that's not how life works. Fair doesn't come into it.

Bette shakes Rose awake carefully. Rose wakes up awkwardly, nearly 
smacking Bette in the eye with the heel of her hand, swearing and 
struggling to kick the covers off herself as she comes back to 
consciousness. Bette starts to giggle and then can't stop, even though 
she's crying.
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"Yeah, yeah," Rose grumbles, glaring, at then she wakes up properly 
and her expression turns afraid, because if Bette has woken her that 
means the night must be over.

This is Bette's last chance, to change her mind and bite Rose, or to say 
goodbye and leave her forever. Bette thinks of Gretchen, who left instead 
of turning Rose and Bette both. She thinks about what happened anyway, 
and then forces herself not to: Bette has to believe she is leaving Rose to 
a long and happy life. She can't think about the everyday perils that 
mortality entails, or the ever-present risk that the other vampires of the 
city will pose once Bette has left Rose.

No -- despite what happened to Bette, and all the other dangers out 
there -- Rose will live a long life.

One of them has to.

"I love you," Bette says in a rush, because there's never been a Bette, 
alive or dead, that's been good at keeping her mouth shut. "I've loved you 
since before I can remember. Even the youngest me that I can remember 
being was somebody who loved you. It always seemed like such a 
foregone conclusion that I never even really bothered thinking about it. 
Same way I'm sure you don't think about how you know Tommy's always 
going to be your twin, right? You were always going to be my Rose. 
Always. No matter what I daydreamed about the future, you were always 
there. When I thought someday we'd have husbands and babies and 
houses side-by-side, the husband part of the daydream was just some 
shadowy absent blur, but I knew everything about how you'd look and 
the stupid activities you'd make up for the babies with like, macaroni and 
paper plates and tinfoil and paint and shit, and I knew... I just knew. I 
knew you.

"And then I got older and maybe stopped being such an idiot and I 
stopped thinking there'd be husbands. It's funny, or maybe it's crazy but it 
seems kind of funny, and funny's better than tragic at least: I never 
thought of us as teenage sweethearts, you know? I thought we'd be like 
twenty-five or thirty and we'd run into each other at some gallery 
opening or something, though why the fuck we're at a gallery opening in 
my daydream I don't fucking know, because we both know that even 
when you're a super-rich best-selling artist who gets movie stars and shit 
coming to her gallery openings you're still not gonna go to them 
yourself, because you hate being the centre of attention. A more honest 
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daydream would be if I imagined us running into each other in some 
take-out place where I'm eating a late snack after seeing a band and 
you're hiding out from the gallery opening you're meant to be going to 
across the street.

"And in my day-dream we've kept in touch over the years, but only by 
email because there was college and there were lovers and jobs and all 
that life stuff in the way between us, so it's been a while since we caught 
up face-to-face, but when we do it's love at first fucking sight, we see 
each other and we just know, and I've got a couple of kids in this day-
dream, because it gets twisted up with this other one I've had since 
forever where I end up married to some random punk dude, don't even 
ask.

"My kids totally love you and you totally love them and we sit on our 
back porch at night after they've gone to bed smoking and talking about 
everything and drinking red wine, for some reason, because I had this 
stupid idea that future-me would for some reason like red wine even 
though I could never really get into the taste of it, and like you're ever 
gonna stop being a spirits girl, it's crazy but that's just how the day-dream 
always was, it was a bottle of red wine and us under the stars after the 
kids were in bed, and maybe one summer we'd all go on vacation to 
Boston and get married properly and Tommy could be your best man and 
we'd get some fantastic shitty punk band I was manager for to play the 
reception and then, and then it would be. It would be. Happily ever 
after."

Bette pauses, catches her breath even though she doesn't need to, and 
swallows down a sob, and makes herself look Rose in the eye as she says 
the next part, even though her heart feels like it's breaking. "You were 
the love of my life. I'm so fucking sorry I died. I wish I hadn't. I wish I 
could live that future with you."

Rose's face is sad and wise, like she understands what Bette's saying 
even better than Bette does. Because Rose is already older than Bette will 
ever be.

"I know," is all she says, and then she starts crying, and that starts Bette 
crying even harder. They hug, like the childhood best friends they used to 
be, two little girls clinging to each other.

~
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Eventually Bette gets up off the bed, walks across the basement -- it's 
never seemed this small before -- and climbs up onto Rose's work bench, 
and the out the high basement window. Rose follows her, standing on the 
other side of the window as Bette stays crouched in the garden outside.

"I uninvite you," Rose says quietly, keeping her gaze steady on Bette's, 
her crying stopped for the moment even though her chin and lower lip 
tremble with held-in tears as she speaks. Rose is hardcore badass, and 
Bette is glad to have lived a life that had her in it. "You aren't welcome 
here anymore. Don't come back."

Bette smiles at her, raising one hand in a wave. "Bye," she says, like 
they'll see each other on the walk to school in just a couple of hours.

Then she turns and walks away, breaking into a run as she reaches the 
edge of the front garden. She runs through the lightening pre-dawn 
streets, the world all shapes and monochrome shadows as she races down 
street after street, the wind whipping freezing against her bare bone-
white cheeks, pushing her hair back and making her heart thud-thud a 
little faster from the exertion.

She runs all the way home, and up the stairs, and she's glad that Jay isn't 
sleeping over with Blake on this particular night, because it would be 
totally embarrassing for him to see her like this, curled and shuddering in 
the bracket of Blake's arms and sobbing, sobbing, until exhaustion drags 
her down and she sleeps the quiet still sleep of the dead against his side.
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TIMOTHY

It was in the third week of Ilia's visits to Timothy at night when the end 
came. Timothy knew that it had to, sooner or later. Each time Ilia drank 
from him, or he drank from Ilia, it was like he slipped a little deeper into 
dark stillness. This was not the lively, burbling water, sparkling with sun-
bright ice chips, that Ledishka took her name from. This was the fearful 
frozen black of his most terrifying childhood nightmares.

And he knew -- they both knew -- that nobody could stay suspended in 
such a state. Eventually the choice had to be made: kick for the surface 
and for air, or sink down into the murky green silt of the riverbed.

So it was no surprise to Timothy that they walked further into the 
woods on this night than they had on any other. He wasn't sure if he was 
scared, but that didn't surprise him either. Since the very first time he 
and Ilia had kissed on a tart autumn afternoon, Timothy had never been 
completely certain of his own feelings at any given moment. There were 
too many of them and they were too thrilling to decipher calmly. He 
supposed that this must be what romance felt like.

Alexander has told Timothy that they crossed paths with a young-faced 
vampire named Ilia in France in the nineteen-sixties. He had owned 
substantial amounts of Paris real estate, having made a recent fortune 
through munitions manufacture and related industries. According to 
Alexander, the animosity between Ilia and Timothy practically crackled in 
the air, but they'd kept a strained pretence of civility whenever they 
encountered one another.

Timothy has no way of knowing what history between them led to that 
state of affairs. He doesn't even know for certain that the vampire in 
France in the nineteen-sixties was the same Ilia -- he'd had more than 
enough time in the interim to meet another by that name, after all. All 
Timothy knows absolutely is the truth of the memories he still holds 
from his short human life. He knows nothing about any later fallings-out; 
his last memories of Ilia are of awe and love.

They walked together into the forest and sat down together on the log 
of a fallen tree, the wood blackened and split in a long streak where 
lightning had struck during a storm.

"I should take some of this back to Ledishka," Timothy said, gesturing 
to the wood, even though they both knew that he wouldn't be going back 
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to Ledishka again. "She could make a cross for herself from it. She likes 
carving. She's quite good. She has a scar on her thumb from before she 
was as good as she is now, though. That's always what she's been like. 
She's not afraid of getting hurt in the process of learning a thing, if she 
wants it enough. She's not afraid of scars. She doesn't wear a cross 
usually. Father scolds her for that. She doesn't put faith in anything she 
can't see, except for music. We both love music. But I think she'd put 
faith in a cross she carved out of this wood. Wood struck by lightning 
would be visibly wondrous enough to satisfy her, I think."

Ilia stayed silent as Timothy prattled nervously, not interrupting and not 
replying. In the branch-shadowed moonlight of the wood, it seemed like 
Ilia could be a carving too, from a ghost-white tree as pale as snow. He 
was as unmoving as a carving, his profile as defined and noble and sharp 
as a carving. Timothy felt as if he could see every dark lash that framed 
Ilia's eyes. Ilia's eyes had become strange since he died, red as blood, 
shadowed as if by exhaustion or bad dreams.

"Will I ever see her again?" Timothy asked quietly. He would miss 
Ledishka horribly, but he knew that she would never forgive him if he 
stayed in the village and lived an ordinary dull life for her sake. She'd box 
his ears for it, and if there was one thing Timothy had absolute faith in 
through the whole of the world, it was his little sister's temper.

"I give you my word," Ilia said, and the way he said it made Timothy 
believe that there was worth to the word of a dead man, at least in this 
single instance. "I promise you we'll see her again. We'll let her grow up a 
little more, first, and then we'll come back for her. I don't think she'd like 
to die so young as she is now."

Timothy doubted that Ledishka would like to die at all, but the thought 
that he'd see her again someday was too enticing for him to protest. He 
simply hummed agreement, scuffing the sole of his worn leather boot 
against the ground.

"You can say no, if you want to," Ilia said kindly. Timothy's spine 
shivered at something in the tone of the words.

"You'll kill me anyway, though, won't you?" he asked in reply, not 
especially worried or unhappy or scared. He didn't feel much of 
anything, except the cold. He wondered if it was truly colder this year 
than in other years, or if there was just less in the world that kept him 
warm now.
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He wondered, distantly, what his family would think had become of 
him. He wondered if his father and Zoscya would have any more 
children. He wondered if Ledishka would fall in love, have a first kiss, 
have a husband or a baby or adventures, before he saw her next. All of 
these wonderings seemed terribly, terribly far away, though. They were 
like wondering what the stars looked like up close. Not anything real 
enough to devote too much energy to thoughts about.

"Yes," Ilia answered. "I'd kill you anyway."

Timothy sighed, and scrubbed at the damp end of his own cold nose 
with his gloved hand. "I'll wake up though, right?"

"You'll wake up," Ilia echoed, his sharp profile giving a sharp nod.

Timothy swallowed. He was starting to feel afraid, in his belly. Little 
flutters of fear, growing quickly and making his heart beat faster.

"One more question," he demanded, and there was a tremble in his 
voice. "Do you... do you still love?"

Ilia turned then, facing Timothy, looking at him, lips open and red and 
his fangs white, so white, a mouth like the mouth of a wolf, like the 
mouth of a nightmare.

"Oh yes," Ilia promised.

And then his jaw closed on Timothy's throat and that was the end, and 
the next thing Timothy can remember is waking up in Alexander's arms, 
hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of years later.

~

"My parents have already lost one daughter this year," Ash says again, 
giving Alexander an extremely pointed look with the repeated words. 
"I'm not going to make them lose another."

Jay looks a little embarrassed, shuffling his feet a little as the argument 
rages in the centre of the room. He's still in his school uniform, an outfit 
Timothy doesn't often see the boy wear. It makes him look different, less 
mature, which Timothy suspects is probably the reason why Jay doesn't 
wear it to the townhouse if he can help it. The t-shirts and jackets Jay 
chooses for himself at least convey personality, even if they don't add 
many years to his teenage looks. Better to be 'Jason' than 'schoolboy' if 
given the choice.
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But Jay promised Ash that he'd be over as early as he could be, and so 
here he is directly from school. The sun's still heavy and gold outside the 
thick blockout drapes of the parlor, and until night falls there's nothing 
for Ash and Alexander to do except argue back and forth while Timothy 
and Jay watch.

Blake and Bette are still asleep. Timothy hopes the shouting won't wake 
them. He heard Bette's return at sunrise, and wants her to have as much 
rest as she can after that. Whatever happened between her and Rose, it 
wasn't a happy parting. Timothy hopes that Rose is still alive, and even 
more than that he hopes that Bette has not done something which will 
haunt her with guilt. A vampire's lifespan is a long time to carry around 
regrets. Timothy knows that extremely well.

"Even if the circumstances of your death and turning were absolutely 
textbook normal, I would still be against this idea," Alexander says, 
ignoring the remark about Ash's sister. Timothy suspects that Jay will have 
to deal with some very barbed remarks in the near future, as punishment 
for telling the girl who it was behind Jenna's death, but beyond that it 
seems unlikely that there'll be any repercussions or revenge undertaken 
by any party involved. Vampires feel loss deeply, but cannot recapture a 
sense of grief for any pain they felt before they died.

Were Jenna to die now, Ash would mourn her forever, but Jenna died 
when Ash was alive, and so Ash will never conjure more than an echo of 
the pain she carried as a human. Timothy has never personally known a 
vampire who remembered loss in a way other than this, but now that he 
considers the concept he realises that he has heard of one: Cora, who 
never forgot what the loss of her family felt like.

Timothy feels a sudden pang of sympathy for Cora, because there have 
been times when he has wished that Ledishka had died before he did, so 
that he wouldn't still carry the unknowable mystery of her fate like a 
pebble in his heart.

"I'm very, very grateful," Ash repeats; they've gone in circles around the 
same ideas a hundred times in the last forty minutes, and neither will 
budge in their position. "Don't think I'm not. But I'm not staying here. 
I'm going home."

"I can't let you do that."

"You don't have power over me."

   441



Timothy's going to get a headache if he has to listen to another minute 
of this. He slips out of the room and heads downstairs. The sun is low 
enough that he can go outside, though it won't be comfortably dark for 
another few minutes. Still, anything is better than listening to more 
argument. An observer would never guess how vocally and often 
Alexander complained about having teenagers around, considering how 
forcefully he's petitioning to keep Ash under his roof.

Timothy walks toward Will and Lily's, enjoying the rush-hour foot 
traffic on the streets, the daytime people and the night people all 
mingling together as they negotiate their shared territory of the twilight. 
He loves this city, with all its mess and its drama and its problems. It's his 
home.

Lily's sitting on the edge of the sidewalk outside her warehouse, booted 
feet resting in the gutter and a cigarette hanging limply between her lips. 
Vampires can't smoke, not really, but it's not uncommon for those who 
did so in life to continue after being turned. Timothy's read that the same 
is true among humans who lose their sense of taste; they'll continue to 
eat the things they used to enjoy, and avoid the foods they never liked. 
Memory can be a powerful thing in that way.

"Hey," she says when he sits down beside her. "You left pretty abruptly 
last time. Everything all right at the evil lair on Skullcrusher Mountain?"

Timothy shrugs. "Usually. Eventually. Yeah."

"Pity." She tilts her face up to the sun's last rays and closes er eyes, as if 
the sensation of the light on her skin is pleasant rather than itchy and 
borderline painful. Then she stubs the cigarette out and stands.

"You can come in," she offers. "We could probably do with some 
practice in fighting an actual evil vampire."

~

He spars against them both, and ends up quite impressed by what they 
can do. Since they don't drink blood, neither Lily nor Will can match him 
for strength or speed, but they're disciplined, skilled combatants and 
they're both extremely cunning, dirty fighters. Blake will be delighted. 
Timothy ends up with a black eye.

After they're done, Will boils the kettle and makes a pot of tea. They 
don't offer Timothy a cup, and for a moment the mood turns awkward as 
they're all reminded of the strangeness of this truce, this almost-
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friendship between mostly-enemies. Timothy sits with Will and Lily as 
they drink their tea, the warmth and herbs and tannins of the drink 
infusing their bloodless cheeks with faint color.

"Do you want me to see if I can hear you?" Timothy asks Lily. "Your 
mind might be guarded by reflex, and I know ways of circumventing that. 
I'll be able to teach you how to open up, if so."

Lily and Will exchange a wary glance; that wordless shorthand between 
lovers which runs deeper even than the sending and receiving of ideas 
that Timothy can do. Then Lily turns to Timothy, shrugs, and nods. He 
smiles. He's got a trustworthy sort of face, and Will and Lily have already 
made clear their pathological need to believe in redemption and 
goodness. Really, shooting fish in a barrel would have been more of a 
challenge than getting these two to let down their guard for him.

Timothy looks at Lily and concentrates, slipping past the protective 
psychic shell around her. She probably began to build it quite 
unconsciously, a long, long time before she died.

He sees the earliest years of her life and he sees her late childhood, 
when the other girls in her class all began to have their growth spurts and 
she lagged behind and how that made her a target for bullies so she 
learned to fight, and how the adrenaline rush that the fighting gave her 
made her want to fight more and more, and how disappointed her 
parents would look when they were called up to the school yet again 
after she'd blacked another eye or knocked loose another baby tooth 
from one of the children who tried to intimidate this small, light-brown-
skinned little girl with wild curls of hair and fierce eyes.

And he sees how nobody, not her parents and not the guidance officer 
and not the expensive child psychiatrist with colourful building blocks 
and anatomically correct cloth dolls on the shelves in his office beside the 
picture books, not a single one of them could understand the 
thrillseeking that Lily seemed to have an addiction to. The acting out was 
inexplicable, they all said. She's a bright little girl, but she's not bored 
with her lessons, because she's in a gifted program. She's from a good and 
solid home. She had some problems with teasing for a while, because 
she's small, but no moreso than other children deal with regularly.

For a little while they thought it might be racism, and Lily laughed 
outright at them for that, because that was something that she'd dodged, 
her genes had managed to cheat that whole fucked up system. She was 
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mixed ethnicity but didn't look it, her skin no darker than a deep tan and 
her curls gone sun-blonde from the games she'd play at every moment 
she could, t-ball and soccer and football and sprinting and anything else 
that being short didn't matter for.

After an especially bad fight -- two black eyes and three teeth lost on 
the boy she was up against, and none of the teeth had been baby ones -- 
Lily spent three weeks in a juvenile detention facility, in the hopes that 
seeing real problem children would scare her straight. Instead, it 
introduced her to Anna, who ended up as her best female friend right up 
until the day Lily died. Anna was too tough for anyone to mess with, and 
through the memory-eyes of Lily's childish first impression it's easy to 
see why Lily loved her, this vicious little girl with her perfect little teeth 
bared in a threatening frown at the counselors, her eyes dancing with 
laughter as she and Lily whispered and giggled together in the dormitory 
after lights out.

And Timothy sees the children's ward after a fall from a horse, how Lily 
hated the pain because pain meant vulnerability but even worse than the 
pain was the fear, was the future stripped bare of all the opportunities 
sport had offered her, and how she didn't care if her brain was a good 
brain or any of the other options she still had for a future because sport 
had been the one she wanted, the one she chose, and now it was 
wrenched away from her and made her feel smaller than she'd ever felt.

And then there was Anna, suggesting that they start a band because 
Anna hated seeing Lily lost, and then the band brought Will to them, and 
maybe, Lily's mind says to Timothy, just maybe losing sport was worth it 
for gaining Will.

But underneath all that, under the quicksilver flashes and images and 
moments and scents and tastes and smells and temperatures and songs, 
under the sprawling incomprehensibility of the collage of memory, are 
the truths of who Lily is. There's her love for Will, and deep affection for 
her friends, and the bittersweet pang she feels when she thinks of Anna, 
and the strange protective ferocity which Rose has ignited in her and 
which Lily doesn't have a name for. There's longing for blood, and hatred 
of the dark, and nightmares, and anger, and passion, and sharp shining 
intelligence. Mostly, though, there's love, defining and shaping and 
shading the vibrant self that lives inside the being known as Lily Green.
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Timothy knows, in a way he's never truly known it before, that who 
someone is -- whether they call it a personality, or a soul, or a 
consciousness, or something else entirely -- contains much that is 
separate from memory. Experiences shape, but rarely define. Lily would 
still be intrinsically Lily, give or take a neurosis or two, even if she woke 
up with a complete blank where her memories should be.

Shaking himself out of his daze, Timothy gives them both the best 
approximation of a winning smile that he can muster. "You're fine," he 
promises Lily. "I can teach you. But I should go for now."

Without waiting for a response, he leaves the warehouse, striding back 
through his city's streets and suburbs and tall, dark buildings. He's on his 
way up the stairs to the top floor when he notices the door to one of the 
soundproof rooms on the studio floor ajar, the sounds of a compilation 
CD threading mutedly through the air.

Bette's sitting on a beanbag beside the large dubbing system, which is 
currently copying the CD to a second disc as the songs play. "Making one 
for Ash," Bette explains, looking up from the book she's reading as 
Timothy leans against the doorframe. There's a stack of several more 
books on the floor beside her, hefty texts on management practises in the 
entertainment industry and how-to guides on hospitality business. "I'm 
doing some homework for when I open the nightclub," she goes on as 
her eyes narrow and she looks more closely at his face. "My dear sir, that 
is one badass shiner you've got there."

"Have you done all your real homework yet?" Timothy asks, as if there's 
any question as to what her answer will be. Bette grins cheekily, the 
childlike expression turned strange by the gleam of her fangs.

"Nah," she confesses. "Alexander's probably gonna skin me alive for it, 
one of these days. Between your black eye and my lousy attitude to 
school, I guess we're both more trouble than we're worth, huh?"

Timothy smiles back at her, and shakes his head.

"No," he says. "We're not."
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BOOK FOUR: 
FIRE PROOF HEART

Hey Nat and Erinna, your faith in this story kept me writing 
at times  when I would have given up. 

So this book is for you,  and so are my thanks.  
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BLAKE 

"I'm going to die." 

Blake glances over with mild interest as Jay's dire prediction proves 
true, the flat wide screen of the television exploding with vivid gore as 
the hero meets yet another violent end. Jay pauses the game, makes a 
tally-mark on the notepad beside him, and resumes playing. 

"Does this study you're doing for school include incidents of la petite  
mort, the little death?" 

Jay doesn't bother to look at Blake as he answers. "The shining wit 
which once enchanted Oscar Wilde is now making the same sex jokes 
that all the fifteen-year-olds in my psychology class already made when 
we were given the assignment. I hope you're as ashamed of that as I am."

It's four-thirty in the morning, and Jay is already dressed in the blazer 
and slacks he'll wear to school once daylight hits. Blake, watching from 
against a bank of pillows on the bed, is still in the light wool charcoal suit 
worn to the interminable police function he'd attended earlier in the 
night. Someone had been graduating, or possibly retiring. There had been 
matronly women and portly men looking proud and tearful, at any rate.

Blake loves fat bodies, the voluptuary and the rolls of lush flesh of them, 
but the creaking constriction of the too-tight garter garments most large 
people wear in order to appear smaller is something he can do well 
without. One should treat a body, Blake feels, in the same fashion that 
one might treat an especially exquisite velvet coat: a care bordering on 
reverence, not by crushing it into a too-small container and ruining the 
natural fall of the lines.

Hm. The analogy perhaps needs work. Blake's metaphors are often a 
little convoluted when he first thinks of them.

Jay is far from voluptuous, his body the spare near-starved angles of a 
teenage boy who is burning fuel faster than he can consume it, but Blake 
likes Jay's body anyway. There is the ghost of a yellowing bruise along 
Jay's sharp jawline, the sole lingering remainder of the battered state he 
had appeared in a week earlier when his sluggish feet had dragged him up 
the stairs to Blake's rooms shortly after midnight. 
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The rest of his injuries are healed, even the broken finger, thanks to 
liberal doses of Blake's blood, but that sepia shadow is proving tenacious.

"I'm gonna head off. Crash in the darkroom for a couple of hours sleep 
before classes start," Jay says, switching off the television and standing, 
yawning as he does so. They'd slept a little at dusk, as they often did, but 
apart from that Jay has had no rest at all; while Blake endured speeches 
and unattractive corsetry (two words which, by rights, should remain 
mutually exclusive) Jay had gone with Bette to her Chinese lesson.

"Or you could sleep here," Blake points out. "What with this being a 
bedroom, with a bed, and the darkroom at your school being, 
presumably, not a bedroom of any sort."

Jay shakes his head. "If I sleep here, I'll never get to school at all. And 
the darkroom's not really anything any more, since the photography 
classes use digital cameras and photoshop now. Kids crash in there all the 
time."

Blake sighs, stretching luxuriously atop the Egyptian cotton comforter 
on the bed. "In my day, no concubine worth having would have 
abandoned their vampire master to an empty tomb before the sun rose."

Jay snorts in a most unromantic fashion, resting his hands on his hips as 
he looks down at Blake. "Oh, please, you were born in the 1820s; you've 
never had a concubine. Or a tomb, for that matter. The darkroom is way 
more like a tomb than this." He gestures to the brightly-lit, tastefully 
decorated (Blake had overseen the interior designers himself) bedroom 
surrounding them. "That's something I love about being here at the 
townhouse. All the light and colour. It always makes me feel... better."

Blake frowns slightly, disliking the implicit suggestion that Jay otherwise 
feels less than good. Then he gives the boy his most charming smile. "I 
solemnly swear I will wake you up in time for school."

"Liar. You sleep like -"

"The dead?"

"A log," Jay retorts, mouth twisted in a wry smirk.

"Set that horrible alarm on your phone, then. I suspect you'd rise from 
the grave itself if that contraption summoned you."

Jay rolls his eyes -- a gesture so often repeated in their conversations 
that Blake sometimes fears for the boy's ocular health -- and pulls the 
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phone from his pocket, pressing a few keys and then resting it on the 
shelf beside the bed. "All right, but I'm sleeping in my uniform, so I don't 
get too comfortable."

Blake's smile widens to a grin. "Capital. I'll remain dressed as I am as 
well, then. There's something delightfully debauched about awakening in 
the rumpled clothing of the night before, I find."

Rolling his eyes again, Jay flops onto the bed beside Blake, resting his 
forehead in its usual position against the crook of Blake's neck. Blake 
finds their typical arrangement of limbs rather wonderful; it makes him 
feel as if Jay is curled in against him for protection, and yet leaves Blake's 
own throat utterly vulnerable to Jay's soft mouth. There's a wordless 
poetry to that give-and-take of power, even if Jay is human -- human 
teeth, after all, are still capable of terrible violence, and Jay's mouth is 
currently home to one broken-edged incisor of particular wickedness, 
the point wearing a raw spot on the inside of Jay's lip and making every 
kiss between them laced with the faint taste of blood.

Which is, of course, not something Blake would ever complain of, per 
se. But the sight of that chipped fang-tooth in Jay's mouth is too much a 
reminder of the beating the boy has so recently suffered; of the human 
vulnerability and breakability of him. Jason dislikes dentists, and has not 
yet allowed Blake to make an appointment for him, but Blake has far 
from given up.

As Jay's breathing quietens and evens out into the rhythms of sleep, 
Blake's thoughts stray back to the evening a week earlier, to the fear and 
fury he'd felt at seeing Jay's injured state.

"I was out at Scrimshaw," Jay had explained as Blake had wrapped and 
splinted his swollen, wrong-angled index finger. His voice was thick 
behind his split lip, the thin skin cut deep by the razor-edge of his 
chipped canine. "And we were just, you know, goofing off. Michelle was 
complaining about how everyone thinks it's normal for guys to think two 
girls making out is sexy, but girls who think guys making out get called 
freaks. And Tommy said okay, that's a fair deal, if you kiss Ash then I'll kiss 
Jay."

Blake had quirked one teasing eyebrow, and in other circumstances may 
have made an offhand remark regarding his own proprietary rights to any 
and all kisses of Jay's, but as the poor boy was clearly in substantial pain 
Blake remained quiet and let him speak.
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"So the girls kissed, so then Tommy and I did, whatever, and then we 
just kept hanging out for another hour or something after that, and didn't 
even think about it being any kind of big deal. But then when we left, Ash 
and Michelle got a cab back to Ash's place, and these three guys were... 
they'd been waiting for me and Tommy to be on our own, I guess. 
Tommy's okay, he just got a black eye, I think. They were mostly going 
for me, because I'm shorter I guess. Maybe they could just tell that I was 
for-real queer, not just making out as a show for his girlfriend like 
Tommy."

Blake pressed a neat square of gauze dressing over the scrape down Jay's 
forearm. "I'm going to kill them," he told Jay. "Painfully."

Jay gave a weary laugh, his face mottled colourful with sore-looking 
bruise-blotches. "Okay. Yeah, okay."

It had occurred to Blake later that night, as he twisted an arm of one of 
the three thugs free from its socket, that it was possible that Jay had 
thought Blake's announcement had been a request for permission, and 
that Jay's "okay" had been in response to that presumed request. Blake 
was charmed that Jay would offer such a prompt endorsement of 
bloodshed in his honor -- it showed a healthy self-respect in the boy -- 
but felt puzzled that Jay could entertain the notion that Blake would ever 
feel compelled to seek someone else's permission for anything.

Which isn't to say that Blake has no sense of responsibility beyond his 
own desires; it was simply that, in this case, Blake's sense of responsibility 
had dovetailed neatly with his equally healthy sense of possessiveness.

 He felt it was the responsible action of one of Scrimshaw's major 
shareholders to clamp down on any threat to the club's patrons, and the 
possibility of violence certainly fell under this category. Eliminating the 
three bullies had been a public service to the club's customers.

But far more importantly, the snarling thing of fangs and claws which 
Blake knew himself to be had not taken kindly Jay being damaged.

~

Sometimes humans -- and those vampires who playact at holding the 
same ethical stances as humans, like a petulant child who would rather 
swelter in a favourite coat than admit that summer has arrived at it is 
time to put away winter garments -- misconstrue Blake's opinions as 
moral stances. When he tells them that he dislikes homophobes, they take 
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this to mean that he is opposed to homophobia. And while it's true that 
he thinks that this particular form of prejudice is meaningless, stupid, 
and arbitrary, it's also true that Blake feels that the very fabric of the 
universe itself is meaningless, stupid, and arbitrary. To fault a creature of 
random coincidence for behaving randomly seems pointless to him.

But nevertheless, Blake dislikes homophobes. Their clothing decisions 
are almost invariably tacky, and they have a tendency to make life difficult 
for people Blake is rather fond of. Blake likes killing homophobes.

Another personal preference which the insufferably kindhearted 
interpret to be virtue on Blake's part is his refusal to attack or kill 
streetwalking prostitutes. He doesn't do this out of any gallantry; it's 
Blake's experience that sex workers are just as autonomous and cognizant 
as those in any other profession, and far be it from him to treat them like 
abused animals in need of careful treatment. In past years he's known a 
few harlots well enough to call them friends, and all of them would have 
bristled at being looked at with high-minded pity, no matter how well-
meaning that pity might have been.

No, Blake refuses to kill hookers because -- as well as being pedestrian, 
and rather tawdry -- killing hookers is something that society 
understands as a crime. When streetwalkers go missing, or are found 
dead, it's easy for bystanders and police and the media to comprehend 
that someone has attacked the victim. And while Blake knows that the 
police force is just another beaureaucratic institution whose rules can be 
circumvented with judicious application of funds, there's no reason to get 
tangled up in such complications in the first place.

This is one of the simplest tenets of vampire life, and the fact that it is so 
rarely known is a puzzle to Blake: almost everybody perceives reality in a 
way which confirms the hypothesis they've already made about it. 
Prostitutes get murdered; people already know that's how the world 
works. Murders have culprits, which means that sufficient investigation 
will uncover a culprit, and so when a prostitute is killed by a vampire it 
often eventually leads to all sorts of bribery being necessary before the 
police will go away and leave the vampire alone. Blake can do well 
without all that needless fuss, thank you very much. None of the 
vampires in his gang would do something so dull-witted and dreary as 
murder a streetwalker, and that's got nothing to do with any human 
concept of chivalry.
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When, by contrast, a wealthy college frat boy is found bloated and 
green in the lake a week after vanishing, his money still in his pockets and 
his expensive watch still clinging to his putrid wrist, murder just doesn't 
make any sense as an explanation. He must have drowned, people say. 
Too much to drink and fell in. Reality continues on its neat, 
predetermined course. Blake finds the whole thing rather wonderful.

There are, it must be confessed, two vampires whose infantile refusal to 
act like vampires Blake is pleased about. Lily and Will were vampire 
hunters before they were turned, a fact which should, by rights, make 
them more flexible in their modes of thought than the general 
population. Most minds cannot deal with being derailed from normalcy 
by the notion that vampires are real, and so simply ignore all evidence 
proving this. Anyone capable of making the perceptive leap to accepting 
vampires would, one would think, have no trouble at all making the 
comparatively minor shift in thought required to embrace their new 
lifestyle as one of the undead.

And yet Lily and Will, bless them, cling as tenaciously as a child with a 
security blanket to their ideas of good and bad. In fact, it feels almost lazy 
to employ metaphors to describe them, when some of the metaphors fall 
so close to the truth. 

For instance, Blake has it on good authority that there have been 
evenings when one or the other of them has stayed too late at Rose's 
home, and has been forced to spend the daylight hours sleeping in the 
closet. In the closet! Any similes Blake could construct regarding the 
denial of one's true nature pale in comparison to that truth.

Will and Lily are in the closet and oh, Blake finds their breathless 
repression so delicious. The whole drama will probably have a dreadfully 
messy end -- to begin with, Lily and Will occasionally swear some sort of 
tiresome revenge on Blake and his gang (something which Blake suspects 
happens more often at the times when Lily and Will can't find anything 
good on television) -- but Blake has never let the threat of future misery 
deter him from a present pleasure. He loves their scowls and glares, their 
accusations that he is evil and that he must pay for killing them. Blake 
doesn't have the slightest belief in the concept of evil, and he knows that 
someday the two of them will see what a gift it is he's given them in 
turning them into vampires.
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Or perhaps they'll never see that. Blake doesn't really care. Either way, 
the adventure will be entertaining to the last, and that's all that matters. 
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ASH

In the five weeks since she died, Ash has been to school eight times, 
which means her attendance record looks pretty much the same as it did 
when she was alive. It's a bitch of a thing, attending classes in open-plan, 
many-windowed buildings when your body's typical reaction to sunshine 
is to break out in painful blisters and hives and then roast slowly, but Ash 
is doing okay. She got good at avoiding the brightest patches of campus 
during the last months before she got killed, because for most of that 
time she was enduring school while she was hung-over or coming down 
from a buzz.

She's not shy about calling in favors to get her through the day, either. 

"I need another batch of blood today. Same as last time should be fine." 

Alexander makes an irritated huffing sound on the other end of the 
phone line. "It's five in the morning. You couldn't have let me know about 
this any earlier?" 

"You're not going out there and harvesting it yourself," Ash snipes back. 
"I didn't realise you needed prep time before putting your credit card 
numbers into a website."

"Your parents give you credit cards of your own; I fail to see why I 
should foot the bill for these excursions of yours." Alexander sounds 
cranky and bored, but Ash can hear the faint hum of his laptop booting 
up in the background on his end, so she knows that he'll do as she's 
asked. "How long do you intend to take advantage of my better nature 
like this? Is this to be a permanent fixture of your routine, these 
thrillseeking trips into daylight life?"' 

"I don't know, Alex. How about I stop calling when my sister stops 
being dead. Does that count as a permanent fixture?" Ash asks nastily, 
rubbing another brand of sunblock into the skin of her forearms. The 
lotions don't do a huge amount of good, but there's no harm in putting 
them on anyway.

Alexander sighs. "All right, all right. The booking is made. Happy?" 

Ash makes a rude noise in the back of her throat. "That's a stupid 
question." 
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"Have a good day at school, Ashley," says Alexander, and while it's not 
exactly an apology -- Alexander isn't really an apology kind of guy -- it's 
well-meaning, and as close to kind as he ever sounds.

"Yeah, you have a good sleep," she replies with a sigh, ending the call 
and turning back to her reflection in her floor-length wardrobe mirror. 

A few nights after Ash became a vampire, her hair went white. The 
others told her that it happens sometimes. She wasn't really all that 
bothered; she'd never felt especially attached to her natural red shade or 
anything. Jenna had always been sort of defined by her hair, loving the 
glossy golden weight of it around her face, the way it made her into some 
cartoon cliche of America's sweetheart and a sexkitten slutbomb all at 
once just by being blonde. But Jenna's dead now, and there's only Ash 
left, and Ash doesn't care about her hair like Jenna did.

Ash has dyed the stark white into a kind of crazy anime blue, which 
clashes with her white-blue skin tone but whatever, like she gives a shit if 
she looks like a pretty corpse or not. Her school uniform hangs baggy off 
her shoulders, because she lost a lot of weight before she died and now 
can't gain it back, and the general effect of her hair and her skin and her 
skinniness and her ill-fitting clothes is one of vaguely pathetic invisibility, 
which is exactly what she was shooting for. 

Jenna never would have been able to get away with skulking around the 
school as a dead girl walking. Jenna was the centre of attention wherever 
she went, and in her shadow Ash never had to worry about the glare of 
the limelight.

~

The sun's still not properly up when Ash arrives on-campus, stashing 
her bike in the special low-built lockers behind the gym for cyclists to 
keep their stuff in. The school had the lockers built to encourage students 
to be more environmentally conscious in their transport choices, but it's 
a rare day when there are more than four or five bikes stowed in there.

She heads directly to the photography darkroom, just to make sure that 
the delivery went off without a problem. She knows there's almost no 
chance that anything went wrong; long, long before she was a vampire, 
Ash already knew that money, if there's enough of it, makes everything 
go smoothly, and Alexander's got far more money than even Ash's parents 
dream of.
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The cooler bag is there, like she expected it would be, the neat little 
medical packets of blood stacked inside, everything perfectly arranged. 
Ash puts the slightly smelly sleeping bag she keeps in the darkroom as 
camouflage over the bag, and then leaves the dark room again, heading to 
her first class long before the bell so she can choose the desk that seems 
most shadowed.

It's way, way above and beyond masochistic to attend school, even 
infrequently, as a vampire. Alexander is always telling Ash that it's just not 
done. Ever. Vampires don't have day jobs, they don't get hobbies that 
require them to be awake when the sun's up, and they don't stay enrolled 
in the prep school they barely used to show up for when they were alive 
anyway. End of story. 

Like Bette. Bette's basically the same age as Ash, just a little older, but 
when Bette died she pretty much stopped being a teenager right away. 
She still gets lessons and homework and stuff from Alexander (one of 
these days, Ash is going to have enough courage to suggest to Alexander 
that seriously, he just needs to accept the fact that he wishes he had a 
teenage daughter of his own, no matter how much he might try to hide it 
by complaining about having to look after them. Even with courage, 
though, she'll make the suggestion by telephone, from very far away) but 
lessons and homework aren't the same as school, exactly. Adults get 
general education diplomas and stuff all the time. 

Maybe it's because Bette lives with other vampires, instead of in the 
same house where she used to when she was alive. Or because she's 
killed a lot of people since then. Or... well, whatever the reason is, the 
basic truth is that even if Bette might not actually be any older than Ash, 
Bette has already acquired an agelessness to her, a particular edge to her 
manners and movements which suggests that she's not actually the kid 
her appearance makes her look like.

They might both be newly-born vampires from the same zip code and 
the same school, but Ash and Bette are otherwise in different realities. 
Blake and Timothy and Alexander bought Scrimshaw for Bette to run -- it 
wasn't called Scrimshaw then, of course; Bette chose that name herself -- 
and so she's there most nights, overseeing her trendy-but-fun little 
nightclub, then going home at dawn to her townhouse full of other 
vampires to sleep the day away in luxury.
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On the other hand, there's Ash, who could have had all that -- still 
could, because Alexander and the others are constantly trying to 
persuade her to stay with them and let them look after her, like they do 
Bette -- but is obviously even crazier and stupider now that she's dead 
than she ever was alive, because she's trying to carry on with her routine 
as if nothing's changed. 

Her mom and dad have already lost Jenna this year, and Ash is absolutely 
not going to make them go through that a second time.

In the past, her role in the family was that of the fuck-up daughter, the 
boring one, always the spare and never the heir. But that's okay, because it 
means that there's less for her to keep up with, now that keeping up with 
everything is so, so, so much harder than it used to be. For instance, back 
in the old days it never used to matter if Ash's history teacher acted like a 
nasty bitch and picked on Ash in class. That was just one of those things 
that happened in life. But now Ash's emotions are hair-trigger fine, ready 
to blow up huge at the slightest provocation. And now when Ash gets 
angry, she gets hungry. Not just mildly peckish, but a deep gnawing space 
inside her that seems to grow larger and larger, wilder and wilder, with 
every second that ticks by.

By the end of the class, she's ravenous, and has already taken two steps 
towards the teacher's desk when Tommy grabs her arm and steers her in 
the direction of the doorway instead. Gripping her thin wrist with his 
own bony hand, he marches them through the corridors towards the 
darkroom, but Ash knows in every parched vein and tiny branching vessel 
of her body that she can't last that long; she's going to fucking die if she 
tries. 

"Please, shit, oh fuck, Tommy please, I swear to god I won't take too 
much," she begs, trying to keep her voice quiet enough that the people 
around her don't hear as well but she doesn't really care about that either 
anymore, not when Tommy's long lean throat is so fucking close and she 
could shove him up against a row of lockers and bite down and drink, 
tear his skin open and wet and red and just swallow and swallow, his body 
jerking and spasming against hers as he died.

Because Ash knows her promises are lies. If she starts, she won't be able 
to stop after just a bit. She'll tear him apart. Ash doesn't get to be some 
suave, seductive vampire taking sexy sips from humans in the dark 
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recesses of Scrimshaw late at night like the others. She's a monster from 
one of her own nightmares, mindless and slavering and terrible. 

And Tommy knows that, just like he knows that if she really wanted to 
there'd be no way for him to stop her from pinning him to the lockers or 
the floor and ripping him apart. He knows that and yet he's still here, 
holding her steady as he works the tricky latch on the darkroom and 
opens the door. Ash is so fucking grateful for her friends. 

The blood from the bag is room-temperature in her mouth but she 
doesn't care, it could be congealed and cold and horrible right now and it 
would still be so fucking good. Ash can't help the little groan of pleasure 
that rumbles in her throat as she drinks, and Tommy coughs awkwardly, 
embarrassed, but Ash doesn't care about that, either. Anyway, she knows 
about heaps of completely mortifying stuff that turns him on, thanks to 
Michelle, and it's not like blood is a weird kink for a vampire to have. 
Comparatively, she's probably the most vanilla of her friends by a mile, 
which is amusing but not unexpected. She'd be surprised if ordinary, 
non-weird people had vampires as their friends.

Ash wishes she was a normal vampire. Maybe she'd care less about her 
stupid parents if she was a normal vampire; Bette stays in touch with her 
mom but lies to her all the time about where she is and what she's doing. 
Maybe Ash would be able to spin a crazy lie about a scholarship to some 
far-off school like Bette can, if Ash was normal. Ash could drink from 
people, instead of from bags like a kid with a juice box, if she was 
normal. But she's not, she was tortured to death and sent halfway to 
crazy in the process, and her body under her baggy school uniform is a 
puzzle of scar-lines from it. Which is more than shitty enough just in and 
of itself, but what makes it a thousand times worse is that Ash can't even 
fucking remember any of it. 

It's not like the memories are missing; she doesn't have a gap of lost 
time in there or anything. It's more like her brain put police tape up 
around the edges of that part of her life, and won't let her get near 
enough to see anything clearly. Everything that happened is there, she 
just won't let herself think about it.

Timothy and Blake and Alexander tried to do hypnosis on her, to get 
her to regress back or whatever, like they do with people on talk shows 
and stuff. Timothy can influence people's minds, usually. But when they 
tried to put Ash into a light trance she went all violent and awful on 
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them, and when she'd woken up properly from it, it had been to find that 
they'd had to tie her down to keep her from hurting herself or anyone 
else. The monster is only ever the thinnest membrane of self-control 
away from taking her over completely, and so hypnosis was ruled by all 
involved to be out of the question.

Ash can imagine exactly what Jenna would say about all of this. It'd be 
just like it used to be, when the two of them would sit on Jenna's bed in 
the late afternoon, when the sunlight was turning red-gold outside the 
picture window in Jenna's room, and they were waiting for the uppers to 
kick in before they went out in search of whatever the best party of the 
night was.

Jenna would stretch her slim tanned arms above her head, catlike, and 
laugh a lazy laugh. "Trust you to be the screw-loose vampire that even 
the other vampires can't handle," she'd've teased, smirking as she 
prodded Ash's leg with one pedicured toe.

Ash swallows the last dregs of blood out of the bag and throws it aside, 
blinking hard as she forces herself to stop thinking about Jenna.

~

After History is Geometry and Architecture, which is Ash's favourite 
and least favourite class all at once. Favourite, because it's the sole subject 
where being a vampire has made things easier, not more difficult: 
drawing out orthographic projections with a 2H lead pencil and some 
graph paper is as easy as breathing with her senses sharpened and her 
reflexes needle-fine. She's getting aces for every assignment, and Mr 
Flannerty has told her that she should seriously consider becoming a 
graphic designer when she grows up. That put her on cloud nine for 
about twenty minutes, until she remembered that she's never going to 
grow up in the way he meant it. Even if she becomes a graphic designer 
someday, she won't get there through the normal route and she won't get 
to enjoy it like a living person would.

Still, despite the occasional reminders that her life is crappy and 
technically not a life at all, because she's dead, Ash still loves Geometry 
and Architecture. What makes it her least favourite class is that it's in one 
of the sunniest rooms of the school, and no matter how careful she is 
with sunblocks and long-sleeved shirts (which she'd have to wear anyway; 
her scars are way too hardcore to let anybody see. If the teachers caught 
sight of even the least of them, she'd be in a world of concerned faces and 
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possible police statement-giving, and at some point a doctor would 
probably try to examine her and then the other vampires would really 
flip their ship at her) and all the other protective precautions she uses to 
survive the school day, Ash always walks away from Geometry and 
Architecture in pain, her skin blistering under the cotton of her clothes 
and her face aching under the foundation she has to wear to cover the red 
patches which bloom up and sting.

Jay shows up in third period, which Ash and Michelle have off and 
which Tommy skips Math for. The four of them hang in the darkroom, 
which Ash thinks is completely sweet of them. With the low red 
developing light on and another bag of blood in her hand, the soreness of 
the sunburn fades and heals quickly as she chatters with her friends. 

"I can't believe I got here earlier than you," Ash grumbles at Jay. "I'm 
not even alive and I'm better at getting to school than you." 

Jay shrugs. "I set my alarm to wake me. I must have kept hitting snooze 
without really being conscious. Like sleepwalkers." 

"Sleepwalkers that are too lazy to walk anywhere, maybe," she replies, 
opening another bag of blood. Even in the dim tinted lighting, she can see 
the fresh puncture wounds peeking over the edge of his uniform collar. 
Ash will probably never be able to do with anybody what Blake does with 
Jay: sleep beside him, take small sips of his blood when they're intimate.

Ash cares, kind of, because she's lonely all the time and it would be nice 
not to feel like that, but at the same time she doesn't care, not really. 
Ever since Ash died she's had absolutely zero sex drive, which is funny 
because just after Jenna's death Ash felt horny all the time, which was 
kind of gross and creepy and weird but sort of made a strange kind of 
sense as well, like her body was suddenly, urgently trying to be as alive as 
it could be, trying to remind her that she was still breathing. She doesn't 
really breathe anymore. Not like people do. Only to talk. And she never 
feels horny, ever, so it's hard to miss sex.

Maybe vampires are meant to be halfway-insane and so bloodthirsty 
they can't feed off a human without causing a massacre. Maybe Ash is the 
one who's built like they're supposed to be, and it's all the rest who are 
broken and wrong. That's why they still have sex and she doesn't; their 
wrong-turned bodies still have old drives from old lives, while her body 
seems to have forgotten what it was to be a person completely. 
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Which is ironic, in a sick fucked-up way, because her brain seems like it 
remembers being a person better than most vampire brains do. She's 
clinging onto her old life much more tenaciously than any other vampire 
she's ever heard of, even the ones who stayed as vampire hunters after 
they died.

In their fourth period English class, Michelle and Tommy have an epic 
fight via the instant messenger function on their phones, sitting on 
opposite sides of the room, and they break up, so Jay eats lunch with 
Tommy out in the thin cold sunshine of the quad and Michelle and Ash 
spend the break sitting back in the darkroom. Sometimes Ash feels 
weirdly sorry for the faint chemical scents still hanging in the still air of 
the darkroom. Evolution left them behind to fade into the wind, shut up 
and forgotten.
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BLAKE 

After Jay finally leaves for school, making a mad dash as if he isn't 
already irrevocably late, Blake attempts to fall back to sleep and finds that 
he can't. He listens to the calm, muted tick of his clock for a few hours, 
enjoying the suspended timelessness of the daylight hours and the sense 
of calm that brings: he cannot go anywhere, and so must rest whether he 
wants to or not. It's a liberating feeling, and one of the many small 
pleasures Blake takes care to savor in his life.

Eventually growing bored of such intense idleness, Blake gets out of bed 
and leaves his room, going into the darkened main parlor of the top level 
of his townhouse. The blackout curtains are drawn tightly closed, the 
space illuminated only by the lit lamps and sconces. Timothy's cat, Bikini 
Kill, is sleeping on the leather ottoman they acquired at some point and 
have never bothered to rid themselves of. It has always struck Blake as a 
markedly uncomfortable piece of furniture, but Bikini Kill seems 
perfectly at peace on it, stretching out as long as her spine will allow her 
and making a demanding mewl for attention when she hears him 
approach.

Blake scoops the cat up into his hands, ignoring her half-hearted 
protests against being moved, and settles into an armchair with her on his 
lap. She purrs approvingly as he scratches behind her ears. Blake has 
always liked Bikini Kill, since he first chose her out of her litter in the 
pet-store window. He likes her enough that he sometimes buys live mice 
and lets her play with them, but Blake only does this if he's at least fairly 
sure that Jay won't see. Jay labors under the misapprehension that, just 
because she is fluffy and small and adorable, Bikini Kill doesn't have the 
same vicious, cruel streak common to all cats. He says Blake's being 
ridiculous when Blake points out, quite rightly, that the fluffy, small, 
adorable pet that they're all fond of would cheerfully disembowel them 
all if she were large enough or they were minuscule enough for her 
attack to be viable.

After Jay left for school, Blake changed into sleeping clothes, which 
means that Bikini Kill's constantly shedding tabby-gray fur now has 
fashionable matte black raw silk to cling to. Blake feels that he doesn't get 
nearly enough credit for the sartorial sacrifices he makes in the name of 
affection. It's truly saint-like of him, really.
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"I can't decide who looks more self-satisfied, you or the cat," Alexander 
remarks, leaning against the doorframe leading through to his room. He's 
dressed in a pair of immaculate dark blue jersey sleep pants and an 
extremely well-worn Team Dresch t-shirt. Blake is sure the t-shirt is 
Timothy's, as Alexander has never shown any particular inclination 
towards queercore punk music, and even less inclination towards frayed 
or faded clothing. 

"I was just thinking to myself how good it is of me, to let the cat sit on 
my lap when I'm wearing dark silk," Blake explains as Alexander sits in 
the opposite armchair.

Alexander quirks an eyebrow, looking amused. "Yes, it's truly saint-like 
of you," he says in a dry voice.

Blake beams. "That's what I thought, exactly, yes."

Alexander's own smile turns serious. "Restless again?"

Blake ignores the question in favor of paying especial attention to Bikini 
Kill. Alexander narrows his eyes, disapproval evident on his patrician 
Chinese features. "You know, the common phrase 'I'll sleep when I'm 
dead' is actually rather good advice, Blake." 

"Have I made any lapses in judgement? No. So it's not anything to 
concern yourself about," Blake snaps. "We're doing very well. This past 
year's been the most profitable since -" He cuts himself off before the 
words 'since Timothy was almost lost' can escape his mouth. That's not a 
memory any of them like to bring up. "... it's the most profitable in 
decades," he finishes lamely.

The irritation on Alexander's face is halfway between amused 
exasperation and attempted homicide. "I'm not saying that as your 
second-in-command, you ludicrous half-wit. I'm saying it as your friend. 
Of course your leadership is good; I've never seen it otherwise, and I've 
seen you under far worse conditions than a little mild sleeplessness." 

Blake sighs, his shoulders slumping a little. "I know. I'm sorry." 

"Now I know for certain something is wrong, if you're apologizing for 
your behavior." Alexander's habitual smirk settles his face into its usual 
expression. "Is it because of what happened to Jay? I thought you said you 
killed all of those that were responsible already. I'm sure word will get 
around, as it always manages to, and he won't have any trouble again." 
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"It's not the thought of another, similar attack which concerns me," 
confesses Blake, trying to articulate the amorphous, nameless worry 
which has been coalescing behind his breastbone over the past few nights 
and days. "Nothing so specific. It's that he's... he has a spirit made of pure 
steel, and that makes it easy to forget how fragile he is. I've taken apart so 
many bodies over the years, you'd think I'd know that much about them 
for certain. And yet his body, which I know so well... I forgot that simply 
wanting it to be invincible doesn't mean that it is." Blake stills both his 
hands on Bikini Kill's fur, hoping that Alexander won't notice the tremble 
in Blake's fingertips and palms.

"You love him," Alexander surmises simply, not sounding the least 
surprised by the revelation. "It's not just another of your little intrigues, 
like Lily and Will, or Cora." 

"That's all it was, when it began," Blake counters. "I found his 
superciliousness and sarcasm highly entertaining, and his blood was very 
sweet. That's all it was, and then... I'm no better than the brooding 
immortal from some bodice-ripper, am I? Falling in love with a pretty 
young human."

"I pray no author is ever demented enough to create a romantic hero 
quite like you," replies Alexander, smirk curving up into a sharp half-
smile for a moment. "But what can you do, really, apart from wallow in 
worrying like you seem determined to? You can't shut him up in a box of 
cotton wool so the world can't hurt him." The advice sounds as if it's 
born from deep experience, which Blake has no doubt is exactly the case. 
When they nearly lost Timothy, had to rebuild their lives with a 
companion whose memories of his entire vampire life were gone 
completely, Alexander had just picked himself up from the depths of 
defeat and started again. It had been inspiring, if a little heart-rending, to 
observe.

"Yes, a cotton wool box is certainly not an option," Blake agrees. 
"Considering I'm yet to successfully persuade him to even go to the 
dentist and have his broken incisor capped. Jay values his autonomy above 
all other comforts." 

"Hm." Alexander appears to be deep in thought for a long moment, 
before apparently reaching some kind of internal consensus with himself. 
"You could always suggest the other way to remedy his broken tooth, you 
know. If he prizes control over his life as much as you say, he'd probably 
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prefer to be asked for his opinion, rather than for you to do your usual 
trick of turning someone first and courting them after the fact. Which, 
might I add, has an astonishingly poor success rate as a seduction 
technique." 

Blake blinks in surprise. It's true, Jason's particular tooth injury had 
inevitably led Blake to thoughts of turning the boy -- human eye teeth fell 
out during the transformation, like a child's milk teeth, and were 
replaced with the slightly longer, sharper canines vampires used as their 
primary weapon -- but it had seemed like an impossible fancy. Quite 
aside from whether or not Jay would want to be turned, there was 
Blake's coterie as a whole to consider. They'd kept their numbers static 
over recent years, and the only reason Blake had felt comfortable turning 
Lily and Will was because he knew it would be years and years before 
they came under his wing properly, if they ever did at all.

Alexander, obviously guessing the direction of Blake's thoughts, shakes 
his head. "I know we haven't expanded the gang since... what happened 
to Tim. But it's like you said; this has been our strongest year yet, in a 
succession of strong years. Cautiousness has never been the most 
becoming emotion on you, and I think it's time to let yourself be the 
bold Blake I remember from before." 

Blake smiles a little at the friendly words, but doesn't feel convinced at 
all by the thread of Alexander's argument. "I don't know. There's Bette 
and Ash to consider, after all. How many fledglings is too many for one 
nest?"

Alexander waves a dismissive hand. "Ash, as she so firmly reminds me 
at every opportunity she gets, wants no part in our little family. And 
Bette is hardly a stumbling newborn these days. You'd think she'd been a 
vampire forever, to watch her at work. It's quite remarkable." 

"Mm," Blake agrees noncommittally. It's true that Bette seems for all 
the world to have grown into herself, becoming the capable and clever 
manager of a club and excelling in her studies. She's an efficient killer, a 
snappy dresser, and entertaining company. But Blake was the one she 
came to, the night she parted ways with Rose and broke two young 
girlish hearts in the process. Blake was the one who held her as she wept, 
curling against him like a far younger child, and as she sobbed he had 
been reminded so sharply of how Daisy had been at that age that his own 
heart had felt an old, stiff tug from one of its dustier strings.
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Blake knows that underneath her polish and her poise, Bette is nursing 
deep, aching wounds, ones that may never turn wholly to scars. Some 
losses, a vampire carries forever.

Will Jay become such a loss for Blake, someday? Will Blake watch his 
dear boy grow up, grow old, fade away to gray and death? Or will death, 
as Shakespeare once wondered, prove to be amorous, and take Jay while 
the boy is still young and lovely? Blake knows that he could bear such a 
loss, if he had to, just as Bette is bearing her own heartbreak now. But 
know that he could survive that psychic wrench, should he have to, is 
cold comfort indeed. 

Alexander makes a rather Jay-like noise of longsuffering irritation. 
"You're overthinking it, of course, just like you do with everything. Ask 
him. If he says yes, turn him. If he says no, decide from there what to do 
next." 

"You make it sound so easy," Blake remarks, his words a little more 
scathing than he means them to sound. Alexander remains unruffled by 
the barb.

"No, it's not easy. Of course not. But that doesn't mean that it isn't 
simple," he replies. Blake's got no response to that, and so they sit in 
silence together, Bikini Kill's rumbling purr the only sound in the room.

~

Jay doesn't often come to the townhouse directly after school; he and 
his friends have that uniquely teenaged need to be in one another's 
company for an apparently limitless amount of time each day. And when 
they're not together, they're talking on the phone, or messaging each 
other, or conversing via webcam or email. So much contact with such a 
small number of individuals strikes Blake as a particularly exhausting 
method of socializing, but it appears to be woven into the very fabric of 
Jay's being.

This afternoon proves to be one of those rare occasions when Jay isn't 
drafted into an afternoon of 'hanging out', however, and the sound of his 
footsteps on the stairs up to the third level rouse Blake out of the doze 
he'd managed to slip into in the armchair, the cat still curled on his lap. 
Most dogs cannot abide vampires without being substantially trained to 
do so, but cats naturally give vampires the same haughty disdain and 
demands for affection that they present humans. Upon hearing Jay's 
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arrival, however, Bikini Kill callously abandons her spot on Blake's lap 
and rushes over in greeting, tangling herself around Jay's ankles with a 
meow and a purr.

"How was school?" Blake asks, stretching his arms high over his head. 
He feels tired, not having had as much sleep as he might've done, but 
Jay's presence always invigorates him. It had taken several weeks of 
observing the phenomenon in himself before Blake realised that the 
reason for this was because Jay makes him happy, and consequently 
makes the exhaustion seem less important to his mood.

Were Blake a prouder, less self-assured sort of person, he might feel 
threatened by the fact that his feelings for the boy hold such sway over 
him. But Blake has never been afraid of emotions; he revels all the more 
when they have an intensity to them. He suspects this is the key reason 
why he's fallen for someone so young as Jay, because while Blake finds 
people across the whole spectrum of human ages beautiful and desirable, 
he cannot escape noticing the fact that no other age loves with the all-
encompassing, potentially destructive power that adolescents bring to 
romance.

"... I don't see why you bother asking me, if you're not going to listen 
to my answer," Jay is saying, shedding his blazer and tie and leaving the 
clothes in a haphazard heap over the arm of one of the long sofas. He 
starts to fiddle with his wristwatch, the clasp refusing to unbuckle easily.

"Sorry," Blake says, cheerfully sounding nothing of the sort. "I was 
bewitched by the sight of you."

Rather than dignifying Blake's flattery with a direct response, Jay comes 
over to where Blake sits, gesturing for help with the removal of his 
watch. "I was saying that Ash was there today. She seems to be doing 
better. Less crazy, I mean."

"Dear one, no type of vampire but the utterly insane would choose to 
attend school in the manner she does. She is quite irrefutably a lunatic," 
Blake replies, unhooking the stiff buckle on the band of Jay's watch. The 
movement presses the leather of the band down against the pulse of Jay's 
median antebrachial vein, where the faintest of scars from old bites are 
visible like whispers on the texture of his pale skin. Jay makes a muted, 
sharp inhalation at the touch, almost swaying on his feet, and Blake feels a 
wave of a sad sort of affection at the reaction. How can he think of 
ending this boy's life, turning Jay into a vampire, when Jay barely knows 
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what it is to be human yet, what range of desires might lurk in his 
subconsciousness? Blake was scarcely older than Jay at the time of his 
own death, really, and there have certainly been dark moments when 
Blake has wondered who he himself might have become if he had been 
left to live and thrive into true maturity without being halted so abruptly 
and so early.

Still, there's no reason to dwell on the past, or the future, at this 
particular moment in time. Blake very deliberately wraps forefinger and 
thumb around the thin circumference of Jay's wrist, squeezing gently at 
first and then growing more forceful. Jay's chin drops low, his breath 
going ragged at he stares down at Blake with dark eyes. Blake feels a slow, 
reptilian smile widening on his own mouth.

"It's rather grossly unfair to reprimand me for not paying attention, 
Jason, when you seem to be somewhat distractable yourself," Blake says, 
letting go of Jay's arm and standing up. Jay blinks, returning from 
whatever momentary haze he's been caught in, and looks Blake up and 
down.

"Did you get much sleep at all?"

Blake waves a dismissive hand in response to the question. "Enough. I'll 
feed a little extra tonight, it'll be fine."

"All right," Jay nods, accepting the solution. If there's one thing for 
which Blake can always be relied upon, it's a healthy appetite.

~

Alexander has been teaching Bette and Jay -- and Ash, on the rare 
occasions she can be persuaded to attend the lessons -- spoken and 
written Chinese. It isn't a personal cultural heritage which motivates 
Alexander's actions, since he was born in San Francisco and knew four or 
five other languages already by the time he came to his own study of 
Chinese beyond conversational use. It’s simply that Alexander has seen 
enough ebbs and flows in the communities of the world to know the 
signs of a culture about which it would soon be prudent to learn. China's 
on the up and up, in Alexander's estimation, and so it makes sense for 
them to forge what ties and strengths they can for that future.

"Their school's primary language class is Latin," Alexander says, disgust 
practically dripping like venom from his tone. "Latin, in this day and age! 
It's unconscionable."
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Blake's own long-ago education heavily favoured the classical and largely 
ignored the practical, so he feels a modicum of sympathy for the 
criticised curriculum. Still, he can see Alexander's point, and keeps 
meaning to do his own series of lessons in the language.

Tonight, however, he is otherwise occupied. A small, independent 
gallery is opening a new exhibition, and Blake intends to attend. He 
hasn't told any of the others of this plan, because there will be an 
incredibly tiresome hue and cry, and everyone will expend a lot of 
energy wringing their hands and being indecisive and troubled and 
furrowing their brows. Blake can do without any of that.

The reason that the destination he gives the town car's driver would 
cause so much sturm und drang among his compatriots is because the artist 
responsible for this new exhibition is Rose, sometime-sweetheart of 
Bette and twin sister to Jay's friend Tommy. Blake knows that Bette's 
decision to break off the pair's star-crossed dalliance carried in it the 
implicit demand that the rest of the vampires leave her alone, too, but 
Blake feels that to follow such an edict would be, well, boring. He very 
much likes meddling in the affairs of humans, and he rather likes Rose, 
and feels no impetus at all to stay away just because Bette made a 
dramatic exit from the girl's life.

The gallery is small, and rather poorly lit as galleries go, but Blake's eyes 
adjust easily enough. There's a small haphazard crowd wandering the 
space, glancing at the paintings now and then but mostly there to see and 
be seen by all the other people doing the same thing. Blake finds this 
somewhat tacky; there is a time and a place for such displays, and that 
time and place is surely better decorated and features some sort of 
catering, or at least an open bar.

The paintings, at least, prove to be worth the trip. Blake genuinely 
enjoys the artworks which Rose creates. There's a sophistication to her 
techniques when it comes to depicting anatomy and viscera; it reminds 
Blake of Frida Kahlo's autobiographic paintings, or Joel-Peter Witkin's 
silver gelatin photographs of cadavers. Rose sees the divinity of blood and 
the blood of divinity. 

The three paintings on the widest wall of the small space seem to be her 
most recent completions. They are a triptych, marked with a small hand-
written title card naming the series Epilogues. Each images is done in the 
illustration style of a particular era; Blake's offhand guess puts them in 
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Regency England, Civil War America, and late Victorian London. Three 
times in history, three portraits, each with the carefully drawn diagram of 
a heart in one corner, white edged with gold in such a way that the lines 
seem to glow, as if they were drawn in the air in static light. 

The subjects of the portraits are androgynes all, three smooth youthful 
faces infused with the reckless hope and determined steel which is 
common to both sexes on the cusp of adulthood. There's frustration in 
their eyes, in the wild tangles of hair which snake around their throats 
like eager nooses, in their pretty painted dresses which bind their painted 
flesh too tightly and leave seams threatening to burst and let free their 
pent-up energies.

Blake is not surprised to see stylistically incongruous memento mori icons 
in the lower corners of each panel. Rose's penchant for the gothic and 
the dramatic is something Blake has great appreciation for; the girl wears 
her despondence with flair and makes the dark seem romantic. The little 
skulls she has included in her pictures are yellowed and smooth, resting 
atop a little leather-bound book as if pillowed on velvet. The title of the 
book -- different in each panel -- is picked out on the spine in the same 
white-gold glow as the floating light-hearts. Sense and Sensibility, Little  
Women, A Little Princess.

Rose herself comes to stand beside him, arms crossed tightly over her 
white shirt and black waistcoat. The formal look is spoiled somewhat by 
an old and faded bloodstain on one knee of her jeans, and by dark mud 
splatters on the hems at her ankles. Her hair has grown a little since she 
and Bette parted ways and it falls, shifting shades of carmine and copper 
and jet, to just above her collar. Too much mascara has left her lashes 
almost alien in their darkness. Oh, little red, what big eyes you have... 

"Margaret, Jo, and Sara, yes?" Blake asks her, nodding at the three 
paintings. "All three of them wish that they had been born as boys, so 
that they might go out and fight and have adventures. They wish for 
swords. And then they all have to grow up and put aside their wishes at 
the close of their respective novels. These are portraits of their boyhoods' 
death at the hands of their womanhood." 

Rose nods, the hostility of her posture relaxing a fraction. Blake smiles. 
The temperaments of artists and teenagers are rife with charming 
contradictions: even a vampire will be tolerated, provided he properly 
appreciates the message of a painting.
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"I was never an Austen kid. Not my thing." She shrugs. "Not when we 
had to do the books for school, anyway. I wanted to read Borges and 
Lovecraft instead. But I always felt sorry for Margaret in movies when 
my mom would watch them, you know? She got a raw deal, stuck as a 
girl in a time when it seriously, seriously sucked to be a girl, even more 
than it does now, and nobody ever paid attention to her because her 
sisters are both such huge drama queens. I felt sorry for her, so I painted 
her." Rose smiles, almost, making a quiet half-laugh behind her closed 
lips. "Bette would've said this stuff was just my sneaky way of keeping up 
my fanfiction habit, I bet you. I used to do that all the time, make up 
stories about characters from movies and shows and comic books and 
stuff. She ragged on me all the time for it, but I was having tons of fun. 
Then she..." 

Rose's almost-smile fades quickly, leaving a distant, soft-lipped frown in 
its place. "Then it wasn't fun anymore, so I stopped. But because of the 
fanfiction, doing stuff like this --" she gestures to the triptych. "-- always 
feels kind of like cheating. Like I'm just stealing stories that already 
exist." 

"No." Blake shakes his head. "You're taking art which others crafted, 
breaking it upon the floor, and then creating your own collage from the 
pieces that remain. It's an act with more complexity than you credit 
yourself with, I promise you. Look up Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys. 
There's more in common here with that book than there is with the 
Edward Scissorhands sequel you wrote when you were thirteen. Oh yes, I 
know all about that."

Rose looks mortified for a moment, then bursts out laughing. Her laugh 
has developed a catch to it, a richness borne of sorrow which Blake finds 
he rather likes. Every knock and stumble which the world gives to the 
girl only serves to make her lovelier. It makes Blake think again of how 
enchanting Jay may yet become, if only he is given the opportunity to 
survive. 
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ASH

In the few memories Ash has of watching vampire movies or reading 
vampire books, back when she was alive, it seems like the vampires were 
always either up in the sky, transformed into bats and flying around, or 
down under the ground in their coffins, digging their way out with dirt-
covered hands hooked into claws and the ragged arms of a burial suit 
coming into view through the disturbed dirt of their graves. 

But the truth is that vampires, as far as Ash can tell, are happiest 
somewhere caught between these two extremes. Not floating up in the 
sky, untethered -- plus, they can't transform into bats, at least that she 
knows of -- and not down underground, either. And any unease that 
vampires may or may not feel around running water doesn't extend to 
Lake Michigan, even when there's wind making the surface of the water 
fret and tremble enough that Ash thinks it probably counts as running 
water just because it's so far from still. 

Sometimes, very late in the night, Ash likes to visit the lake. She used to 
when she was alive, as well, though never on her own -- Jenna used to go 
with her, the two of them in boots and jeans and jackets, the least 
glamorous clothes they owned. Only Ash ever got to see Jenna dressed 
like that.

She's not out at the shore tonight, though. After school was done for the 
day she slept a little, then pushed food around her plate while her parents 
talked about stuff Ash didn't care about, then got a lecture from her 
mother about how Jenna's death was hard for all of them but that didn't 
mean it was an excuse to let the anorexia win again, Ashley, the world 
might be a frightening place but remember what the doctors said, the 
way to take control wasn't by ignoring your body when it says it's hungry. 

That made Ash want to laugh at the bitter irony of it all, but instead she 
nodded and apologised and made herself an apple and grape smoothie. 
Apples and grapes are both on the list of foods Bette wrote out for Ash, 
the foods that don't make vampires feel super-sick. Sometimes Ash 
drinks hot tea, when she can't sleep from the gnawing in her gut, but this 
was the first time she'd tried anything else apart from blood. The 
smoothie was okay. It didn't stop her feeling hungry, or like she was 
halfway out of her mind, but it made her mom look relieved and that was 
good.
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She'd snuck out and gone into the city once they were asleep, and met 
her friends at Scrimshaw. There was a band onstage but they weren't that 
great, so Ash ignored them and watched the crowd instead. Vampires 
from all over the city had started coming, not just ones from Blake's gang 
and solo flyers like Ash, but ones from the other gangs as well. The club 
was getting a reputation as neutral ground, a place where all vampires 
and humans could go and be safe from each other. Neutral ground was 
apparently pretty rare, so Bette was kind of thrilled that her little place 
was shaping up that way.

Bette's mood hadn't been great this particular evening, though. Tommy 
and Jay and Michelle and some of their other friends were all heading out 
to see an art exhibition that Tommy's sister Rose was putting on, and so 
Bette was staying behind the bar and not talking to them and looking 
pissed off and hurt by turns. 

Ash had never been able to get a straight answer from anyone about 
what exactly had happened between Rose and Bette, except that it was 
obvious that Bette was still completely obsessed with Rose but wouldn't 
let herself go anywhere near her. Ash thought this was kind of stupid, 
because Rose was human and humans always died and how would Bette 
feel then, when the chance was gone?

When the others left, Ash didn't go with them like they'd expected her 
to. She went and talked to Bette and then when the band had finished 
their set and Bette had paid them and everything was running smooth as 
butter in the club, Ash and Bette climbed up onto the top of the building 
with a wine bottle full of blood and looked up at the sky, which is almost 
starless because of the ambient light of the city. 

"Did you know that if you put caustic stuff on a leech while it's drinking 
your blood, it vomits all the blood in its stomach back into your veins 
and you can get HIV?" Bette asks in an almost dreamy voice, quiet and a 
little sad and a little spacey. Ash giggles. 

"The 'you' here actually being neither of us, since we can't get HIV," she 
replies. "Also, you're so gross, that is the grossest thing I have ever heard, 
you are such a freak." 

"I think it's sort of interesting, actually," Bette answers. "Alexander's 
making me do this project on the way humans interact with blood-borne 
threats from parasites, like leeches, right?" 
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"That's a fucking disgusting project to make you work on. See, this right 
here, shit like that, that's why I don't go to Vampire Homeschool. Ugh."

"He says I've lost my natural curiosity for the sciences," Bette explains 
with a frown. "I guess maybe he's right, I don't know. I used to be, but it's 
hard to be curious about anything now. But the leech stuff is cool, 
right?--" 

"Yeah, cool if you're a freak, maybe." 

"-- The books says that the way to get one off you, if you even notice it, 
is to get your fingernails in underneath and pry it off. Don't put anything 
on it that makes it sick or poisons it, because then it's barf time." 

"Any more talk about vomiting blood and I'm going to be giving you a 
practical demonstration here, Jesus," Ash mutters, feeling queasy. She's 
never, ever had the kind of fascination for bugs and creepy things that 
Bette so obviously still retains.

"Mosquitos are kind of interesting too, you know --" 

"No, I don't, and I'm okay with that," Ash interrupts. "We are finding a 
new topic right now. One with no insects or slugs of any kind involved. 
Let's talk about shoes or purses or makeup or something normal, please." 

"I saw this cool fashion shoot where the jewelry was all made out of 
taxidermied rodents and stuff. There was this comb made out of a gerbil 
and a hairband made from a rat and these brooches --" 

Ash gags. If she wasn't paper-pale all the time, she'd probably be going 
green.

~

They pick a dorm building at random and sit themselves down outside, 
chatting idly and watching the slow sequence of lights going off and on in 
different rooms inside as the students come and go. After a little while 
two guys walking past stop to talk to them, and ten minutes later they're 
in a beat-up Toyota, windows down, the wind whipping cold as they 
drive.

They take the boys to a late-night action movie -- Bette pays for the 
tickets, Ash for the boys' popcorn and soda -- and laugh and cheer at the 
explosions and cheesy one-liners. As the night wears thin they go to a 
nice, discreet hotel and Bette uses her credit card again to pay for the 
room. The girl behind the counter is smooth and perfectly groomed and 

474



beautiful, like a million other well-paid attendants Ash has met 
throughout the years, and she's looking at Ash and the two boys with a 
distant kind of pity. Ash realises with a flutter of mild surprise that the 
girl thinks that Ash, like the boys, is an unsuspecting victim, an ordinary 
human kid who's been picked out at random by Bette, the glittering 
perfect vampire with a black credit card on Blake's account.

Ash wonders what the attendant will think when there are only two 
dead bodies in the room come morning. Will she assume that Bette is 
holding Ash captive somewhere as a source of fresh blood? Vampires do 
that, sometimes. Alexander has told Ash all about it. The vampires keep 
kids and teenagers and adults, whichever they like best, locked up in 
rooms like pets or something. Alexander thinks that's probably what was 
done to Ash herself, if only for a little while. He even knows who 
probably did it: a vampire named Cora, someone Blake knew years and 
years ago. The name doesn't ring a bell for Ash, so maybe it wasn't Cora 
who killed her. Or maybe it was, and Ash just never heard her name.

Jay was captive once too, when he was a kid. He and his sister Sofie 
managed to get away. Or, at least, that's what Alexander told Ash. 
Considering that Jay's boyfriend and most of his close friends are 
vampires, Ash isn't sure it's all that correct to say that he got away. Maybe 
his sister did a better job of escaping.

In the hotel room they tie one of the boys to a chair and gag him so he 
can't scream. The other one Bette silences by clamping her hand over his 
mouth as she tears a ragged gash open in his throat with her teeth. Ash 
sits on the edge of the bed, fingers clenched in the high thread count of 
the ivory sheets, and watches mutely with hungry eyes as Bette feeds 
slowly, luxuriously, biting the boy again and again on his wrists, elbows, 
the meat of his arms and the tendons of his neck, drawing the show out 
for as long as the shuddering body against her will last.

The second boy is sobbing, making hysterical keening noises against the 
gag in his mouth, eyes and nose streaming as he struggles. Bette presses a 
sticky red kiss against Ash's forehead on her way to the bathroom. Bette 
knows that Ash hates anyone being there when she feeds, and Ash is 
grateful for Bette's tact. Ash gets pretty self-conscious about how out of 
control and messy and wild she gets. It's embarrassing.

Bette closes the door of the bathroom, and Ash can hear the water in 
the shower begin to run. Ash stands up from her place on the bed, 
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smiling at the boy as she approaches him and sits down across his lap, one 
leg on either side of his lean hips. He smells of aftershave and sweat and 
fear as Ash bends her face to the crook of his shoulder, and she smiles. 

It's a good night.
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BLAKE 

"And the evening had begun so well," Blake says with a frown. 

Blake's not one to give himself over to causeless optimism, but the 
evening really had begun with remarkably good spirits. Bette had been in 
especially cheerful form, because she'd had an excellent hunt the night 
before with Ashley and, more importantly, she had a rare reprieve from 
her lessons, as Alexander was busy with preparations for an impending 
business excursion to China.

Bette and Timothy had indulged in the hilarious pastime of painting 
each other's fingernails, a fact which Blake doubted Jay would ever let 
them hear the end of. The polish had been black, of course, but Jay 
seemed to feel that the essential principle of the thing was hilarious on a 
level Blake could not begin to fathom.

"You understand that punks and rockers don't spontaneously get black 
nails without painting them that way, right?" Timothy had asked, blowing 
on the still-sticky lacquer now covering his short nails. "Unless they've 
got some sort of, I don't know, plague or frostbite or something, I guess. 
But I don't think that's very common."

"I know, I know," Jay had conceded, pretending to wipe tears of 
laughter from his eyes. "It's just... I come over and you're giving each 
other manicures. You are the absolutely least menacing creatures of the 
night in the entire world."

As if on cue, Bikini Kill had come to see which of her two-legged 
minions had arrived to pay attention to her, winding herself around Jay's 
legs with a noisy meow. Jay's laughter intensified, until Blake was fairly 
sure that the boy's eyes really were starting to water.

"I think that's why Alex is running away to the other side of the world," 
offered Timothy with a charming grin. "Kittens and nailpolish and 
teenagers; we've turned his home into a fair approximation of his perfect 
hell."

That was when Jay's phone rang in his pocket, and the pleasant calm of 
the night was ruined.

"Hey, Alexander, it's... what? Yeah, I guess... Um, sure, we'll be there 
soon, don't worry," Jay said, a crease forming between his eyebrows. 
Upon ending the call, he looked at Blake, puzzled and concerned. 
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"Alexander says there's been a problem. He needs you, me, and Timothy 
to come meet him at the Park Hyatt. Me especially, he said." 

Which is the point at which Blake regretfully notes that the evening had 
begun with a promise which now seems likely to remain unfulfilled. It 
irritates him when complications get in the way of simple enjoyments 
such as good company and leisurely time spent in one's home. And 
anything which Alexander needs Jay's help with is almost certainly 
strange enough to be particularly bothersome.

They take a limousine to the hotel, in order for the three of them to 
travel comfortably, with extra room available in case Alexander has 
company in need of transport. Blake doesn't dislike limousines per se; he 
enjoys their ostentatious decadence and their unwieldy degree of luxury 
as an occasional extravagance. But he cannot imagine ever being the sort 
to enjoy their comforts regularly, any more than he can imagine himself 
being a resident of the Palace of Versailles for an extended period of time 
without becoming a little tired of it. Blake prefers the simple elegance of 
a sleek sports car, all told. Limousines seem to try too hard to look 
expensive and stately, and so overwhelm; they don't revel in the energy 
and the brash, showy confidence which Blake enjoys so much in other 
costly automobiles.

Alexander meets them in the foyer of the hotel, the white seersucker 
suit jacket and black silk tie he'd worn to his meeting now discarded, his 
linen shirtsleeves pushed to his elbows and his glossy hair showing signs 
of having hand a nervous hand run disruptively through it several times. 
Were the circumstances less obviously stressful, Blake would take the 
time to commend Alexander on the particular style-under-pressure

je ne sais quoi his disheveled appearance exudes. As it is, Blake decides to 
make the observation later, when Alex is less likely to be snappish in 
response.

Alexander leads them to one of the larger suites, which has been 
furnished with simple bouquets of lilies and bottles of several excellent 
vintages of red wine. 

"As you can see, they've made an effort to make a good impression on 
me," Alexander says. Blake nods, accepting this state of affairs as natural 
-- Alexander expects nothing less from prospective business liaisons, a 
fact widely know among those who might wish to do business with him. 
"However, our dear old friend Cora saw fit to suggest the best methods 
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for currying my favor." Alexander's voice drips with ice and venom, his 
expression going from bothered and annoyed into a look of genuine 
anger. "Her games are becoming increasingly irritating. I almost regret 
coming to Will's aid against her in Colorado. She's such a boorish 
adversary." 

"I'm glad she grew bored of her little murder games of students at 
Bette's old school, at least," remarks Blake, brushing his knuckles against 
the back of Jay's own fingers between them where they stand side by 
side. He's surprised at how relieved he feels to know that particular 
danger against Jay is no longer a concern. Jay gives him a momentary 
glance, as if the boy can guess Blake's thoughts, but Jay's next words are 
addressed to Alexander. 

"Why did you want me here? What's Cora done?" Jay asks, a certain 
hardness in his voice making it clear that he has already guessed the 
answer. The comfort of a family -- even a family comprised of somewhat 
eccentric vampires -- has softened Jay's brittle edges somewhat in recent 
months, but no amount of affection could ever touch the cool core of the 
boy, the unflinching strength which kept him going through the horrors 
of his childhood. Jay could survive anything, Blake sometimes thinks. Jay 
could survive anything simply because he's always expecting the worst.

"They gave me a girl," answers Alexander. His voice is steady but he 
leans into Timothy's touch when Timothy puts a supporting arm across 
his shoulders. Even without that small but telling display of a need for 
comfort, Blake would know that Alexander is disgusted and insulted at 
having his name associated with such a proclivity. "I think she's about six 
years old, perhaps a little older if the malnourishment has been going on 
for some time. She's terrified of me, naturally. I thought it best if 
someone human tried convincing her that I'm not a threat. I know your 
Chinese is still at the beginner level, but..." 

Jay nods, his own face emotionless, eyes flinty. "She's in the bedroom?" 

"Yes." 

Blake expects for Jay to go alone, but Jay clamps his hand around Blake's 
in an iron grasp and pulls him toward the bedroom door as well. Blake 
glances at Alexander, checking for a protest at the action, but Alexander 
simply looks relieved to have the problem momentarily out of his hands. 
Jay's knuckles clutch at Blake so tight that they've gone as white as Blake's 
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own skin, but Jay gives no other sign of how deeply all this must hurt 
him.

Blake has always appreciated Jay's diamond-hard pragmatism in theory, 
ever since the first night they met and Jay had responded to what had 
appeared to be impending death with some well-chosen barbs regarding 
Blake's seduction techniques. But it's not until now that Blake realises 
that he has never before seen Jay deal with anything truly terrible, but has 
rather only heard Jay recount the experience later. The fatalism of all 
teenagers underpinned that first interaction between them, and so it 
does not really count.

The little girl is multiracial, probably a Chinese and Slavic mix -- a guess 
Blake bases not only on her features and colouring, but also on the 
particular cruel glee Cora would have taken in suggesting such a 
combination to the unwitting corporate lackeys trying to curry favour 
with Alexander, as a child with a mix of Alexander and Timothy's 
heritages would make the offering twice as obscene.

The girl's hair is long, pulled into uneven pigtails and tied with red 
elastics. Her face would be adorable if not for the tear-stains on her pink 
cheeks and the dull-eyed look of mild, disinterested fear in her 
expression. Blake knows there is nothing so vile as a sanctimonious 
sinner, and so would never attempt to decry another's actions from his 
own extremely low moral ground, but he has a deep personal prejudice 
against those who hurt children. Even now, with Callie and Henrietta and 
Daisy all long ago grown and gone, there's something of the protective 
father still in Blake, something which wants to defend this damaged little 
person from further harm.

Her clothes are high-quality but she does not seem to like them, one 
small hand tugging uncomfortably at the collar of her red velvet dress as 
the other clutches at a fraying toy rabbit. 

Reluctantly letting go of Blake's hand, Jay approaches the bed. In 
halting, nervous Chinese, he tells the girl that his name is Jason. He 
opens his mouth to show her that he doesn't have fangs. She tilts her head 
to one side, a tiny flare of curiosity animating her face behind the veneer 
of detachment which wounded children learn in order to survive, and 
says something in reply. Her voice is high and piping, as painfully young 
as the rest of her.

"She says her name's Min," Jay tells Blake. 
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"Min," the girl echoes, pointing at herself. "I know English words. Not 
many. You know Chinese words?" she asks Jay. Jay does his best to make 
the expression he gives her look like a smile.

"Not many Chinese words," he confesses. She seems impressed 
nonetheless. She points at Blake, asking another question in English. 

"Owns you?" 

Blake decides the best response is no response, and so he remains still as 
Jay shakes his head and answers Min's query. 

"No. I am his friend," Jay replies. "Nobody owns me. Nobody owns 
you." 

Min replies in Chinese, shaking her head, and then frowns in frustration 
when she sees that they don't understand. "The man outside," she says 
finally. "His now." 

She pushes her white knee-sock down to her foot -- whoever dressed 
her didn't bother to include shoes, a detail which renews Blake's 
discomfort at Cora's game -- showing Jay the track marks and healed 
bites on her ankle. Jay swears loudly, giving Min's English vocabulary a 
variety of colourful new additions.

"She's been bitten," he says, appalled. A bitten child never recovers 
from vampiric infection, as those past puberty can: the only outcomes for 
such victims are complete turning, and the resultant immortality in an 
underdeveloped form, or a bitter, tragic sort of half-life, not quite human 
or vampire, struggling to live in a body which doesn't properly 
remember how to be alive, and dying young anyway.

Jay's seen that second choice play out in his sister, Sofie; he only escaped 
that fate himself because the vampires who'd kept him captive as a child 
had drawn out his blood with hypodermic needles rather than their teeth. 
Blake can't imagine what a violence to Jay's calm it must be to see the 
markings of what is essentially a death sentence Min's skin, a death 
sentence Jay himself only avoided by pure chance. 

Min gestures to Jay's throat, where the faint scars of old bites from 
Blake are visible in strong light. "He owns you," she says again simply, 
like Jay is the small child and she's the older, wiser party in the 
conversation.
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The girl tugs at the stiff lace collar of her dress again, and Blake decides 
that philosophical debates about families and ownership can wait until 
another time. "Do you want different clothes?" he asks Min. "Are you 
hungry? What food do you like best?" 

"Tangyuan with red beans," she answers promptly, her wariness 
overridden by the possibility of her favourite dish. "Yes please." 

Despite everything, Jay gives Blake a small smile at Min's reply. The boy 
has recognised that the little girl, like him, is a survivor at heart. 

~

They return to the townhouse, now accompanied by the little girl. 
Mikhail and two vampires whom Blake vaguely recognises as having met 
in Trenton several years earlier are on their way out the door as the 
motley crew arrives, but the two parties offer no acknowledgment of 
each other beyond nods of greeting. Blake regrets that Mikhail has pulled 
away from the once-close friendships he enjoyed with Timothy and 
Alexander; even after so many years, and so much of it, Blake does not 
feel especially comfortable with change. Not, at least, in the things which 
he has come to think of as constants.

Jay carries Min up the stairs, then vanishes alone into Blake's room with 
a firm click of the door locking behind him. Bette and Ash, interrupted 
halfway through a game of checkers on the antique chess-table, watch 
with wide-eyed surprise as Blake, Alexander, Timothy, and Min regard 
each other in helpless uncertainty.

"There's always Amy and Nicole..." Timothy offers uncertainly. 
Alexander appears to still be preoccupied with being furious at Cora for 
setting this particular disaster in motion. Blake sighs. He utterly hates it 
when it's left to him to be the practical one; such a role doesn't suit him 
in the slightest.

"There are some of Daisy's childhood nightgowns in one of the trunks 
in the attic," he states. "They're old, but they'll do for tonight. We can 
buy the girl some new clothes-"

"Min," Min puts in, lifting her chin as she meets Blake's gaze with her 
own. "Not 'the girl'."

Despite himself, Blake is charmed. "Of course, Miss Min. My apologies. 
We shall buy Min some new clothing tomorrow evening. And Jay is 
without doubt calling Sofie at this very moment, so we'll wait to hear 
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what she has to say before we make any decisions on where Min is to go. 
Amy and Miranda and Katherine have had to deal with quite enough of 
Cora's meddling lately, but that may prove to be the best solution."

"I hope Sofie pays us a visit," Alexander replies, brightening visibly. 
"Perhaps she'll bring the lovely Jennifer with her." He turns to address 
Timothy. "You'll love her, I'm certain. She's far more interesting than her 
brother."

"Her brother?" Ash asks, and there's a note in her tone that Blake would 
probably pay attention to, under other circumstances, but he's irritated 
and weary and thinking of a thousand things already, so he lets it slide.

"Jennifer is Will's younger sister," Alexander explains.

"Oh," Ash answers. She turns her attention back to the checkers game, 
gesturing for Bette to take her turn. The abrupt frostiness in the mood of 
the room is impossible to ignore, so Blake gestures for Alexander and 
Timothy to lead him and Min into their suite instead.

Bikini Kill comes to greet them as they step inside, meowing petulantly 
for attention. Blake scoops the cat up and deposits her out in the main 
room. She makes an affronted yowl and scampers to Bette and Ash, 
seeking affection from them instead. 

Blake remembers all too well Jay's stories of childhood birthdays and 
Christmases, all the times the boy asked for a pet and was firmly told no 
on the grounds that Sofie might hurt it. Blake isn't going to let Min and 
Bikini Kill meet if such a meeting can be avoided.

A large table runs the length of the wall beside the door, and laid out on 
its surface is Alexander's tool kit, the tiny screwdrivers and pins he uses 
to work on the musical boxes, pocket watches, and other small 
mechanisms he steals from his victims or buys from antique shops. 
Spread carefully on the rectangle of black velvet are the silvery workings 
of a jewelry box, the sort with the figure of a tiny ballerina inlaid into the 
lid, which can be made to twirl in a tinkling dance by the turn of a key. 

Min lifts one of the springs from the clockwork carefully, turning it in 
the light to inspect it from all angles. She replaces it in exactly the 
position it was before she touched it, and then repeats the action with 
one of the largest of the cogs, which is still barely bigger than her 
thumbnail. 

"You make these?" she asks Alexander. He shakes his head. 
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"No. I just repair them," he replies. It's obvious that the answer relies 
on a word she doesn't know, but Min gives little sign of this, laying down 
the cog primly and turning away from the table. "Xiū bu," Alexander 
explains, and that makes Min smile in comprehension. 

"You're okay," says Min, addressing Alexander in the same frank tone 
she'd used to tell Jay that he belonged to Blake. "I like you." 
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ASH 

She lets Bette win the game, and then leaves for home. Home, what a 
joke. Like anywhere is home anymore.

Ash is in a shitty mood. Will's sister gets to be all important to 
Alexander, someone he has an interest in and who gets to wander in and 
out of the lives of the vampires in the townhouse as the vagaries of fate 
dictate. But Ash's sister was just... lunch. A meal. A victim killed for her 
necklace, because it was pretty and Alexander likes pretty things.

The pragmatic part of Ash -- which is, ironically, the bloodthirsty, 
monstrous part of her, not the remaining human part at all -- knows that 
this way of things is just, well, how things go. She kills people without 
knowing who they are, and those people probably have sisters and 
families and friends who miss them afterwards just as much as Ash misses 
Jenna. It's just the luck of the draw. Will caught Blake's eye, and that gave 
Will's sister the extra attention, the moment of grace, that gave her time 
to register as interesting to Alexander. Ash never registered as interesting 
to anybody, and neither did Jenna. They never had a chance. It's only by 
pure horrible luck that Ash stuck around after her own murder, and 
thereby gained a role in the world that went on afterwards.

It sucks. It all sucks, worse than anything has ever sucked before. It's not 
fair and it's not fun, and Ash hates it. Being a vampire shouldn't be this 
awful so much of the time. She is in the very shittiest of shitty moods, 
and there isn't even anyone she can complain to about it.

The puppy catches Ash's eye before the boy does. She was always a 
puppy person more than a kitty person when she was alive, which she 
chalks up to the fact that dogs tend to be more extroverted -- or at least 
more social -- than cats. Ash used to be totally extroverted and social and 
a people-person, even if she always played second to Jenna at parties and 
clubs. It's kind of funny, almost. Nobody would ever guess it, to see her 
now.

The puppy is a tiny French Bulldog, and it's all Ash can do not to crouch 
down and coo at it. It's that adorable. She smiles nervously instead, 
staying a good distance away.

"You can pet her if you like," the boy says. He's a little younger than 
her, brown-skinned and a bit chubby. His voice and body language are as 
shy as Ash's own.
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She shakes her head. "Thanks, but dogs don't like me, mostly."

"Oh." He tilts his head a little to one side, like he's seeing her properly 
for the first time. Ash doesn't really make a strong first impression on 
people anymore. She thinks maybe normal people have this special sense, 
like ESP kind of, which stops them paying proper attention to anyone 
who looks too broken or needy or fucked-up. A filter that stops the 
broken people's shit from messing up their lives. It explains why 
homeless people seem so much more present in the city now than they 
ever were before for Ash, at least as far as she can remember. Now that 
she's invisible too, she can see them better. 

"You're a friend of Bette's," the boy hazards, and the statement is so 
random that Ash can't help but laugh awkwardly at it.

"Is that, like, the new code word for it?" she asks. "Gay people are 
friends of Dorothy, and vampires are friends of Bette? Because I think 
she'd maybe get a bit weirded out by that."

The boy looks embarrassed. "Sorry. I didn't want to say, you know, 
vampire. You might be incognito or something."

Ash gestures to her threadbare Ramones t-shirt and frayed black skinny 
jeans, her green Chuck Taylors and the slushy grey-brown remains of 
snow on the pavement underneath her lightly-dressed form. 

"Do I look like I'm making much of an effort to pass here?"

The bulldog paws at the boy's ankle, obviously unamused at this stop in 
its evening walk. Ash motions for him to keep walking, and falls into step 
beside him. The dog ignores her.

"You've got a sister, don't you? I used to see you rollerblading with her, 
when it was warm."

"She's dead," Ash replies. The words don't hurt to say. The words never 
feel really real.

"Is she a vampire, like you?"

"No. Just dead." 

"Oh." They walk without speaking to the end of the block, then turn 
the corner and start making their way past another row of houses just 
like the last lot. Ash wonders at the fact that she's never lost her way, 
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walking around the neighbourhood. Somehow she's always known where 
she is, even if there's no obvious landmarks around to guide her.

"Her name was Jenna," she tells the boy. "I'm Ash. Short for Ashley, but 
nobody except my parents really calls me that anymore."

"I'm Carlos," the boy answers. "Do you drink people's blood?"

There's something nervous, almost anticipatory, in his tone, and Ash 
casts a sly glance at him. Sure enough, there's a little snakebite scar on 
Carlos' throat, two tiny puncture wounds that've healed up cleanly.

"No, sorry," Ash replies. "When I bite people, I tear them apart. It's 
pretty unsexy. I guess serial killers would think it's sexy, but I don't really 
want to date a serial killer. That's weird, right?"

"Uh." Carlos' brow furrows as he considers the question. "No? Not 
really. I mean, I'm pretty sure most people don't want to date serial 
killers. It's not something you see listed in personals ads all that much. I 
think sense of humour and liking walks on the beach is more common."

"I like walks on the beach, too," Ash assures him. "Walks on the beach 
are great. But I like them at night, which I think is back in creepy 
territory."

"But you'd be looking for creepy, wouldn't you? Or, at least, for 
somebody who was okay with creepy."

Ash shakes her head. "Not really. Like I said, I don't think I'm holding 
out for a serial killer in shining armor to come rescue me from a tower 
or anything. Serial killers are probably totally anal about housework and 
stuff, anyway. I'm kind of a pig."

"I think everyone our age is, aren't they? I mean, I've never met 
anybody who wasn't," Carlos replies.

It's funny; back when Ash was still Ashley, she never would have talked 
to someone like Carlos at all. He's got Geek written all over him. He 
probably has subscriptions to online games and knows the rules to 
Dungeons and Dragons and everything like that.

Once upon a time, Ash would have given him one nasty look and 
crushed him like a bug, and that would have been the full extent of their 
social interaction. But now that things are different, and she's talking to 
him, he seems like an okay guy. Ash blames Bette. Bette is totally weird 
enough to know the rules to Dungeons and Dragons. It's Bette's fault that 
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Ash has become this weirdo geeker kind of vampire, instead of a cool 
suave stylish one like Blake and Alexander and Timothy. Blake and 
Alexander and Timothy probably would have drained Carlos and left him 
dead in someone's trash can by now. They wouldn't be discussing the 
relative tidiness of their general peer group.

"Are you my age? Sorry, is that a bad question to ask a vampire? You 
might be like five hundred or something -"

Ash cuts Carlos off with a withering look. "You used to see me 
rollerblading with my sister. You know I can't have been dead long."

"Right, sorry." Carlos looks down at their feet. "Sorry."

Ash sighs. "Whatever, it's cool. I don't know the etiquette rules either."

"Do you ever think about contacting her? With a Ouija board? I've 
heard a ton of people say they're dangerous, but if they're dangerous that 
means they work, that they're powerful, right?"

Ash shakes her head. "I don't think Jenna would want me to do that. She 
never liked it when I woke her up on Saturday mornings when she was 
sleeping in, and this is kind of the same thing. Disturbing her rest. If she 
wanted to... haunt me, or whatever, that'd be one thing, but I'm not 
going to chase her down. That doesn't seem fair. The dead should get to 
stay dead if they want." 
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BLAKE 

Finally the night draws to a close, as it must do even when filled with 
the most unwelcome kinds of complications, and in the grand scheme of 
things, one little girl is hardly the most unwelcome of the complications 
Blake has had to deal with. She's certainly much smaller and more easily 
quietened than either Bette or Ash, for instance, though Blake wouldn't 
call them unwelcome either. It's a rare disaster which Blake doesn't find 
at least some small measure of true enjoyment in. 

They find an unoccupied room for the child to sleep in on the ground 
floor of the townhouse, with all the other residents under strict 
instructions to leave her unharmed. The risk is minimal; all the vampires 
in Blake's little pack find the thought of biting a child as young as Min 
extremely distasteful. Even Cora never had a stomach for the notion in 
the past, though Blake isn't surprised that she'd make an exception in 
order to make life awkward for Alexander. 

Her run-in with Will -- and, by extension, with Alexander, when 
Alexander had extricated Will from the execution Cora had planned for 
him -- had come about because a hunter Will had been traveling with had 
freed the teenagers and children being held captive by the vampires Cora 
worked for. Only the teenagers had been prisoners of Cora herself, but 
the association had been close enough that Blake is not especially 
surprised by her more recent actions. Cora never did care much who it 
was that was hurt by her plans, so long as her own satisfaction was to be 
found by the end of it all. 

The hunter who'd been with Will was Sofie, Jay's sister. Blake is rather 
interested to see what happens next, now that so many pieces are being 
brought into such complicated play on the board. It all looks to be even 
more riveting than a well-played chess game, in fact, since there are so 
many more than two sides clashing against one another.

Jay is standing by the largest of the windows in Blake's room when 
Blake comes in, good-nights having been said to the rest of the household 
and sleep finally seeming like a possibility. Jay has his hands on the pull-
cord for the thick drapes, which still sway from having recently being 
pulled into their closed position. Jay's phone is on the nightstand beside 
the bed, uncharacteristically switched off.

"Well, that was interesting," Blake says flippantly, shrugging off his coat 
and beginning to unfasten the buttons of his shirt. "I marvel at those 
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vampires who claim that existence becomes monotonous with the 
passing of time. Clearly they just don't know the right people." 

He approaches Jay, touching the boy on the shoulder as Jay finally, 
distractedly lets go of the pull-cord, 

but Jay shrugs the light caress off and steps away.

"How do you keep doing it?" The usual flintiness of Jay's monotone is 
dulled by exhaustion. "I've only got sixteen years' worth of shit to drag 
around in my head and it feels like it's going to kill me. You've got 
centuries. How do you keep going when things like... like what was 
meant to happen tonight happen? Fuck, even what did happen tonight 
was bad enough. That poor kid..." 

Blake shrugs. "It helps to be naturally shallow, selfish, and attractive. 
Given sufficient education, you could manage a scraping pass in all three 
qualities, I'm sure." 

Jay scowls, moving back in close enough to shove at Blake's shoulder 
with the heel of his hand, scolding. Blake lets himself be pushed a little by 
the gesture.

"Don't be an asshole. You're always so glib when I'm trying to be 
serious." 

Blake considers pointing out that trying to be serious when Blake is 
being glib is rather rude on Jay's part, and that this means that surely they 
are equally at fault. But there are more important matters to discuss. 
Blake pushes a product-stiff lock of hair out of Jay's eyes. His hair looks 
no more ridiculous and disarrayed than usual, but somehow Blake has 
learned the secret incomprehensible language of trendy styles, and so 
knows that Jay's hair is looking terrible. 

"Sixteen?" he asks, raising an eyebrow. Jay raises one shoulder in a 
momentary and half-hearted shrug, his gaze sliding away from Blake's.

"My birthday was last week. I didn't think it was a big deal." His mouth 
is a tight frown. Blake sighs. 

"One of the easiest methods of surviving centuries of turbulence is to 
avoid creating unnecessary dramatics. I'm not so naïve to think that any 
teenager could ever accept such wisdom as truth, though." 

"That's why I didn't tell you," Jay snaps, and he'd probably leave the 
room entirely -- perhaps even with a slam of the door behind him -- if he 

490



were in a livelier mood. Blake's glad that the boy is too tired to bother 
with such theatricality; arguments are much easier to get over and done 
with if the participants hold their ground.

"Spare me the chore of guessing at what you mean, please," Blake 
replies, his own voice cool. He's being charitable because he knows Jay 
has had a difficult evening, but patience has its limits even in the hearts of 
saints, and Blake has lapsed a little in his virtues lately.

Well, always is more accurate than lately, but lately is a part of always. 
The point is that his patience is not an especially robust specimen of the 
breed.

"'Any teenager'," replies Jay, echoing Blake's own words. "I'm not like 
Bette or Ash. I'm not like... I'm not even like Sofie, or Min. I'm not a 
vampire, or a kid permanently infected with the virus. I'm just nobody. 
Any teenager, like you said." 

Blake snorts. "Surely this isn't a case of low self-esteem? From you? My 
dear boy -" Blake has to pause to laugh a little at the memory. "- I have 
seen you wipe the smirk from the face of the cattiest crowd-watcher with 
nothing but a pointed glance and a cocked set of your head. You can't 
possibly -" 

"Shut up!" Jay says, and when his eyes meet Blake's they're burning and 
bright, anger and fragility and a glitter of emotion. "Don't. Just, don't. 
Please shut up. I'm not an idiot and I don't want you to treat me like one. 
I'd rather you killed me now than treated me like... fuck..."

Words faltering, Jay turns away, pacing back and forth with an agitated 
gait, running long thin fingers through his ridiculous hairstyle 
distractedly. "I thought I could handle this. I figured that was why we 
worked so well, you know, because I didn't have any illusions about it. 
I'm just some kid you bit who you decided not to kill, and you liked me 
enough to keep me around, and I liked you enough to get kept around.

"And we worked like that, or at least we did until right now, because 
I'm fucking it up like an idiot. We worked like that because I know how it 
goes. I know this isn't some book or TV show where some highschool kid 
turns out to be the vampire's soul mate and they stay in love forever and 
the vampire promises to be there even when the kid gets old and boring. 
I know this... I know it's not... and I tried to keep on not giving a shit, 
but then my birthday came and I got to thinking, how long? How long 
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before he gets bored of me, before he wants somebody else instead? And 
that's why I didn't tell you, because I've gone and fucked it up and I 
actually give a shit about being with you, and I don't want it to end." 

Jay scrubs the back of his hand across his eyes, breath ragged as he raises 
his chin defiantly and waits for a response. Blake steps forward, crowding 
in close against Jay's body, forcing Jay to take the two steps backwards, 
which bring his shoulderblades flush against the wall. The skin of Jay's 
cheeks is heated under Blake's palms as he cups the boy's face, wiping one 
errant tear away with the pad of his thumb.

"My occasional penchant for the melodramatic seems to be affecting 
your own responses to the world," he tells Jay absently, concentrating for 
a moment on the quickened pulse rushing in the veins of Jay's throat. 
"You absurd creature. Even in the narrow vision of youth, you cannot 
seriously think that at barely sixteen I would begin to think you had 
become too old to be of interest? I have enjoyed lovers who were more 
than five times your age, and most of them knew considerably more 
about the fascinating intricacies of the world than I learn from your 
interminable screeds about the merits of local bands and coffee shops. 
Believe me, your youth is a trial I endure, not a beautiful and soon-lost 
blush on a rose." 

Jay gives a shaky, somewhat unconvinced laugh. "Occasional? Try 
constant. And by the way, you still suck at romantic conversation." 

Blake's thumb ghosts over the line of Jay's cheekbone again. "Indeed. It 
seems, in fact, we have reached similar states of frustration and upset 
over our individual predicaments. You are a bratty, self-obsessed idiot of a 
child -" 

"Hey, look who's talking," Jay objects, but a smile has found its way to 
his mouth, and Blake is glad of the sight. He leans in and kisses that smile, 
tasting the unhappiness and uncertainty still lingering behind it.

"And I concede that I am hardly heir to the tradition of brooding 
vampire lovers which fictions delight over." 

"That's one way to put it." 

"And despite that," Blake goes on, turning Jay and walking him back 
toward the edge of the bed, speaking all the while. "Regardless of all our 
best intentions, we appear to have fallen horribly in love with one 
another." 
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The words make Jay stop mid-step and stumble, and he ends up sitting 
down abruptly on the mattress, staring up at Blake in surprise. "What?" 

"Even the most thrilling hunt pales for me these days, because no prey 
has the sound of your unique heartbeat, the taste of your skin," replies 
Blake, sitting down beside Jay and pulling Jay's t-shirt up and off in a 
practised motion. He presses his face to the bare curve of Jay's shoulder, 
inhaling that sharp human sweat-scent, nuzzling at the base of Jay's neck 
until Jay's breath catches. "I help you fasten your watch for school and 
wonder if you'd let me buckle it a notch too tight, if you'd feel the pinch 
at your wrist all day if I did, over scars I left on you, and if that would 
keep you from concentrating on your classes.

"I try to sleep and instead find myself thinking of what would happen if 
you found you loved that sensation so much that you'd want a collar 
instead of merely a watchband. I like that notion, I must confess. The 
thought of you sitting in your lessons, distracted by a gentle insistence 
against your throat, a pressure reminding you that you are mine." 

Jay makes a soft, needy noise in the back of his throat, arching into 
Blake's touch. Jay is almost trembling, his breaths erratic, doubtlessly 
overwhelmed by the gamut of extreme emotions this night has offered. 
Blake sits up, smoothing one hand down Jay's chest to rest atop the beat 
of his heart. Jay's eyes are dark, his lower lip flushed and pink from being 
caught between his teeth. There are tears caught in the inky feathers of 
his lashes.

 

Settling both of them back against the pillows, Blake makes himself 
comfortable against the curve of Jay's neck, brushing his lips against the 
skin again in another light kiss, and then another.

"Blake," Jay sobs out, helpless, fingers clutching at Blake's arm 
convulsively, his breath harsh and gasping. "Blake,

please." 

If Blake tried to speak now, he knows his own voice would sound 
hoarse, roughened out of its usual smoothness, even though his breathing 
is little more than an anecdotal quirk of evolution now. His mouth and 
throat feel parched and cracked, aching, and the shudder of release that 
goes through him as he pushes his fangs through the skin and into the hot 
red heat beneath is almost as pronounced as Jay's own full-body shiver.
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Jay writhes restlessly as Blake drinks, lost in the total abandonment to 
sensation that only teenagers and lunatics remember the trick to 
achieving.

Aside from the occasional need to demand, cajole, or plead that Blake 
hurry up and bite, Jay has always been remarkable in his silence when 
Blake drinks from him. The only sounds in the room are the whispers of 
their bodies against the sheets as they move, the erratic stutter of Jay's 
breaths -- there is still the catch of a sob to the sound, overwhelmed tears 
trailing down across Jay's temples -- and, lastly, the small wet noises from 
where Blake gulps at the throb of life which slicks his lips and tongue 
with coppery warmth.

He fastens his mouth around the bite and sucks hard, shocking a sharp 
whine out of Jay.

Sometimes they do this up against the wall, because Blake loves how Jay 
goes pliant and heavy, how he sways against Blake as the blood loss begins 
to make him dizzy, how Blake can slip one hand under his knees and press 
the other against the small of his back and carry him to bed when they're 
done. But Blake loves this as well, the intimacy of it, the 'blood-dark 
mockery of the marriage bed'. That's what Nell had called it once, in one 
of her poems. She never was a very good poet; her lines always sounded 
as if they were meant to have music to accompany them. 

Blake wants to tell Jay about Nell, about her poems and her soft dark 
hair and the three other vampires she referred to as her brothers and her 
tendency to fall in love with people who would break her sharp little 
heart. 

He wants to tell Jay all of that, and about all the others too. Blake wants 
to summon all the ghosts of those he's known, so that he might share 
their memories with his beautiful boy.

He wants to tell Jay about his girls: tall, emotive Caroline, always called 
Callie, who'd never called him Papa except when she wanted to annoy 
him; Henrietta's shy voice and vivid mind and dark, thick eyelashes; 
Daisy's fiery temper and sudden startle of a laugh.

He wants to tell Jay about his cousin Mathilda, always Till to him, and 
how she'd known what he'd become as soon as she'd seen him for the 
first time since his death. How unafraid she'd been. How he'd still been 
the one she'd turned to, when her husband died of pneumonia one 
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winter and left her a widowed mother at twenty-two, with three little 
daughters to care for already. Blake wonders what Till would think of Jay, 
what she'd think of Lily and Will, if she'd notice how much alike his ways 
of governing his little pack of vampires are to the ways he'd had of raising 
children.

He hasn't thought of Till this much in a long time. Her memory is fond 
but faded, like a photograph left framed in the path of sunbeams for too 
long, yellowed behind glass. The loss of her became a healed scar years 
and years and years ago. 

Blake doesn't want Jay to become that. Never. The thought that this 
lively, snide, clever boy with his lovely face and sardonic quips might one 
day be a dim and distant twinge of history, just another remembered 
happiness, makes Blake's chest ache. He cannot stand the thought of Jay 
being lost to the past.

And so there it is. The simple truth, beyond all considerations the 
decision might warrant from a rational mind: Blake does not want to be 
parted from Jay.

Ever.
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ASH 

It's strange, but Ash knows that she's dreaming right away, as soon as the 
dream starts. Usually she doesn't know if something's a dream or not 
until afterwards, and sometimes even then she hasn't been absolutely 
sure: too many pills at a party, or, later, not enough blood, and everything 
got too-bright and blurry and disconnected, and Ash didn't know what 
was real or what wasn't. 

But this, she knows this is a dream, and that much is a certainty because 
Jenna is beside her, and the sun is bright through the window onto the 
carpet where they're sitting together. The brightness doesn't hurt on 
Ash's skin, and she turns her forearm in the light, soaking in the warmth 
against her paleness and wishing it were real. Jenna is painting her own 
toenails a pretty pale blue shade, the gloss speckled with glitter of a 
deeper blue, and humming to herself happily. Ash feels as if her heart is 
going to break.

"I miss you," she tells Jenna, the words catching in her throat and 
coming out even sadder, quieter than she intended. Jenna looks up, 
blonde ponytail bouncing merrily with the movement, and gives Ash the 
same half-kind, half-condescending smile that Jenna always gave her 
when she was being a crybaby.

"I miss you too. You should come to my grave more often, bitch. I get 
that skulking around in a graveyard at night is seriously morbid, even for 
a freako like you, but come on. You'll slather on the sunblock to go to 
school, but not to come visit me? That's lame. Incredibly lame." Jenna 
shakes her head witheringly. "There're gonna be all these gorgeous 
flowers there when spring comes. It's gonna be beautiful. You have to 
swear you'll come, or I'm gonna make you sorry." 

"I'll come. I promise," Ash says, and then finds herself smiling, even 
though she feels like crying. Dreams can be weird like that. "I should have 
known that even the imaginary you in my head would be a bully." 

Jenna rolls her eyes. "Please. Like you could ever capture my brilliance 
properly with just your imagination. Not likely." Jenna begins another 
layer of polish on her toenails, face stilled in concentration on the task. 
"We lost our chance, but someone else's is coming soon. You can save the 
sister then, for my sake."
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The sunlight is so warm. Ash wishes she could stay in it forever, here 
with Jenna. "Is talking in ridiculous riddles part of the whole ghost deal, 
or is that just you being unhelpful? Cryptic clues are lame."

Jenna smiles wolfishly, her perfect white even teeth gleaming as she 
laughs. "I know. Sorry about that." Then her face grows serious."You're 
not looking after yourself, kiddo." She sounds gently scolding, 
concerned. Ash blushes in shame. 

"I know. I know. It's just... it's so hard. You're gone and I'm always 
hungry and I'm always cold and it's all so -" 

Scowling at Ash, Jenna huffs out a huge sigh, putting the nail polish 
bottle aside. "God, would you listen to yourself? Whine, whine, whine, 
god, you're as bad as that freako Bette girl you hang out with now. You're 
such a loser. You got a shitty deal and you're sorry for yourself, I get it. 
Jesus, do I ever get it. It sucks. So, what, that's it? We're gonna let this get 
the best of us? Fuck no!" She reaches out, laying her hand on Ash's arm. 
Jenna feels as warm as sunlight. 

"This isn't you. Blue hair and being a wretched little ghoul who sits 
around being gloomy is not the modus operandi of any sister I had, got it? 
Snap the hell out of it, honey. It's time to wake up." 

When she opens her eyes the room around her is dark, the curtains 
drawn tight against the morning light, the air stuffy and breathless and 
close around her. She turns her bedside light on and reaches for her 
phone. 

"Michelle, it's Ashley. Gimme a call when you get this message, okay? I 
need your help with some stuff when you get out of school." 

~

The dye Michelle buys is almost the exact shade that Ash's hair was 
before it went white. They bleach the blue out and the peroxide makes 
the bathroom smell rank, and then they put the red on and wait for it to 
set. 

She isn't the Ashley that she was before. She could never be, not 
anymore. Not after dying. After becoming Ash. But now she feels like 
maybe she hasn't lost as much of who she was as she thought she had. 
Maybe she's still that person, just that person after a lot of stuff changed 
everything. She can be Ashley and Ash and this new, third option, all at 
once, maybe.
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Her mom and dad are out attending some work thing, as usual, so it's 
just her and Michelle in the house. They put the TV on but there's 
nothing to watch, even though the satellite channels Ashley's dad put in 
are supposed to get the best programming from all over the world.

"You okay?" Michelle asks, which is a fair question. Ashley knows she's 
acting more like her old self than she has in a long time, since before she 
died. Maybe since before Jenna died. And that's different enough to elicit 
comment, and so the comments deserve an answer. 

Ashley shrugs. "No, not really. But that's doesn't seem as awful now as it 
used to. Not being okay, I mean. I think I'm okay with being not okay."

Michelle smiles, reaching out to squeeze Ashley's hand. "That's good. 
That's really good. I'm glad." 

Ashley remembers the first time she talked to Michelle, after coming 
back from the dead. Jay and Tommy said that they hadn't told Michelle 
anything about vampires being real or anything, and so Ash had been 
totally terrified of what was going to happen. Would Michelle even 
believe her? Was there going to be an epic freak-out scene? 

But all that happened was that the two of them sat down, and Ash had 
started to stammer, and Michelle mercifully cut her off and said "Ash, 
I'm crazy, but I'm not stupid." 

"Hey, Michelle," Ashley asks her now. "Can I ask about the crazy stuff? I 
mean, I figure you probably don't talk about it because knowing would 
make people be weird around you, but I think our friendship's moved 
beyond that by now, right?"

Michelle looks wary, despite Ashley's assurances, but then seems to 
relent a little, her shoulders relaxing slightly. "I don't know, it's not like 
it's dramatic or anything. I'm just sort of mixed up in my head. The 
diagnosis is 'borderline personality disorder', or at least that's one of the 
diagnosises -- diagnoses? I don't know what the plural for that is -- that 
I've heard. But I think that's bullshit, because that's one of those things 
that can mean anything from being kind of moody to being a full-fledged 
miniature psychopath in training.

"I don't think I'm either of those. I think there's just a chemical missing, 
or too much of one, or a broken synapse in my head. Maybe the people 
in the Middle Ages were right and there's a balance of different coloured 
humors we're meant to have inside us. That makes as much sense to me 
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as anything. I have the wrong balance of humors in me. Ever since I was a 
really little kid. My mom found me scrubbing my arm with steel wool 
when I was just a toddler.

"She thought I was trying to scrub the black off my skin -- which is way, 
way fucked up, but I wish that had been what it really was. A kid thinking 
she'll turn white if she washes hard enough is some seriously sick shit, 
but even worse is a girl who's barely more than a baby and already wants 
to hurt herself just so she feels something. I don't know. It's just... it's just 
always there and it never stops. Like a voice in my brain. So sometimes I 
get shut up in mental hospitals for a while or go on pills or whatever, and 
still none of it helps for long. I'm okay right now; this is the longest I've 
ever been okay for, but... I'm so scared it's temporary. I'm so fucking 
scared." 

Ashley waits until Michelle seems to have calmed down, the tremble in 
her hands settling back to its normal almost-imperceptible level. Then 
Ashley gives her friend a crooked smile, sympathetic and a little wry. 

"What a pair we are, huh? The temporarily sane. Thank god nobody 
expects us to save the world or anything. We'd fuck it up for sure."
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BLAKE 

It's been many years since Blake worried that a human asleep beside him 
might be in danger from Blake's own slumbrous state. 

There was a time when it concerned him, when Daisy -- always Daisy, 
who was too inquisitive and contrary for her own good or for the good 
of those around her -- used to steal the key to Blake's rooms from the 
ring her mother kept it on, tied to the belt of her dress. 

Sometimes with her sisters in tow, sometimes alone, Daisy would 
carefully unlock the door and open it ever so slightly, just a crack, not 
enough for the thin beam of sunlight to strike Blake's skin, not enough to 
rouse him. She'd peep in, giggling quietly, and then shut the door and run 
away again.

She never came near the bed, but that was no promise that she never 
would. A few more years, a little more boldness... Blake, his thirst still a 
wild, only half-controlled thing in his most lucid moments, seemed like a 
threat barely worth contemplating. Once or twice, he'd wondered why 
he cared so much at all about the girls and their mother. It seemed odd 
that he could feel so little for some humans, struggling and troublesome 
creatures with pulsing, delicious blood singing to him from their intricate 
veins, and yet feel very strongly about the welfare of others.

He didn't dwell on the contradiction much, though. Even at his most 
serious, as a still-living student in London once upon a time, Blake had 
never been the sort to be too deeply bothered about anything, however 
odd, provided it worked well enough as it was. He did not care about all 
humans, yet cared about some; what more was there to be discovered 
through contemplation? 

But those days of taking precautions against Daisy's inquisitive 
adventures are long, long passed, and Blake now trusts his body enough 
to regularly share a bed with Jay. He wakes in the same position he often 
finds himself in, one ear resting atop the curve of Jay's elbow, the sounds 
of the boy's heartbeat a sweet murmur on the edge of his hearing. Blake 
smiles sleepily, nosing at the warm skin and breathing in the smell of it. 
Jay's scent has changed, subtly but certainly, in the months they have been 
lovers. Neither Bette or Jay know that this is the reason why they no 
longer feel any kind of sexual desire for one another, despite having 
coupled prior to Bette's death. Jay's scent marks him as Blake's and 
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Blake's alone, and as long as Bette remains a loyal member of Blake's 
pack, she won't even think of Jay as a potential partner for herself. 

There have been times in the past when Blake has felt a little bothered 
by the strange details of such relationships between vampires and the 
humans near to them but, as his disquiet would do little good and have 
no effect on the situation, he has come to terms with the notion as best 
he can. And there is, he has to admit, a particular kind of contentment 
for the more animalistic parts of himself in knowing that Jay is his, bound 
blood to blood.

"Urrrgh. Quit it," Jay complains, shoving Blake's head away from him 
and rolling over, pulling the coverlet up over his face despite the near-
total dark of the room around them. "Oh god, I want to die. I forgot to 
have a glass of water before I fell asleep. Or did I pass out? If you drained 
me until I passed out, then it's your fault that I feel like this and I hate 
you forever and ever." 

Blake chuckles softly, smoothing down the wild tufts of Jay's hair still 
visible above the quilt. Jay swears at him and groans again. 

"Here." Blake bites at his own wrist with one fang, tearing the vein 
open just a little.

"Hair of the dog that bit me, huh?" Jay asks, turning his head and then 
wincing slightly at the movement.

"Blood of the wolf, more like," retorts Blake, curling against Jay until 
their bodies nestle together in a loose spooning shape. He likes being able 
to hold Jay when Jay drinks from him, to feel the greedy shivers of 
delight in the boy's form at each swallow. 

When they eventually, and with no small amount of regret, get up out 
of bed to face the evening, it's to find the rest of the household already 
well entrenched in their activities and routines. Jay calls Sofie again, 
arranging where the girl should meet him when she arrives in the city 
later in the night. Blake is rather looking forward to meeting her; at the 
very least the situation is almost guaranteed to give Jay massive amounts 
of frustration and annoyance. Blake enjoys seeing Jay in a vexed state -- 
between that, and Lily and Will, it's no wonder that Alexander despairs of 
Blake's incorrigibility. But truly, it's hardly his fault that most of the 
people he knows are so entertaining when they're angry.
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As they wait for Sofie and Jennifer to arrive, Blake offers to mind Min 
and leave the others free to do whatever it was they would be doing if 
not for the interruption. Bette looks surprised that he'd volunteer for the 
task, but doesn't voice any objection.

Blake enjoys the company of children for the same reasons he enjoys the 
company of vampires: their needs are uncomplicated and their wills 
demanding, which simplifies things greatly. Most adult humans make 
things as difficult as possible with a tangle of needless worries and wants, 
things even they themselves are never certain of, and teenagers are even 
worse still. As delightful as Blake finds these conflicts of conscience, he 
also appreciates the chance to regroup and remember the more 
important things in the world. Keeping an eye on the little girl will help 
him prepare for whatever comes next.

Most of the remnants of former lifetimes in the attic belong to Blake, 
who enjoys keeping mementos despite the near-photographic capabilities 
of his memory. There's a strange irrational comfort in handling the 
objects which decorated the happy or important moments of one's past.

Some of the items stored away belong to others in the household, 
though. A motley crew of vampires can collect an impressive amount of 
ephemera, given sufficient time.

Min sits on the carpet in her well-made little clothes, playing with a set 
of matryoshka dolls -- Russian nesting dolls -- which had once belonged 
to Timothy but had been banished to the storage trunks after his accident. 
Alexander had been the one to pack them away, along with so many 
other trinkets and tchotchkes of the existence and home they'd all shared 
before that night. He'd said it would be better if they all did their best to 
start again. Blake's never been sure of that, but then again the loss of 
Timothy's memories had hit Alex far harder than it had Blake -- Blake has 
always been relatively unconcerned with both the past and the future, 
and so Timothy's changed situation had only required Blake to readjust 
how the ever-moving present should be dealt with.

This attitude has, for the most part, spared Blake from the depths of 
grief which can come with loss, though he occasionally wonders if it has 
also cut him off from the joys of anticipation and the bittersweetness of 
nostalgia. Still, no matter. Things are as they are.

Min has the little wooden dolls lined up in a row, from the largest to the 
smallest. This is the fifth time she's put them in such a formation, but she 
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shows no sign of tiring of her game yet. Carefully, she opens the second-
smallest of the dolls and places the tiniest inside, closing the larger of the 
two and sitting back. Apparently satisfied with the now-shortened line of 
rotund little dolls, she opens the third-smallest and places the second 
inside, repeating the action, the pause, and the action time and time again 
until the whole set is contained within the largest, at which time she 
begins the process in reverse.

There is something unsettling about the careful way in which the girl 
plays with the dolls, an air of methodical precision that makes Blake 
notice for the first time how curious the whole game is. Each little doll is 
devoured by the next in line, like a food-chain or a particularly 
metaphorical political hierarchy. To see a child as quietly damaged as Min 
place a tiny doll inside the belly of a larger doll is somewhat unheimlich. 
And then, as she unpacks the set into its line-up once again, the belly of 
each doll splits and frees its prisoner once again, like Little Red Riding 
Hood being revealed inside the stomach of the dead wolf.

"I think we should get you some Barbie dolls," Blake tells Min dryly. 
She ignores him.

Sofie and Jennifer arrive rather late in the night, after Blake has had 
time to call Ashley and request that she bring over some less antiquated 
toys for Min to enjoy. Min, aided by Ashley and Bette, has transformed a 
lounge set upholstered in peach ostrich leather into a castle for an array 
of plastic ponies of garish pinks; colors which resemble the array of 
colourful anti-nausea tonics Blake has seen on sale in drugstores.

"When Tommy was sick, when we were kids, we'd spend heaps of time 
in his bedroom, because he never had much energy to go anywhere else," 
Bette tells Ashley, as the girls attempt to follow Min's imperious orders 
as to where their ponies are meant to be positioned on the sofa. 
"Between the three of us we had about a zillion GI Joes. You know, the 
action figures? I don't even know how many we had. Half of them were 
crappy knock-off ones, and Rosie would paint them up so crazy with her 
model paints, like zombies and aliens and shit.

"We played with them but it was... I don't know, this sounds pretty 
fucked-up and anti-feminist but I totally don't mean it like that, okay, but 
when we played with them it was funny, because Tommy and Rose played 
all these war games and shooting and sometimes the GI Joes fought 
dinosaurs and enemies like that, but I always used to, like, play doll house 
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with them. I'd use a shoe box and make it all up pretty with popsicle-
stick furniture and tissue curtains and everything. These fuckin' little 
ninja action figures serving dinner to Rosie and Tom's action figures. It's 
fucking hysterical to think about now, but I was so into it then.

"Rose never liked girly stuff, not until we got older and she found out 
about riot grrrl bands and drag and things like that. She never voluntarily 
wore a skirt until she found out that there were ways of wearing skirts 
that fucked with the whole idea of wearing skirts, you know? About the 
only typical girly thing I ever saw her do was cut her arms up with 
razors, but pretty much everyone does that." 

"Jenna said bulimia was more useful," Ashley replies, making her little 
plastic horse gallop over to where Min's collection is grazing quietly on 
the textured leather. "But I liked not eating at all. Everything was just 
simpler that way." 

"Mm. I always liked food way too much to get anorexic," muses Bette, 
and then their conversation is cut off by the intrusive buzz which signals 
that the intercom on the front door has been pressed. Since Jay is already 
down there waiting, none of them move to answer the sound, but the 
mood of the room changes completely. Sofie and Jennifer are an 
unknown factor, not yet friend or enemy, potentially useful and 
potentially a liability. Only Min plays on, ignoring the shift in atmosphere 
around her.

As soon as the three teenagers -- Jennifer, Sofie, and Jay -- enter the 
room, Blake sees what Alexander meant about Jennifer's allure. The girl 
is absolutely lovely to look at, a Rubenesque beauty with a quaint, quirky 
sort of personal style. But even more striking than that is the confidence 
with which she carries herself, a self-possession which few adults and 
almost no teenagers ever embody. At fifteen, Will's younger sister is 
completely at home in the world, with a bright-eyed alertness which it's 
impossible not to like on sight.

For the first time, Blake understands why Nell refused to turn the 
humans she fell in love with. To take away Jennifer's vitality and life 
would be to deprive the world of one of its small, important jewels.

The body language between Sofie and Jay is superficially awkward, the 
two of them made uncertain of each other by time and choices. But 
underneath that, their forms move in concert, the easy trust of loved 
family too real to be broken by something as trivial as argument. They 
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stand beside each other as if they have never been apart, and Blake can't 
help but wonder how different things might be if that were true. 

He takes a moment to envisage who Jay might have been, had the boy 
and Sofie stayed side by side over the past few years. It's so easy to 
imagine that the image is almost chilling; for a fraction of a second it 
feels realer than the real world, like that road is the one which fate 
expected to be taken. Jay's face is already a little haughty and closed-off 
and hard when he addresses those who are not his intimates, and so the 
imagined-Jay's expression is no different to that of the real boy. His body 
would be a little more solid, lean muscle where now there's thinness 
which borders on skinny. Perhaps he would be scarred, not as he is 
scarred now with the ghosts of sharp-toothed kisses on his wrists and 
throat but with the marks of hungry days without shelter, of fights, the 
faint traceries which skitter across Sofie's own pale skin. 

It's hard to imagine Jay swapping his painfully ugly up-to-the-minute 
fashionability -- Blake doesn't care what the boy says, his clothes are 
consistently ridiculous -- for the utilitarian garb Sofie favors. Shapeless, 
faded shirt and jeans in hard-wearing fabrics, patched neatly but without 
especial worry about the look of it. The girl would be beautiful, perhaps 
as beautiful as her brother, if she took a little care, but as it is she seems 
like a half-wild thing, a child with no parents save for the shadowed 
places on the edges of cities.

Would Jay and Blake have seen each other, loved each other, in that 
other world? Would Blake have bothered to notice two more scrappy 
little hunters when he'd already made a game of watching the more 
charismatic, more entertainingly complicated Lily and Will? If Sofie 
hadn't run away and left Jay to fend for himself, would Jay have learned 
the dry sarcasm, the biting monotone deadpan humor that he uses to 
keep the world at arm's length, or would he be just another pretty flint-
eyed fighter, a would-be Van Helsing for Blake to defeat and drain, as he 
had so many others over the years? 

Or would they have felt the spark regardless, the odd alchemy which 
had seemed to shock lightning on their skins from the very first occasion 
of their touch? Perhaps, perhaps. Blake, thankfully, will never have any 
way of knowing, for things are as they are, and Jay is his, and Sofie is 
giving him a look filled with the sort of disgust which Blake has only 
otherwise seen in Cora's eyes. Even Lily and Will don't hate him quite so 
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utterly -- once again proving themselves entertainingly complicated -- 
and Blake, just as he was with Cora, is oddly enchanted. To hate someone 
as much as Sofie clearly hates him is to give that person power over you; 
it ties the two of you together with a poisoned kind of passion which is as 
strong as any love. 

Before Blake can say anything to Sofie, or Sofie can say anything to 
Blake, Jay looks and the both of them and shakes his head, the corner of 
his mouth quirking up in a smirk momentarily before smoothing into a 
slight frown once more. 

"I'm going to rethink our relationship if you start up drama with your 
prospective in-laws," he warns Blake, tone flat. "I get along with your 
family, after all." 

"But my family are wonderful," Blake retorts. "You'd like them 
regardless of their connection to me. And some of them like you better 
than they like me, come to think of it. Lily and Will have been known to 
spend whole evenings voluntarily in your company, which has never yet 
been true for the pair of them and myself." 

"Will?" The hard look Sofie has aimed at Blake manages to become even 
harder. "He's not part of your..." her mouth twists as if the words taste 
bad. "Your family." 

"On the contrary, my dear." Blake feels a serpentine smile curve nastily 
on his own face. "The bond between myself and William is undeniably 
there, whatever the man himself might claim." 

"Can I play too?" Jennifer asks, addressing Min as she crouches down 
beside the child, completely ignoring the argument about her own 
brother's possible allegiances. Min shrugs, apparently uncaring either 
way, but offers Jennifer one of the ponies and gestures for her to join in 
the complex choreography demanded of Ashley and Bette's toys.
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ASH 

Ash wants to hate Jenny, for being someone important's sister, for 
catching Alexander's attention enough to avoid meaningless death. She 
almost wants to hate Jenny just for having a name a bit like Jenna's name, 
in fact. But Jenny's hair is blue dreadlocks, the same color as Ash's hair 
had been before she'd dyed it back to just red, only Jenny's hair isn't 
anything like Ash's, it's nothing like anybody's that Ash has ever seen 
before. 

Jenny in general isn't like anybody Ash has seen before. She's plump -- 
Jenna would have called her an ugly fat cow -- but she doesn't hold 
herself like she's ashamed or afraid of people looking, like most bigger 
girls Ash has known hold themselves. And Jenny's tall, as tall as Tommy or 
Will, and the other tall girls Ash has known try to downplay that, too, 
but Jenny is wearing a pair of chunky aqua boots with thick soles and a 
bit of a heel, which make her even taller still. She's wearing a shimmery 
green A-line dress which only falls to mid-thigh, and glittery silver tights 
which make her fleshy legs look so lush that Ash thinks that maybe if was 
still remotely interested in sex the sight of Jenny might have made her a 
bit gay. 

And, perhaps most strikingly of all, Jenny doesn't seem afraid of the 
vampires in the house around her. Not in a stupid way, like she didn't 
know the risks or thought she was special and safe (which Ash thinks she 
probably is, but it would still be stupid to think even if it was true), but 
in a way where Jenny knows how dangerous the creatures are, but 
doesn't let it bother her.

Sofie looks younger than Jay, though not by much. She looks at the very 
least fourteen or fifteen, but Ashley can't help but wonder how much of 
even that scant maturity is the result of the shrewd, worldly look in 
Sofie's expression. Asleep, defenses down, how young would she be then? 
Thirteen, fourteen? Whatever the answer, the reality is that Sofie is 
without doubt the younger-seeming of the siblings, despite being the 
older of the pair.

Ashley remembers hearing Jay once say that Sofie is nineteen, almost 
twenty. But she'll never look it, just as Ashley will never look it. Their 
clocks are stopped. And, just like Ashley isn't properly a vampire, Sofie 
isn't properly human.
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Her hair is clean and very pale. Not quite white, like parts of Will's hair 
are, though; it's more like the downy blonde that only very young kids 
have. Jenna and Ash were both born with hair that shade, but Jenna's 
deepened to a richer gold when she was eight, and Ashley's started 
turning strawberry red even earlier. She's never seen anyone as old as 
Sofie with hair so fair.

It's clear that Sofie hasn't brushed or combed her hair in at least a few 
days, and probably hasn't cut it in years. A few stringy locks hang around 
her face in an unkempt curtain, but most of the heft of it is pulled back 
into a braid at the nape of her neck.

Ash isn't good at being able to sense the thoughts of others, like some 
vampires are. Things are noisy enough inside her own head, without any 
outside interference adding to it. When the others have talked about 
doing it, she's always assumed that it's kind of an instinct-sense thing, a 
heightened version of being able to discern someone's mood. But what 
hits her when she looks at Sofie is on a wholly different level.

Sofie's thoughts are fractured, half-mad things, kaleidescoping in an 
array of bright sensation, the memories of repeated routines overlapping 
and mirroring like an echo-chamber of the mind. Dark spiders scuttle at 
the corners of her consciousness, whispering horrors and making her 
itch to hurt something, to make the outer world scream in harmony with 
the landscapes within her.

Sofie doesn't free children from vampire prisons out of revenge, or a 
desire to spare others the hell she went through. She frees them because 
vampires are the only foe it's safe for her to fight. If the hysterical, 
heartbroken violence inside her found any other outlet, it would become 
a monster itself, and drag her into the dark along with it.

Among the scattered fragments of a life lived on the teetering brink of 
lunacy and bloodlust -- it seems to Ash like these things are always two 
compulsions which exist in close proximity, and they practically feel like 
one and the same inside Sofie's head -- Ash can catch the shards and 
fragments which make up the childhood that the other girl shared with 
Jay. 

Not the time they'd spent as captives of the vampire gang, alongside 
other children who did not survive to escape as Sofie and Jay did. Those 
memories are not thoughts Ash cares to examine closely in Sofie's mind, 
and even if they were she's got them locked up tight. Ash doesn't know if 

508



that's deliberate or if Sofie can't make her brain remember the things, if 
she's like Ash, big dark blank spaces in her memory cordoned off from 
view. 

The glimpses Ash can catch come from later, from the years which 
followed, before the rain and sobbing in Sofie's head grew too loud and 
she knew she had to run away from Jay, lest she taint him with the same 
madness living in her veins. 

It hadn't worked, of course. That sacrifice. Jay had ended up just as 
doomed and damned as Sofie, in his own way. There's regret inside Sofie's 
head at that; she hates that she gave up so much and it was all for nothing, 
she could have stayed with what little family she had left to her and the 
ending would have been the same.

She's furious at Jay for ending up here, in the townhouse, among the 
monsters and the wolves, after she worked so hard to set him free from 
all this.

The memories of her younger years are bright-edged in Sofie's 
thoughts, as if she has taken especial care to preserve even the most 
minor details of the moments. There are mornings when her arms were 
too tired and sore, the wrists red and chafed from the nights her hands 
spent knotted tight inside drawstring mittens, because otherwise her 
fingernails would scratch and scratch and scratch at her throat as she 
slept, not stopping even when she drew blood. 

And on those tired-and-sore mornings it would be Jay, serious little 
nine-year-old Jay, never very talkative but always observant, who'd pick 
up her comb and smooth the tangles from her long pale hair, making it 
look as neat and pretty as the hair of a girl who wasn't crazy would have 
been. Sofie had known she was nuts even then, but at least her brother 
still liked her, so that made all the rest almost bearable.

Jay would braid her hair for her, one long plait down between her 
shoulderblades, and if she was too weak and tired and sad to go to school 
then he would stay at home as well, and they'd sit together on the sofa 
and watch the mid-morning re-runs of ancient Star Trek episodes from the 
nineteen-sixties. There was something about the overbright colors of the 
scenes which always made Sofie feel better.
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Ash shivers, doing her best to cut her own mind off from the maelstrom 
of Sofie. She feels Bette tense up beside her, too, and wonders if Bette 
can sense the same tumult that Ashley can.

"Ni hao," Jenny says to Min. "Wo jiao Jenny." 

"She listened to 'learn Chinese' tapes the whole way in the plane," Sofie 
explains, addressing Jay as if he's the only person in the room besides 
herself, Jenny, and Min.

"Hi," Min replies, giving Jenny a shrewd look. "Who do you belong 
to?" 

Jenny blinks, friendly expression faltering slightly before she recovers. 
"I belong to myself." 

Unimpressed with the answer, Min puts down her toys and sits up, 
turning her attention to Sofie, giving the older girl a long once-over with 
a hard, puzzled expression. "You are dakuan?" 

"Vampire," Alexander puts in. He and Timothy are at the far end of the 
long room, holding back from the already crowded greetings. "She asked 
if you're like the vampires she's known. It's the same word some Chinese 
speakers use for corrupt business leader." 

"Hi again," Jenny greets him, giving a small wave. Min's perplexed 
expression grows even more confused, her little black eyebrows drawing 
together above her nose.

"His?" She asks Jenny, but before Jenny can reply Sofie says "No," in a 
sharp voice.

"No," she says again, more calmly, with everyone now looking at her 
following the outburst. "I'm not a vampire."

Min doesn't seem convinced. She looks at Sofie again, then at the rest of 
the inhabitants of the room, her gaze finally coming to rest on Ash. "Oh. 
Like you," she states, turning back to her game with Jenny before Ash 
can ask her what she means by that. 

Everyone is quiet for a beat after that, trying to pick up the dropped 
threads of conversation. Jay clears his throat. "Where are you staying in 
town?" he asks Sofie.

"Jenny's brother lives here, so," she answers, shrugging. "He says it's 
cool for us to stay with him for as long as we want." 
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"Yes, provided you don't mind staying in a barely glorified garage with a 
pair of deluded idiots," disparages Blake. Ash recognizes his tone as the 
same one he uses when he's trying to get a rise out of Bette or Jay. She 
glances over at Alex and Timothy, who return her look with longsuffering 
eye-rolls of their own. Blake may be a brilliant leader and a clever killer, 
but that doesn't mean he isn't also an insufferable little shit a lot of the 
time.

"Sounds like better company than I'd hope to find here. Your house 
looks like it used to be a high-class brothel, and then all the class left," 
Sofie replies, giving Blake a nasty look. Ash can't decide whether to be 
offended or impressed.

Jay covers his eyes with his palm. "If I killed you both, no jury would 
convict me."

"Everyone who's more interested in having a hair-pulling contest than 
talking about this little girl's future can leave now," interrupts Jenny in a 
cheerful, no-nonsense tone. "No, seriously. Shut up or get out, the lot of 
you." 

"I'll be in my study, then," Blake says, bowing low to Jenny where she's 
kneeling beside Min on the floor. "Please let me know what you decide. 
I'll see you later, Jason." He blows a kiss in Jay's direction and saunters 
out of the room, closing the door with a distinct click behind him. 

"Dick," Sofie says when he's gone, as if any of the other occupants of 
the room might have failed to miss that particular aspect of Blake's 
character. She stalks over to a straight-backed wooden chair placed 
beside the chess table, sitting down with her arms crossed and glaring at 
the room in general. Ash feels like telling Jay that his sister's kind of short 
on charm herself, but thinks that it's probably better if she leaves the 
sniping to Blake. He's better at it than Ash is.

"So what do you think?" Jay asks Sofie. 

"I think I'm staying in town for a damn long while to keep an eye on 
you, because that vampire you're fucking is an asshole and I want to 
check he's not treating you badly." 

"I can take care of myself," snipes Jay. "Which is lucky for me, since 
you took off."
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"Yeah, you're clearly doing a bang-up job of self-sufficiency, since 
you've gone and made yourself the concubine to the biggest shithead of a 
vampire you could find." 

"Why does everyone keep using that word, 'concubine', about me? It's a 
really, really lame word." 

"Don't say 'lame'," Jenny says, interrupting the sibling argument. "It's 
like calling someone a spaz or a retard. Very uncool. And didn't either of 
you hear what I said three minutes ago? You can talk about the little girl, 
or you can get the fuck out. It's your call." 

"See?" Alexander says quietly to Timothy. "She's wonderful." 

Jenny turns her schoolmarmish gaze on Alexander. "Thank you. Now 
shut up." 

Everyone shuts up. Jay sighs, nodding his head toward Min. "So, like I 
asked before. What do you think?" 

Sofie's answer is flatly spoken. "I doubt she'll live to adulthood. 
Whenever it is that she does die, she'll rise again for almost certain, from 
what I can tell by looking at her. So it's a matter of keeping her alive until 
she's old enough to decide if she wants that. To wake again, I mean." 

"Mm," Jay replies, tone just as flat. "I think we should look at how to 
get her into a situation like we had, then."

Sofie gives a rude snort. "We aren't models of health and stability, 
Jason."

Ash is starting to understand how Jay wound up with a boyfriend like 
Blake. Sofie is even shorter with her conversational contributions than 
Tommy and Michelle tend to be. If this is what Jay's had from his closest 
family and friends for most of his life, Blake's florid way of contorting the 
English language must have been attention-grabbing, at the very least. 

"Jenny and I will take her," Sofie goes on.

"You're kidding, right?" Ash asks, surprising herself as much as anyone 
else by speaking up. "She'll need medications and special care, not to 
mention a set of papers like a birth certificate and everything. That needs 
money and connections." 

Sofie's look is cold. "My foster father was -- is -- an expert forger. I can 
make one phone call and have a perfect birth certificate, passport, health 
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record, and school record for her in three hours. And Jenny's mother is 
HIV positive, so Jenny already knows what it's like to live with someone 
who has to manage a condition. This isn't any different. We're more than 
qualified and it will be fine." 

"Uh, I'm calling a time out, hang on a second," Jenny says, looking from 
Alexander and Timothy to Jay to Ash and Bette, grabbing Sofie by one 
arm and dragging her out of her chair and over to a corner by the door. 
Their discussion is hushed, but Ash is pretty sure that everyone in the 
room -- except maybe Jay and Min -- can hear perfectly clearly anyway.

"I've been living with you a few months now, Sof," Jenny says sharply. 
"Which is more than long enough for me to know that this is pretty 
damn well 'any different' to HIV. It's -"

She sighs, then collects herself and begins again, her tone a little more 
gentle. "I've helped out at playgroups of kids with all kinds of conditions 
and disabilities, both back home in Colorado and now in San Francisco. 
And so I've seen kids with diabetes and nut allergies and yeah, even HIV. 
Vampirism's not analogous to any of them, and you're kidding yourself if 
you think it is. They go through things you never have to think about at 
all, and you go through things they never have to think about at all. Easy 
comparisons don't help anyone. If you want to do this, then we're going 
into it clear-eyed and without any of your bravado pissing-contest 
bullshit. Got me?"

Her voice is firm and businesslike again by the end of the lecture, and 
Sofie just gives a short nod in reply. Jenny sighs.

"Okay then."

Jenny sits down again, so she's at eye-level with Min. She takes out a slip 
of paper that was in her pocket, having clearly prepared for this moment 
in advance, which tells Ash just how token Jenny's protests to Sofie were. 
This was always how it was going to go. People are so funny and strange 
about not letting other people think they've got the upper hand. Ashley 
thinks she'll probably never get tired of watching how people interact.

"Yi qi qu, hao ma?" Jenny asks haltingly, reading from the paper. She 
gives Min an uncertain look. "Um.

Do you want to come with me?" 

Everyone is silent, waiting for the answer. Those that breathe, hold their 
breath.
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"Yes please," Min says after a beat, giving Jenny a small smile. Then she 
looks at Sofie, and the smile shifts from friendly to triumphant. "You are 
wrong. I will grow up." 

The little girl sounds more certain of that simple fact than Ash herself 
ever felt when she was alive. Ash kind of hopes that such conviction 
counts for something, that being determined enough to live can tip the 
balance in some circumstances.

It seems that Sofie's mind has gone a similar direction to Ashley's, 
because her response to Min is to nod and hold out her arm for a 
handshake.

"Deal," Sofie says, as Min takes the offered hand and shakes firmly.

~

Ash slinks away to hide in Bette's room for a while after that. She's not 
sure what she feels about anything that's happened, except that she misses 
her mom a lot and wishes she could just curl up with her head on her 
mom's lap, like she did when she was little and something made her feel 
confused or sad or when Jenna was being a drama queen and Ash needed 
a break from listening to the tantrum.

She's always lied to her parents, half the time purely out of force of 
habit. Most of what she and Jenna got up to was against some rule or law 
or another, and it was just easier to keep them in the dark about 
everything. But Ash kind of misses what it was like when she was still 
young enough that she told her mom things, because her mom was 
always on her side and always knew the exact right thing to say. Ash 
wishes she could just go up to her mom and say 'Mommy, I'm a vampire, 
and I'm scared'.

"I'm putting in a book order. You want anything?" Bette asks, tapping 
away at the keyboard of her laptop.

"Nah." Ash shakes her head, pulled back to reality. Or, at least, as close 
to reality as she ever manages to get these days. "I haven't been able to 
get into novels, really. Not since... I wasn't really ever much of a reader 
anyway, but now I just can't really at all. It's like I, I don't know. It's like 
I'm too exhausted to get engaged with stories in novels, or even in short 
stories, mostly. I've barely read anything since I died, and the stuff I have 
has been books I've read before. I think I've re-read my Kipling stuff 
about a dozen times now." 

514



"I was like that when I was a kid," Bette answers, nodding in 
understanding. "After my dad died. I totally get what you mean. Have 
you tried non-fiction? That's what I'm ordering anyway. I'm buying pretty 
much all the biochemistry and homeopathy books I can find on here." 

"Yeah?" Ash sits down beside her, glancing at the screen. "You were into 
that when you were still... when you still went to school. I remember 
that." 

"Uh-huh. That's where my mom thinks I am now, you know. On a 
science scholarship. It was always my favorite subject, even if I goofed off 
in class a lot. I was never that good at taking shit seriously at school. I 
used to boil molasses in the beakers and test tubes to make candy, using 
the Bunsen burners, you know? Rose always used to warn me I'd end up 
some kind of deformed toxic freak when I ate it, but the worst that ever 
happened was I'd sometimes puke it back up." 

Ash shakes her head, half-amused and half-revolted. "You are such an 
idiot. Seriously. I'm surprised you survived as long as you did."

"Yeah, well, it's not like that was all that long, really," Bette points out, 
voice going soft and sad for a moment before perking back up. "Anyway, 
so, after I died I kind of got into a funk with it. I'd helped Will out a little 
bit with the cocktails and whatever that people could drink after they got 
bitten, but I never really cared about doing any more experiments once I 
was a vampire. It seemed totally pointless, because I like drinking blood, 
I like it a lot, so why would I bother pursuing stuff that was only useful if 
I didn't want to do that anymore?" 

Her voice is livelier than Ash can remember hearing it, except for the 
rare times when Bette asks Blake or Timothy if they've seen Rose 
recently and what she's up to.

"But tonight, when Min said that thing about you and Sofie being the 
same? That was like bang, total lightning-bolt revelation," continues 
Bette. "Because she's right, sort of, only not at all. Like, you and Sofie 
aren't the same as other vampires, but you're not the same as each other. 
She's alive but her body's not the same as a normal person's, and you're 
different to other vampires, and..." She makes a face, shrugging, her eyes 
bright and fascinated. "I want to know why. I want to find the answer to 
the puzzle. I forgot how awesome that can feel, when there's a new 
mystery that I just need to work hard on to find the logic to. It's so 
fucking cool." 
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Bette is Ash's friend, and Bette looks happier than Ash can remember 
seeing her, so Ash decides not to say that being a test subject for a science 
experiment sounds like a totally shitty thing for her to spend her time 
doing. For Bette, she'll suck it up and deal. Instead of that objection, she 
says cautiously "Sofie might not want to do that." 

Bette waves Ash's concern away with a shake of her head. "She'll do it. 
You can see just from looking at her how desperate she is to be normal. 
Who knows, maybe my experiment will find out something that'll help 
her."

The logic is callous, but Ash is oddly relieved by that. Vampires like 
Bette, proper vampires, seem to have happier existences the crueler they 
learn to be. Between her renewed interest in science and this new 
disregard for the welfare of others, it seems like Bette is finally finding 
her niche. Ashley is glad for her. Maybe in this new order of being, Bette 
will finally get over Rose.

"I'm going to school in the morning," Ash tells her. "Want me to steal 
any textbooks for you?" 

Bette frowns. "I wish you'd quit that. Going to school, I mean. It's so 
fucked up." 

Ash shrugs. "If the shoe fits, I guess." 

~

She isn't hugely surprised when she slips into her chair, five minutes 
after the start of class, and sees Sofie sitting on the other side of the 
room. If Sofie is keeping an eye on Jay then it makes sense for her to be a 
student at the same school as him, even if Jay doesn't turn up all that 
much more often than Ash herself. Maybe Sofie's here to keep an eye on 
Ash, as well. Jay did mention that Sofie gets suspicious when vampires 
don't behave like vampires are meant to behave. 

She joins them all in the dark room at lunch period, not even bothering 
to ask any of them if that's okay. Not that Tommy, Michelle or even Jay 
would bother to protest; they just ignore the people they don't want to 
hang around with, as a general rule. Anyone who doesn't slink off after a 
few minutes, cowed and mortified, is clearly cool enough to be worth 
hanging with anyway, so either way things go fine without them having to 
do anything much. Ash thinks they're kind of dumb and passive-
aggressive with the whole attitude, but that's just because she spent her 
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formative years in Jenna's shadow, and Jenna never missed an 
opportunity to tell someone what was flawed or wrong about them. 

It's kind of fucked up that the clique of bloodsucking vampires who prey 
on the living are the friendliest of Ash's various social acquaintances.

When Sofie comes to the dark room she's carrying two cups of the 
horrendously shitty tinted water that passes for cafeteria tea. She gives 
one to Ash, sipping her own and making a disgusted face. 

"Thanks," Ash says. She's already had two bags of blood, but it wasn't 
enough to stop her being thirsty. It's never enough. The tea is better than 
nothing, at least.

Sofie shrugs one shoulder, dismissing Ash's thanks with an unsmiling 
"I've never dealt with an insane vampire before. I want to see if you 
respond to the same things as other vampires do." 

"Sofie," Jay says sharply, a tense line appearing between his eyebrows. 
She ignores the reprimand, still facing Ash. 

"I'm not insane," Ash answers quietly, though she isn't sure whether 
that's strictly true or not. "I'm just... different. Not quite the same as 
other vampires." 

"Yeah, well. I don't like different. I like humans and vampires to be 
exactly how I expect them all to be," Sofie tells her with a thin, chilly 
smile. "So you bother me." 

Wow, Ash can totally see how this girl is Jay's sister. Both of them are 
catty as hell when they want to be. 

But Ashley had a sister too, once. And neither Jay nor Sofie have 
anything on Jenna when it comes to catty. 

"Save your self-hate shit for someone who gives a damn," replies Ash. 
"It isn't my problem if you're some kind of freak, acting out against her 
own weirdness by trying to put everyone else in one box or the other. 
I'm not going to feel bad for not fitting neatly into your bullshit 
categories. And that's all they are. Bullshit. I'm not quite a vampire, and 
neither are you. Maybe it's never been a matter of binaries. Maybe it's 
always been a spectrum."

She steps in closer to Sofie, dropping her voice to an intimate, 
threatening stage-whisper that the others will all hear as well. "You can't 
stand the idea that I don't sit around feeling guilty and existential for 
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being what I am, because you think your own angst about being weird 
makes you special. You get off on hating yourself for how strange you are.

"The only reason you don't like me is because now you don't get to be 
unique all on your own anymore. You have to share it with me. And it just 
eats you up inside that I might be better at it." 

~

Later, in English class, Michelle texts her from the other side of the 
classroom 

u remined me of jenna 

Ash smiles to herself, and looks at the blackboard, squinting against the 
brightness of the thin sunlight.

~

She can hear the argument from across the parking lot. There are a lot 
of conversations in the air, because the last period of the day's just ended 
and everyone's excited to be free and making plans for how to spend the 
rest of the afternoon. The chatter hums around Ash's head, tugging at the 
edges of her distractable mind, but she forces herself to concentrate on 
the heated words being shot back and forth between Sofie and Jay. 

"Sof, what would Liam think if he saw how you've been acting with 
everyone?" 

"He'd think it was a surprise I'd survived to grow up this old." Sofie 
answers tartly.

"Don't be like that. You know what he always said. What you don't have, 
fake. I don't care if you don't have any time for the vampires of this city; 
you need to start faking it better. Ashley's incredibly dangerous." 

"I'm not scared of that blood-frenzy shit she's got. Hunters have been 
able to put down freaks like her before, and I can do the same if I have 
to."

"That's not an option. She's... she's my friend, Sofie. And the others -- 
Blake, Tim, Bette, everyone -- they all love her. You'll have the whole 
gang down on you if you hurt her." Jay sighs, frustrated. "Lily and Will 
would be pissed at you, too." 

"I'm not going to hurt her," Sofie mutters sullenly. "She seems okay." 
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"Then why were you goading her so hard? You weren't that hardcore to 
any of the others, not even Blake." 

"I'm just trying to keep her on the level, because... because she goes to 
school. She's trying, instead of just giving in and being a monster with no 
strings attached. And that makes her... she's better than them, okay," 
Sofie hisses angrily. She doesn't raise her voice, but the acid in the words 
makes them as forceful as a shout. "You're better than them. What are you 
faking, Jay? What lies are you carrying around? There's gotta be some big 
ones, I think. Why? Why are you -" 

"Because I love him, Sof." Jay's words are as furious as hers. "Don't get 
up on some high fucking horse with me, okay? You've got Jenny and now 
you've got Min. Why aren't I allowed to make myself a family, too?" 

Sofie seems lost for words at that, or at least like she's biting back the 
words she wants to say. Ash waits a few seconds and then walks over to 
them, wincing at the sting of the afternoon sunshine. She's still too much 
Jenna's little sister to wear a hat -- it just wouldn't co-ordinate with her 
school uniform -- and so the heat and light beats down hard against her 
face. Her sunglasses help a little, but not enough.

She doesn't want to stop... how was it that Sofie had put it? Trying. Ash 
doesn't want to stop trying. She doesn't want to turn into a monster and 
nothing else, especially not now that she's sorta starting to remember 
how to be Ashley. But maybe it's time to find another way to try. Maybe 
she should talk to Lily and Will.

"Hey," Ash says to Jay and Sofie, as she gets closer to them. "Are you 
going to Will and Lily's?" she asks Sofie, ignoring the faint surprise on the 
girl's face at being spoken to without malice.

"Yes," Sofie answers. 

"I'm going over to Tommy's," Jay says, hoisting the strap of his bag 
higher on his shoulder. "Try not to do anything stupid," he warns Sofie, 
sounding weary. "See you two later." 

They walk to the bus stop without chatting, keeping to the shadows of 
trees and buildings as they go. Ash doesn't know how badly sunlight 
affects Sofie's skin, but her own is starting to really hurt. There are lots of 
great things about being a vampire, but right now the whole deal is 
making her feel kind of queasy and sore. She'll have to have something to 
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drink soon, even if it's just one of those gross cocktails Will and Lily 
drink instead of blood. 

Could she do that all the time? Live on just replacements, instead of the 
real thing? Ash isn't sure if that's even an option for vampires like her; 
broken ones. Would Alexander and Timothy and Blake and everyone shut 
her out of their world if she gave it a try?

The sun's a little lower in the sky by the time they get to the warehouse 
that Will and Lily call home. Jenny and Will are sitting on one of the 
crappiest couches Ash has ever seen -- there's stuffing coming out of 
several of the cushions, and the whole thing seems to redefine 
'threadbare' -- and chatting.

"You know, if you want to turn more vampires to the light side of the 
force, you should maybe work on your PR a little," Ash notes, wrinkling 
her nose. "Because, I'm just saying, the bad guys are living in a beautiful 
mansion with an entire recording studio inside it, while the good guys 
are practically hobos."

Will makes a particularly put-upon sounding noise. "Is Blake's gang 
really so bored that they're wandering over to insult our decorating now? 
Because if we're talking PR, petty fights over who has the better fringe 
benefits scheme isn't exactly the stuff of epic evil either." 

"She came with me," Sofie tells Will, heading over to the fridge. "Is 
there any of your blended smoothie made up?"

"Nice to see you too, Sofie," Will replies. "Yeah, I think there's a jug in 
there. Don't drink it all; Lily needs to have some when she wakes up in a 
couple of hours." He turns back to Jenny, waving one hand at Ash to 
indicate that she can go over to the kitchenette area with Sofie if she 
wants.

"I'm just saying," Will says to his little sister. "That if you're planning to 
be a doctor one day, staying dropped out of school for another year isn't 
what most would call the logical path."

"It's not a race!" Jenny replies with a laugh, untroubled by his concern. 
"I'll get there when I'm meant to get there. With the number of years I'll 
have to be in college and med school, one more year off now isn't going 
to throw me off the track. And it might be more than one year, 
depending on what happens with Min." 
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Sofie pours a cupful of sour-smelling, thick liquid into a glass. "Want 
one?" she asks Ash.

Ash shrugs and nods. She might as well try it. "Okay."

She almost spits out the first mouthful, but a childhood full of too-
trendy restaurant meals with her parents has taught Ash how to swallow 
down seriously gross-tasting stuff without gagging. This smoothie may 
well taste worse than all the other bad things she's ever tasted put 
together, though, so it's still a struggle. It's like rotten, too-sweet fruit 
pulp and unsweetened cough syrup and strong herbs all mashed up 
together.

But Ash is nothing if not a brat at heart, and so if Sofie can drink it, then 
Ash is going to drink it too.

Will is there beside her, offering a mug of green tea to her as she puts 
the empty glass back on the countertop.

"To wash the taste away," he explains, as she swirls a mouthful of the 
hot liquid around and swallows.

"Euuuugh," Ash answers, not caring if Sofie is now sipping her own cup 
of green tea with no dramatics whatsoever. "You good guys really don't 
have a whole lot of perks to offer the new recruits, seriously. That shit 
tastes like someone died." 

"Yeah," Will agrees. "But nobody did. That's the perk." 

Sofie smirks, the expression half-hidden by the rim of her cup, and Ash 
glares. Oh, now it's on, there's no way she's letting them get away with a 
zinger like that. She'll get them back for it when they least expect it.

"Can I get an ingredients list?" she asks, pulling one of her notebooks 
out of her messenger bag, blinking at him in what she hopes is a vaguely 
sweet and innocent manner. Even if she never makes the stuff, Bette will 
probably want to know what gets put in the death-juice for her 
experiments.

~

A little while later, Ash pretends to leave. It's tiring, being looked at 
with the crazy mix of envy and pity that Sofie and Will both seem to feel 
towards her. Only Jenny looks at Ash like Ash is an ordinary person, and 
that itself is crazy enough to make Ashley feel on edge around her, as 
well.
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She waits beside one of the buildings further down the street as the 
night begins properly, the dark comforting and cold against her sore red 
skin. If Ash still freckled, she'd be more freckle than girl at this point, 
with the number of times her skin's gone through the sun's punishment.

Sofie and Jenny appear again a short while after sunset, walking 
together in the direction of the bus they can catch to the townhouse. Ash 
doesn't follow them, waiting instead until more time passes and, 
eventually, Lily slips through the warehouse door and shuts it again 
behind her.

Feeling like a creepy stalker -- and why the hell is she feeling bad about 
that, she's a goddamn vampire, she's practically contractually bound to do 
some creepy stalking once in a while, her conscience is clearly in need of 
a major kick up the ass -- Ash follows Lily as Lily takes a meandering 
route through the streets. It's clear that Lily's hunting, and clear that she 
isn't going to find anyone to fight. Between Blake's gang and what's left of 
the gang of hunters, the only vampires that're still calling Chicago home 
are ones that know better than to end up in the path of a patrolling 
vigilante. 

They walk and walk, and as they're walking down an ordinary-looking 
suburban street, Ash catches the scent of another vampire. Not just any 
vampire, either. Bette's crouched in the low branches of a tree, just 
beyond the boundaries of a garden of a house which Lily is now walking 
up the front path towards.

Ash slips quietly into the space beside Bette, who doesn't seem at all 
surprised at having sudden company for her peeping-tom-like activities. 
Ash feels a moment of gladness that Lily's senses aren't as sharp as theirs. 
She wonders if her own smell and sight and hearing will grow less 
precise if she stops drinking blood, too. Ash is pretty sure her sense of 
taste will never stop hating the grossness of the cocktail, or stop wanting 
blood. That would be too easy.

Rose steps out of the front door of the house, swaying on her feet a 
little as she starts to follow Lily back through the garden to the sidewalk. 

Lily stops and turns, face pinched into a glare. "Are you even up to 
coming out tonight, dude? You reek." 

"Yeah, yeah, I just gotta sober up a little, gimme two secs," Rose says, 
collapsing back until she's lying prone on the front lawn. Lily tries to pull 
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her back up to her feet, but Rose shakes her off. "It's okay, nobody will 
see me. My parents are out on date night, eugh. And I think Tommy went 
to a movie with Jay or something." 

"You still shouldn't be lying there like that. Come on, I'll help you get 
back inside and you can run your head under cold water or drink a coffee 
or whatever." 

"Who are you, my mom?" Rose asks. Lily snorts, flopping down beside 
Rose. 

"Nah, your mom would probably tell you to go to bed, not to come out 
hunting vampires when you're drunk."

"I'm not drunk, I'm... jovial," Rose says, sounding about as un-jovial as 
anyone ever has.

"I like the smell of new dew on grass," Lily muses, spinning several 
blades of the grass in question idly between her fingers, not bothering to 
reply to Rose's assertion of non-drunkness. "But you know what I really, 
really miss? I miss the smell of cut grass. Fresh-cut grass on Saturday 
mornings at Will's house, after we'd been up all night at a show.

"When we were about your age, we'd wake up late in the morning to 
the sound of the lawn mower and that smell. Nobody mows their lawns 
at night, so I never smell it now. Just another little reminder of how 
shitty being a vampire is."

"Being a human is shitty too, though," Rose points out. "I think it's, 
like, you know." She smirks a little. "The grass is always greener."

Lily shrugs, as much as anyone can shrug lying on their back on the 
ground. "Maybe. I liked being a person more. Nothing I ever read about 
vampires, in the whole time I was a hunter, ever said anything about how 
lonely it is."

"Maybe that's just because you and Will aren't in a big group. Maybe..." 
Rose bites her lip, sitting up and glancing off into the dark beyond the 
edges of the garden. Ash can feel Bette tense slightly beside her, as if 
afraid of discovery, though there's no chance that Rose's human senses 
would be able to detect them in their hiding place.

"Don't be a douchebag," Lily retorts, punching Rose in the thigh. 
"Being a vampire wouldn't fix any of your problems; it'd just give you 
even worse problems to distract yourself with."

   523



"I'm just sick of everything changing." Scowling, Rose punches Lily 
back, then lies down on her back on the grass. "I want everything to just 
stay how it was, forever."

"Being a vampire doesn't stop everything changing. It changes 
everything," replies Lily, sounding almost philosophical, except that she 
follows the words up by stretching her legs out beside Rose's and kicking 
Rose in the shin. "Seriously, quit romanticising it; you're too old to 
believe in crap like that."

"I wish I was younger," Rose says, as if that's the obvious response to 
Lily's words. "I've wished that since the summer. Since before there were 
vampires in the equation at all. Because... because growing up fucking 
sucks.

I know adults all say they wouldn't go back to being a teenager for 
anything, but everything just gets harder and harder as you get older and 
older. Maybe there are perks like independence and choices and wisdom 
and whatever, I don't know, but there's also fucking up so bad that it feels 
like nothing is ever gonna fix it ever. There's also falling in love with 
someone so badly that the thought of never being skin-to-skin with them 
ever again seems a thousand times worse than death. There's also lying 
awake at night and thinking about all the things that you can't take back. 
And when it's as bad as it gets, I keep thinking, what if it just gets worse 
later? What if this is what being grown-up is? And I don't... I don't want 
it, I don't want any of it, if I can't have her there with me when I get it. 
What's the point in living until I'm twenty, thirty, fifty, eighty, when 
Bette won't be any of those? How am I meant to just keep going?"

Rose's words catch on a sob, a and she goes silent. 

"I don't know," Lily answers quietly. "You just do, I guess. We all just 
do." 

Bette slips down off the branch and back onto the ground, landing 
silently. Ash follows her.

"Come on, let's go to my club. This is boring," Bette says. Ash does her 
best to ignore the tear-tracks that Bette wipes at with shaking fingertips 
as they walk together.
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BLAKE 

Blake can't remember offhand the last time his gang had a base of 
operations as public as Bette's nightclub. The townhouse remains their 
primary home, of course -- in Blake's more fanciful moments, he's been 
heard to call it their lair -- but Scrimshaw is increasingly the place where 
they go when they wish to relax during the course of a night. Hunting 
within the premises is verboten, naturally (disposal of bullies excepted) 
but Blake views this as, at best, a general suggestion. 

It is far easier, after all, to apologise than to ask permission, and so if he 
saw a particularly delectable bit of prey at the club he would not hesitate 
to take full advantage of the opportunity. Bette would forgive him, 
eventually; Blake's sure of that.

Tolstoy's assertion that happy families are all alike was probably not 
written with vampires in mind, but there's still a truth to it in a vampiric 
context. Any pack has a degree of acceptance and unconditional loyalty 
built into its workings. If Blake broke Bette's rules, she would pardon the 
transgression after a time, just as Blake would give her absolution for any 
wrong she perpetrated. That's what families do, whether comprised of 
blood relations or otherwise formed.

Mikhail is here tonight, having an animated argument near the bar with 
two particularly dramatic looking vampires dressed as if they were doing 
their best to channel the spirits of Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne 
Westwood circa 1971. Blake is pleased to see that Mikhail himself has 
chosen a frock coat of shell-pink brocade with black trim and a white silk 
cravat. It's been a number of years since Blake's seen Mikhail take such 
care with his appearance, and to see a return to previous form feels like a 
good omen of sorts. The fortunes and moods of the gang are all on the 
up, as it were. 

Jay is holding court over near the low stage, as usual, flanked by his 
friends Tommy and Michelle on one side and Ash and an older girl Blake 
doesn't know on the other. Tommy and Michelle have their skinny, black-
clad arms wrapped around each other's skinny, black-clad waists, 
matching expressions of vague interest on their faces. Blake takes all this 
as an indication that the couple are, in Jay's vernacular, 'on again'. Ash is 
tapping a quickfire message into the keypad of her phone, soft tendrils of 
her newly red hair curling around her face. 
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If it wasn't for the twitchy, erratic way her features shift from mood to 
mood, expression to expression as she types, Blake was almost say that 
she was looking well. She's looking better than she has, but it's impossible 
to fail to notice the unfocused, perplexed set to her gaze or the nervy 
tremble of her shoulders and hands.

"- but I think she's just being obtuse for the sake of it," Jay concludes 
whatever he's been saying, voice in its typical declarative monotone. It 
flattens all his statements, makes even the most innocuous remark sound 
withering, as if the world at large has failed to live up to the standards Jay 
expects of it. Blake likes that about the boy; it's better to be perpetually 
disenchanted than to never expect very much in the first place. "Blake, 
this is Natalie. She was a tech for Remember the Stars on Warped tour 
last year. Bette's hired her to do front-of-house sound on nights when 
bands do gigs here. Nat, this is Blake." 

"A pleasure to meet you," Blake says, nodding hello to the young 
woman. She's better dressed than most rock stagehands Blake has met -- 
and decidedly less pungent -- but he suspects that Jay will be annoyed at 
him if he flirts too much with any of Jay's friends. Jay isn't at all the 
jealous type, save for occasional fits of pique when Blake talks on for too 
long to him about Will and Lily, but he has a depressingly low tolerance 
for Blake's social charms.

"I'm afraid you'll have to excuse me, however," Blake explains to Nat, 
allowing himself one wicked grin in her direction and a light kiss on the 
back of her hand. Jay can't expect him to behave like a stuffy proper 
adult, after all. There'd be no point in being a vampire at all if Blake was 
forced to act like a grown-up human all the time. "I'm on the prowl." 

He turns and leaves them be. He can hear a soft, slightly dreamy sigh 
from Nat, and a mutter of discontent from Jay which sounds a lot like it 
might be "... fucking cat metaphors, I swear to god." Blake grins, 
sauntering across the open space of the dance floor toward one of the far 
edges of the room, over to where he has spotted another of his favorite 
games sitting at one of the corner tables.

Will's eyes are narrowed as he looks at the crowd around him, a detail 
which Blake finds ludicrously precious. Vampire eyes are perfect, 
especially in low light, but the habits of being near-sighted during his life 
have stayed with Will beyond his death. The stubbornness of Will's refusal 
to embrace his new talents is inexplicably adorable to Blake; it's like 
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seeing a small child wail and cling to the side of its crib when the time 
comes to graduate to a proper bed.

The notebook Will is scribbling his observations into is another matter 
entirely, however. It's a cheap, cardboard-covered affair, the kind students 
use to record their school lessons in.

"I'll have a variety of Moleskines sent to you," Blake states, sitting 
himself down in the unoccupied second seat at Will's small table. "If 
you're going to insist on recording my every move, I feel it's only right 
that you choose a tome worthy of my presence within it."

Will's shoulders stiffen, but he doesn't turn, speaking his reply to the 
page in front of him with a voice full of forced mildness. "Sorry to 
deflate your egotism, but I'm not writing about you."

 He glances up again, then back down, and writes a few more words. 
Blake follows Will's line of sight with his own glance; Will's focus seems 
to be the side of the stage, where Natalie and Jay are still arguing 
exuberantly.

"Well, I can't fault your choice of subject there," Blake remarks. 
"Though you may find that your records become weighed down by 
numerous instances of afternoons spent on arguments with his friends 
about insufferably post-modern novels, evenings filled with questionable 
coffee shops, bars, concert halls and other venues for the watching of 
people and for being watched by them. Also his taste in music is 
wearyingly pretentious more often than not. Might I ask why you're 
devoting your attention to the boy?"

"Music isn't the only thing he's got wearingly pretentious taste in," 
replies Will, still looking anywhere but Blake, still sounding like he'll 
keep his voice bright even if it kills him. His knuckles are white where he 
holds his pen, his pale jaw tense. Blake grins, leaning in closer, his next 
words quiet against the shell of Will's ear.

"Tell me why you're stalking my lover, William, or I'll tear your throat 
open."

Will's eyes slip closed, sandy lashes trembling softly, mouth pulled tight 
and tense. His scent is a mix of those three most vital smells, fear and 
hunger and desire, the braided thread of them overlaid with ink and soap 
and tea and rain. Blake moves closer still, inhaling the heady stink of it, 
his nose brushing against the soft fall of Will's hair. Will's nervous thrum 
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of a pulse grows even faster, the faintest of blushes rising on his bone-
white cheeks. Blake smiles.

"Oh, so you'd like that, I see? If I... hm..." Blake traces light fingertips 
up the inside of Will's wrist, which is frozen as still as a statue's, the pen 
poised mid-line above the paper. "Dragged you into some dark corner 
and ripped into your carotid artery with my teeth. Drank until you 
fainted. It'd take a long time before you would, you know. You'd be 
almost drained. You'd wake up starving."

A violent shudder jolts through Will, coupled with a whine that's 
audible even though his staunchly closed lips. Blake digs two sharp 
fingernails into Will's forearm, piercing the vein just enough to draw 
beads of blood up to the skin. The groan Will gives at the smell seems to 
be entirely involuntary.

"I'm not stalking him," Will grits out, eyes still closed. "I... take notes," 
he goes on haltingly, clearly trying to ignore the way Blake is pushing at 
the soft meat of his arm to make the tiny cuts bleed more. "Notes on 
anyone I see that I know... oh, god... that I know has been bitten. A 
record of their... fuck... their health."

There are six little punctures between Will's wrist and elbow now, the 
first two now joined by a neat row made by all four of Blake's fingernails. 
"You're going to bleed on your horrid little notebook in a moment if you 
don't move," Blake reminds him, but Will remains as still as stone. "Ever 
the sociologist, aren't you? You can't help but catalog the ways we all 
behave. The science, these absurd cocktails of berries and teas which you 
and Lily insist on choking down... those were never where your passions 
lay. Bette's the chemist. You're the anthropologist. I do love that about 
you, William."

When he's done talking, Blake waits one second, two, staying 
motionless for long enough that Will can gather what few wits he has left 
about him and grab at his notebook and pen, vacating the table as fast as 
he can and heading for the exit of the club. The look he gives Blake over 
one shoulder as he leaves is one of terror and confusion. It makes Will 
look like a frightened rabbit. Blake can't help laughing at the sight. Oh, 
he's so terribly glad he took an interest in Lily and Will. They are 
endlessly amusing. 

"Has Will left already?" Natalie asks as she and Jay come over to where 
Blake sits alone, still chuckling to himself. Her face shows the 
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longsuffering annoyance common among those tasked with relying on 
musicians. 

"I'm afraid so," Blake answers. "I think he had to go lick his wounds." 
He smirks at the words; he rarely has an opportunity to be so literal 
when the tells the truth.

"See?" Jay gestures at Blake, speaking to Natalie. "Cat metaphors. Told 
you." 

~

Blake had run into Nell again, quite unexpectedly, in the 1970s. He'd 
been passing through Europe, checking in on old real estate holdings and 
discarding some of the properties he no longer wanted.

It had been in Austria, which was lucky because Blake had found that he 
felt a growing distaste for Austria and so any distraction was welcomed. 
Nell, he discovered, felt almost exactly the same way. 

"There's something sick in the heart of this country now," she'd said 
with a sigh as they meandered their way along the dark bank of one of the 
wider rivers. The water was the rotten, soup-scum texture of pollution 
and decay, and Blake felt inclined to agree with Nell's statement. 

"It's that fucking war," she went on, a scalpel's razored edge audible in 
her pretty voice. "It released a poison inside the people. Just because 
they got an armistice in the end doesn't mean the poison went away. 
There's more rape and violence in this country now than there ever has 
been before. But everyone turns away from it, just like they turned away 
from the camps and all the rest. This country makes me ill, now." 

Nell was always one of the few people Blake was content to simply 
listen to, without offering much commentary of his own. He thought this 
was perhaps because she was so much older, so honed and refined by 
centuries behind her smooth teenaged face. She had a greater capacity for 
both cruelty and kindness than any other being Blake had ever met.

They made a lovely pair together that night, that much was for certain 
-- her hair darker than his, long loose curls held from her face with thin 
lace ribbons of ice-blue and winter-green. Her coat was a sable fur and 
her stockings were pale wool above her buttoned black boots, making 
her look like a heroine from some ancient Russian fable about a princess 
caught in the snowy woods, found and nurtured by some witch or wolf. 
Blake, for his part, wore a long thick grey cloak with soft fawn-coloured 
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fur at the collar. He'd tried to keep up with modern fashions, but in 
recent decades the fabrics and cuts had become increasingly ugly and so 
he had abandoned fashion in favour of style. It suited his features better; 
Blake knew he was handsome, but also knew that his looks were not 
particularly modern. 

He missed Edwardian clothes; he'd liked that era for men's style. The 
twenties and thirties had been best for women, in his opinion. Modern 
clothes could be beautiful on occasion, but they were almost never 
elegant. 

"The world is nothing if not predictable, if you take a long enough view. 
Things will settle back to normal soon enough," Blake answered Nell 
blithely, though he wasn't sure how strongly he believed that. Even the 
Great War hadn't felt as shattering, not on that bone-deep level. That war 
had just been carnage on a scale rarely seen. The second great war of the 
twentieth century had felt like something different to that; a 
remembrance of a capacity for evil on par with the worst atrocities of 
history, perhaps worse than even that.

Nell gave  him a crooked smile and shook her head. "A hundred and 
thirty years of drinking blood, and you're still so young and innocent," 
she said in a tart, amused tone. Then, clearly bored with contemplating 
mankind's slide into depravity, she changed the subject. "I read the book 
Oscar wrote for you. It was very pretty." 

"Thank you. I've always been fond of it myself."

"I tend to like his fairytales best, though," Nell went on as they walked. 
"They're such sad, fragile little things. I always liked unhappy stories the 
best when I was a child, and the inclination seems to have stuck. I own all 
of Andersen's work, as well." She glanced at the night-rainbow slick of 
the river's surface beside them, dark-red eyes narrowed in a glare. "I 
think that's why I hate what's happened to this river so much."

"Hm?" 

"It used to make me think of my brother, in the winter when the ice 
would rush through it. Now that's been swallowed up by this new poison, 
this pollution. I had brothers, you know. When I was alive. Two of them, 
and a sister, though I wasn't so close with the younger two as I am with 
the vampire-brothers I have now. My older brother, he was my world, 
though. He was such a thoughtful, wistful boy. The stories he'd tell me at 
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night before we slept always turned thoughtful and wistful too when it 
was him telling them. That's why I like that sort best even now. Even the 
happiest endings had a sting when he recounted them: the woodcutter 
slicing the wolf open to save the little girl, or Hansel and Gretchen's 
witch-mother burning to death in her own oven."

"Gretel," Blake corrected. "It's Hansel and Gretel." 

Nell shrugged. "Gretchen's prettier. And the point remains the same. 
Fairy stories are meant to break the heart, I think. If children are too 
comforted and contented by the stories they're told, what is there to 
make them dream up stories of their own?" 

"Perhaps you should be a novelist, next. Offer the world some dark 
new stories." 

"No, I'd rather play music again, I think. I always miss the song when I 
try to put words together without one. Sometimes I feel certain that 
there must be a God, after all, who put me on this road to eternal night 
for the sole reason of letting me learn the joy of music. I didn't really 
know it until I'd been dead for years and years already, you see. I was a 
very late bloomer. But when it comes to words without a tune, I'll stay 
content to whisper ideas in the ears of other writers, and let them make 
out of me what they will."

"What became of your brother?" Blake asked. He remembered, 
vaguely, that Nell had once told him she'd kept an eye on her family after 
her own death. She'd been trying to assure him that it wasn't the 
strangest thing she'd ever heard of a vampire doing, helping a widowed 
relative raise her little human daughters. Now that Blake's known Ash, he 
knows that Nell was right. There are much stranger things possible than 
that.

Nell had frowned a little, the memory clearly giving her a little pain 
even so many years later. Blake had never known for certain how old she 
truly was; she'd told him a variety of answers but they had all been 
contradictions of each other.

"He died," she told him. "Before I did. I think that's why I was so fast to 
agree, when I was offered the chance to be a vampire. I couldn't bear the 
thought that the memory of my brother would fade into nothing after the 
rest of our family eventually died as well. And nobody knew him like I 
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knew him, so it was best if I could stay alive forever. I thought that's what 
this would be, you see. Living forever." 

They shared a smirk at that, at the simplicity of the long-vanished girl's 
mistake. It wasn't living forever. It was the very opposite.

"What about your family?” Nell asked. “Do you still follow the branches 
of that tree?" 

Blake nodded. "Yes. Daisy's... there are a number of 'grand's, I've quite 
forgotten how many; one of the children of her children's children to 
some degree or another, she's a student at a college now. She wears blue 
jeans and plays a guitar in coffee shops. You'd probably like her very 
much." 

"Probably," Nell agreed. She looked up at the stars and breathed out a 
sigh. Vampire breath has no warmth, and so doesn't mist. The night air 
stayed clear around her. "I wonder if you'll ever love a human so much 
that you wish you could grow old beside them." 

"Oh, Nell, not again," Blake said, unsurprised and maybe just a little bit 
amused. He knew it wasn't really a laughing matter, if it was making her 
melancholy, but she did have such a habit of falling in love with just the 
sort of people whom vampires should never fall in love with.

"I... I truly do hope you fall in love one day, Blake. It feels such a 
cruelty to wish that, but I'm never sorry I did. Not even when it hurts 
the most." Her smile went crooked. "At least, that's what I tell myself 
now. I'll probably feel differently when it's time to mourn again. Because 
that's how it always ends." 

"No," Blake had answered her. "It never ends. Not for us."

"We have fed our sea for a thousand years; and she calls us, still unfed," 
murmured Nell, seemingly speaking mostly to herself.

"Kipling?" Blake guessed. She nodded. 

"Yes. When you fall in love, Blake, you must find me and tell me. Will 
you do that?" 

"All right," he said lightly, laughing at how earnest she sounded, the 
serious look on her small pale face. "You might be waiting a while, 
though, dear heart." 
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Nell shrugged. "We have nothing if not time." Her expression shifted 
sadder. "Lucky us."

~

He wakes from the dream sharply, as if his consciousness has wrenched 
itself free from the memory with no small effort.

Blake showers, dresses, checks his emails and the emails of those he 
monitors: Mikhail and Amy are considering a foray into racehorse 
breeding, an enterprise Blake seems to recall the two of them trying their 
hand at once before. Still, if it keeps them entertained then he has no 
quarrel with it; Nicole's gang and Blake's own have a long history of 
profitable collaborations. More importantly, the two packs are friends, 
which is not common between groups of such equally matched strength 
and cunning. 

"It's so uncool that you do that," Jay says by way of announcing himself, 
bending low to rest his chin on Blake's shoulder as Blake sits as the 
computer.

"Stop reading over my shoulder, then," Blake replies, baring his teeth in 
a feral smile. Jay looks unimpressed. 

"I should start trading messages with Alexander about what an awful 
jerk you are, and all the things we hate about you. That'd serve you 
right." 

"I don't read Alexander's emails," Blake replies, shutting off his 
computer and standing with a stretch before pushing his desk chair aside 
so he can embrace Jay properly. He can't help but think about how 
entertained Nell would be if she could see him now. It took more than a 
century and a half, but Cupid's arrow finally caught Blake just as surely as 
it ever pierced Nell's hide. Blake imagines she'd enjoy seeing someone 
else moon over a human like a love-struck poet for a change, since she's 
gone through it herself so often. 

Blake rather hopes that his affair with Jay will lack the tragic-fairytale 
finale which so many of Nell's romances fell prey to. If Blake's got any say 
in it, he'd much prefer to avoid having a finale at all. What's the point in 
living forever, after all, if not to avoid the unpleasantness of endings? 

"Which means that you do read mine," deduces Jay, looking more 
unimpressed than genuinely put out. "Has anyone else managed to earn 
the right to privacy?" 
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If Timothy was still the same Timothy he'd been before his injury, Blake 
would have given him the same courtesy he extends to Alexander. As 
things stand, though, Alexander is the only one. "Please don't tell me 
your sensibilities are still offended when I do something untoward, my 
dear boy. I am, after all, an evil creature of the night."

Jay just smirks and shakes his head, letting his forehead rest against 
Blake's shoulder. "You don't fool me, you know." 

"Hmm?" 

"This whole wicked-creature-of-the-night thing. I don't buy it. I never 
have. The first time we met, you were buying a kitten. It would have been 
pretty hard for me to be convinced of your evil nature after that, and I 
never have been." 

"So my tendency to kill people, often violently, that isn't a sufficiently 
compelling argument?" 

"No. That's just what you are. I don't think that means it has to be who 
you are as well." 

"Then pray, tell me who I am." 

Jay takes a step back, crossing his arms over his chest and giving Blake a 
long, appraising look. "You play with the cat when you're thinking hard 
about something to do with yourself, but you push it away when you're 
planning things for your gang. You're sentimental enough that you keep an 
attic's worth of mementos of your life, and not just things like your 
autographed copy of Dorian Gray, either. You keep photographs and paper 
fans and pressed flowers and hats and coats and dresses. 

"It would have taken care of the whole problem if Alexander had killed 
Min, like the people who left her expected that he would, but he didn't.

"It would have solved everything if you'd done it, when it became clear 
he wouldn't. But you didn't." Jay shrugs. "That's who you are."

"And failing to murder a child, that's a compelling argument for my 
good nature? Surely you have more exacting standards," Blake smirks. 

"No. That tells me enough." 

The simple honesty -- and the dark underlying history behind that 
honesty -- in Jay's response takes a moment to sink in, but when it does 
Blake has to pause for another moment before he can recover from the 
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reply and step forward, kissing Jay and cupping the boy's sharp-angled 
jaw in his palm. Jay allows the kiss, then laughs softly to himself.

"You don't even let Bette carry her Chanel handbag around the house, 
because you know how much Alexander hates Nazis. This whole gang is 
hilariously bad at being really bad, what with the kittens

and the hating Nazis

and the consideration for each others' feelings, okay." 

"Shall I do something terrible to counter your hypothesis?" Blake asks 
quietly, stroking the back of his knuckles against Jay's cheek. "We'll go 
and find a party, choose some beautiful unlucky boy or girl, seduce them, 
and then you can sit and observe as I bite them and drain them dry? How 
would that be?" 

Jay's breath catches in shock and surprise, his eyes blooming dark and 
glassy at the cruel suggestion. He looks guilty, betrayed by how excited 
his body is by the idea of watching Blake do exactly that.

"Yes," he whispers hoarsely. "That would... uh... that would be okay."

Blake brushes his fingertips lightly over the silk-soft skin of Jay's neck, 
smiling indulgently. "You make it very hard for me to resist killing you, 
when you say things like that. You would make such a delectable vampire, 
Jason." 

Jay's posture tenses, a frisson of fear overlaying his excitement, body 
warming even more against Blake's cooler flesh. "Don't. You know I don't 
want that." 

"Would you leave me if I did it? Would you be angry enough to do 
that?" Blake asks, genuinely curious. It's doubtful that an answer of yes 
would be enough to deter Blake, if he decided he wanted to turn Jay, but 
it would make him hesitate before he went ahead and did it, at least. 

"Don't," Jay says again by way of answer, shaking his head. "Don't you 
want to see who I become when I get older? I might be like a fine wine 
and just keep improving with age." 

Blake laughs. "You make a compelling argument. And you are indeed 
the finest wine, I assure you of that." 
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Jay rolls his eyes. "Jesus Christ, you are so corny. Aren't you meant to 
be coolly manipulative and debonair or some shit? And not a complete 
fucking sentimental dork?" 

~

Bette's shed some of her old, obnoxious habits, but most remain: she 
never hangs her clothes up after wearing them, or remembers to pass 
along phone messages meant for someone else, or knocks when she 
wanders from room to room in search of something to alleviate her 
boredom. Therefore, Blake is not surprised when she slumps her way 
into his study, dragging her feet, and collapses down into one of his 
armchairs.

"It's so lovely to see that the youth of today are so full of wholesome 
enthusiasm," Blake says conversationally, signing yet another dreary form 
in triplicate. "You're distracting me from briberies related to your 
nightclub, you know. If the extortion rate goes up because I didn't get 
these in the mail, you can pay the difference out of the spending money I 
know Timothy slips you from time to time."

"Shouldn't I be doing all that, then?" Bette asks, sitting up a little 
straighter. No matter how glum the girl may be, her mood never fails to 
perk at the mention of Scrimshaw. Blake shakes his head. 

"When you've had time to cement yourself in the social cobweb of our 
world, my dear. These deals rely largely on who owes who the bigger 
favor." He gives her a teasing smile. "And if I do these for you, that will 
give me at least one favor I can demand from you in future years." 

Bette rolls her eyes, flopping back down into the chair. "You know I 
already owe you everything anyway."

Not really annoyed at being interrupted from his boring tasks, Blake 
sets his pen aside and comes to sit in the chair opposite Bette's. "Are you 
thirsty? I can have Mikhail bring us up some tea, if you like. Or blood."

Making a face, Bette shakes her head. "It's weird how you treat them 
like servants sometimes. Like, creepy. We don't live in the age of upstairs, 
downstairs and shit like that anymore, you know." 

Blake smirks. "Oh, believe me, I would never mistake you for anything 
but a thoroughly modern girl, Elizabeth." 

"Bette." 
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"And anyway, the division of labor in this house is just another example 
of what I was talking of before. It's all a system of favors and tributes. The 
other vampires who make this house their home entrust me with the 
responsibilities of leadership, and along with those responsibilities come 
certain rights. Such as the right to request refreshments in my study 
when I'm working. But, if you aren't thirsty, it's irrelevant anyway. I ate 
earlier. Now what is it you've come to complain about this time?"

Bette sighs. "I can't stop thinking about Rose." 

"And naturally you assumed that I can think of nothing I'd rather do 
with my immortality than listen to teenage romance dramatics." 

Bette slumps down even further, so her foot is close enough to his that 
she can kick him in the shin. "Fuck you, dude. Your immortality basically 
is teenage romance dramatics, forget listening to them." 

"Then take myself and Jay as an example of a potential solution for your 
own situation. We are happy as we are, despite our differing positions on 
the food chain, and perhaps one day I'll turn him, and then things shall 
become even simpler." 

"But Jay doesn't want to be a vampire." 

Blake sighs. "Bette, I am considerably stronger than the boy, as I'm sure 
has not escaped your notice. If I want to make him a vampire, he will 
have very little chance of avoiding such a fate."

"See? You don't give a shit what he misses out on or never gets to have 
in exchange," Bette says, sitting up and gesturing with her hands as she 
speaks, a dark unhappy fire animating her movements. "I can't... I don't 
know how to be you. I don't know if I'll ever know it. I... god, it's so 
fucked up, but sometimes I hope it'll just, like, kick in, you know? The 
vampire selfishness. I'll wake up one night and not care about anything 
but what I want. When I hope for that, I always hope it happens while 
Rose is still alive. So I can have her forever." 

Blake taps his chin with one index finger thoughtfully.

"You parted ways with her because you thought that would be simple," 
he observes. "You knew things never would be, if the love affair 
continued -- her a hunter, you a vampire. Ease was never on the cards for 
you as a pair. You can claim a conscience all you like, but in the end that 
was the only reason. If you'd stayed together the choices would have been 
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too hard: keep her alive, or kill her so she'll be yours forever? Live as 
your instincts dictate, or try to be housebroken for her sake?

"Navigating that terrain seemed so daunting that you thought the task of 
it was surely bigger than the desire you felt for her. And now that both of 
you have realized how wrong you were in that assumption, and so the 
both of you sigh and pout and act like the romantic idiots you are, rather 
than admitting -- as every true love eventually has -- that what you have 
between you is worth the cost, worth the risk, worth how hard it will be.

"Humans and vampires aren't so different, not in matters of the heart. 
Love wants. It wants like hunger and suffocation. It wants like gravity. I 
want Jay and Jay wants me and of course it isn't simple, of course it isn't 
easy, but difficulty alone isn't nearly sufficient reason to deter me. I 
suspect it isn't for you and Rose, either. Not forever." 

Slowly, reluctantly, Bette nods. "Sometimes, when I think about how 
much I miss her, it's like... it's like my veins ache. Not because I miss the 
taste of her --" Bette's white cheeks flush to pale pink in an embarrassed 
blush. "-- but because it's like... I don't even know what it's like! Nothing 
else has ever made me feel like this. It makes me think of that line from 
Romeo and Juliet, when they have to be apart. 'Dry sorrow drinks our 
blood'. The feeling makes me think of that." 

Blake tries very, very hard not to laugh at her. He doesn't manage it. She 
kicks him in the shin again, much harder this time. "You're such a fucking 
asshole," Bette tells him with a scowl. 

"I'm sorry, my dear one. I'm truly sorry." Blake manages to get his 
chuckles under control. "But I always find the melancholies of the 
lovesick utterly hilarious. Quoting Shakespeare as you did was more than 
I could bear quietly. There is nothing noble about the way the two of you 
are acting, really, so you should do away with this ridiculous pretense that 
you are choosing the more admirable course. To put it into the vernacular 
of your times: suck it up and deal, and go see her." 

Bette sighs, the sound impressively loud considering her lack of need to 
breathe. "You're totally useless." 

Blake pats her on the knee. "Of course I am. You're absolutely right." 
He gets up and goes back to his contracts. Bette huffs in outraged 
protest, standing up.

"You don't care about my problems at all!" 
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"No, I don't," Blake agrees cheerfully, waving his hand at the door. 
"Run along now. Go listen to horrible music in the dark, or whatever it is 
your generation enjoys as a method of wallowing. I always liked writing 
verse, myself. Poetic pretension can make your own misery seem terribly 
interesting, if you really put your heart into it." 

Bette stomps out of the room with another loud huff of outrage, leaving 
the door open behind her. Blake decides not to call her back in order to 
have it closed; she'd probably slam it.

He smiles to himself as he bends his head back down to the papers 
before him. The rearing of teenage girls remains just as entertaining to 
him as it ever was.
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ASH 

The next time Ash sees Will and Lily, it's not in the circumstances she 
would have liked. Then again, it's been kind of a long fucking time since 
circumstances have been the way she'd've liked them to be.

She's out with Blake and Alexander, just walking around the city for the 
sheer joy of it. Ash wonders if there are any other creatures -- apart 
from, maybe, domesticated pets like cats and dogs -- who are as adapted 
to life amongst urban human society as vampires are. She knows 
vampires must have been able to live in smaller settlements, once upon a 
time, because cities haven't always been as huge as they are now. As easy 
to become invisible within. But, even knowing that it must be true, Ash 
can't really imagine what it would have been like.

She's read these discussions people have on messageboards online 
sometimes, about how vampires can't exist because of the mathematics 
that would be involved in getting enough blood and killing enough 
people and everything. They dress it up with numbers, but Ash is pretty 
sure that the real reason people think like that is because they're just 
absolutely certain that they would know

if vampires were real. Someone would know.

Ash wonders if the people who think like that have any idea how much 
goes on below the shiny surface-city that the ordinary people live in. 
There are little signs, cracks in the brightness, here and there: the 
homeless people shivering on corners, begging for spare change. Drug 
dealers loitering near where kids congregate after school. Drunks getting 
rolled for spare change in gutters. The city is teeming with predators and 
victims, but people only ever see what they want to see. Ash used to be 
just the same, before she stopped having that blindness as an option. 

She hasn't told most of the others yet that she's stopped drinking blood. 
Ash was scared that the cocktail -- the gross, gross, gross cocktail, which 
Bette has promised to keep helping her with -- wouldn't be enough, that 
the craving would build and build and break her apart. But it's been okay 
so far. It doesn't feel as nourishing as blood, of course. But she can 
survive on it, and Ash thinks that she prefers the feeling of being in 
control of herself to the feeling of being content. That explains why she 
always felt kind of miserable when she was high on pills, and why 
starving herself used to feel super-good.
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Jesus Christ, she's kind of fucked up.

They're not far from home -- from the townhouse, that is, which Ash is 
increasingly thinking of as home, and it always makes her feel guilty 
because her parents need to have at least one of their kids stick around. 
But just wishing things that are still normal with her isn't enough to make 
things normal, and maybe it's not fair to her parents to keep pretending.

Will and Lily are walking with two others, a man and a woman whom 
Ash recognizes as Russ and Anna, the other members of Remember the 
Stars. Ash didn't really get close to Michelle and Tommy and Jay until 
after Remember the Stars had already broken up... well, until after two 
of the members of the band had been killed by Blake and turned into 
vampires, which had pretty much forced a permanent hiatus. But she's 
heard enough about Anna and Russ to know that she doesn't really like 
them.

Like Lily and Will, Anna and Russ both became vampire hunters when 
they were teenagers. That alone would be enough to make Ash resent 
them: partly because she's a vampire and doesn't really like the idea of 
being hunted, but mostly because she holds hunters responsible for 
Jenna's death, even though it was Alexander who did the murdering. 
What's the point of hunters if they can't even save a teenage girl? They 
didn't save Jenna, they didn't save Bette. They didn't even save Lily or 
Will, and Ash thinks all that evidence is indication enough that Anna and 
Russ should have stayed gone when they left Chicago the first time.

She knows that she's not really being fair. There are probably a huge 
number of people who're still alive because of the hunters. Blake says 
hunters are an important and natural part of the ecosystem of the city. 
But fuck it, Ash is a vampire. She's under no obligation to be fair. She 
doesn't like Anna and Russ. That's just how things are.

"I see we're not the only ones enjoying an evening stroll, then," Blake 
says, but Ash can see that he's pulling off his gloves, exposing the 
sharpness of his fingernails. Ash has never been in a real fight before. She 
finds herself more excited than afraid by the prospect.

"You can come back to our place and insult the decor, if you like," Ash 
ventures. "So we're even." Lily, Russ, and Anna all look totally perplexed 
by the comment. Will just looks concerned and severe. The tentative 
smile on Ash's own mouth fades, and she shifts her stance into a fight-
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ready posture. Fine. If they don't want to give her a chance, she won't 
give them one, either. 

"Would it be boorish of me to point out that you appear to be a little 
confused as to what constitutes an ally?" asks Alexander, speaking to 
Anna. "Because if you're intending to exterminate all vampires, I feel I 
should point out that you're currently standing next to two of us." He 
gestures to Lily and Will, his own sharp fingernails gleaming lethal in the 
streetlights.

"That's different," Anna snaps, voice cold and hard.

"So you'll work with the vampires you deem worthy of continued life, 
and kill the rest? How unimaginatively fascist of you," Blake says, 
feigning a yawn. "I have something approaching respect for vampire 
hunters, much as I dislike them. They remind me of the mongoose, the 
only animal cunning enough to fight the King Cobra."

"Rikki-Tikki-Tavi is a great name," Ash offers, thinking of the 
mongoose in the Rudyard Kipling stories she used to read as a kid. "I had 
a hamster called that. Jenna's was called Milly-Molly-Mandy. I was little 
enough that I didn't think there was much difference between a hamster 
and a mongoose."

"Ashley, please try not to go off on tangents while I'm trying to go off 
on a tangent," Blake scolds her, but he's got a fond, slightly worried smile 
on his face, like he always does when she goes a little too crazy. Lily's 
smiling too, but trying to hide that she's doing it, which makes Ash feel a 
bit better. Smiling's better than the scowls the other hunters are all 
aiming at. Will, Anna and Russ, three expressions of stony hatred all in a 
row.

The three scowls aren't exactly the same, though. Will glares at Blake 
like he'd like to kill him slowly, but at least it's the finely-tuned hatred of 
someone with a very close vendetta against their enemy. Anna and Russ's 
are chillingly impersonal, like they don't even see Blake and Ash and Alex 
as people at all, just... just things.

"Yes, as I said, they're rather unimaginatively fascist," remarks Blake, 
and a split-second later Ash realises he's replying to her train of thought. 
She's never going to get the hang of telepathy. 

"As I was saying," Blake goes on, as everyone else attempts to catch up 
with his tangent upon half-heard tangent. "Traditional vampire hunters I 
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concede a degree of professional appreciation for. I kill them, naturally, 
but do not despise them as I despise you two. Hypocrisy is never 
attractive."

"There are four of us, genius," growls Lily, adjusting her stance, the 
brief smile which had lightened Ash's heart now vanished.

Blake chuckles lightly, waving one hand dismissively. "Oh, I don't 
include you and Will in any of this, dear. Vampires who are 
uncomfortable with their nature have been around longer than any of us. 
But human hunters who would stand with such vampires, well, that is a 
wholly new and wholly vile development."

"Fuck you, asshole," says Will, and Ash starts to wonder if anybody ever 
actually does any fighting in these fights, or if they all just say mean things 
to each other until they get tired and go home.

"Again, you're taking personally what was not directed at you, 
William," Blake says in a calm voice, like he's speaking to a child. "I 
understand completely why you stayed with her. She's your great love, 
and you are hers. Everybody who's ever read a storybook knows that 
death's no match for that. But these two -" With a sneer, he gestures to 
Russ and Anna. "- They know nothing of love or true loyalty." 

Anna chooses that moment to take a swing at Alexander, a stiletto knife 
suddenly in one of her perfectly manicured hands. She catches him across 
the arm, tearing the sleeve of his coat and the skin beneath in one quick 
stab before he backhands her, hard, and knocks her to the ground.

"Don't." Will orders Russ, as Russ moves to strike as well. "The three 
of them together are too much. If they're going to let us walk away, we'll 
walk away." 

Anna is glaring up at Alexander and Ash, her red lips and black-lashed 
eyes and blonde rockabilly hairstyle an impeccable picture of beautiful, 
furious hatred. She stands, spitting out a mouthful of blood from the 
knock, a bruise already rising under the pale powder of her makeup.

"You haven't seen the last of me," she tells them as they walk away. Ash 
and Blake ignore her, but Alexander calls out over his shoulder as they 
round the corner of the block.

"I wouldn't dream of it," he says, loudly enough for Anna to hear. "The 
last I see of you will be much more final than this. And if you're intent on 
keeping score, please mark down that the first blood went to me."
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"Pride goeth before a fall, Alex," Blake teases.

"It never seems to do you any harm," Alexander replies.

~

"Okay, let's see. Lilo and Stitch, The Neverending Story, Up, Ponyo, Calamity  
Jane.... Deadwood? Seriously?" Jenny holds up and DVD and gives Mikhail 
a vastly unimpressed look.

"The television is a better babysitter than any residents of this home 
would be, I assure you," Mikhail answers. "And look, her eyes aren't 
even the least bit square from it." 

"It's not the amount of TV I'm objecting to. It's the fact you showed a 
preschooler Deadwood." 

"What? She liked Calamity Jane. They're basically the same thing."

Min's room on the ground floor of the townhouse still has the 
impersonal air of a spare bedroom, but there's a little more life to it now 
than when the little girl first moved in. Her toy rabbit lies on the pillow 
of the neatly made bed, and the innards of a simple clock mechanism are 
spread out across a felt square on the writing desk. The flat-screen TV on 
one wall is a new addition to the decor, as is the DVD player that Jenny 
and Min are sitting on the floor in front of now. The walls are lined with 
more books than Ash has ever seen in one place, outside of a library. 

Mikhail and Alexander are on the window seat, so the only place left for 
Ash and Sofie to perch is on the edge of the mattress. Sofie seems tense, 
ill-at-ease, but Ash probably would too if she'd spent her childhood as a 
captive of a household of vampires and was now paying a visit to a 
household of vampires. Min, on the other hand, is starting to lose the 
dull terror which clouded her face at first.

"I liked it," Min tells Jenny, agreeing with Mikhail. "Everyone fights and 
says funny words." 

Sofie laughs behind her hand, which earns her a stern glare from Jenny. 

"Alexander, our faces are Chinese," says Min thoughtfully. "Would our 
job be feeding bodies to pigs, like on the show?" 

"I never did," Alexander answers her. "I mostly robbed people, or did 
odd jobs. The real Wild West wasn't nearly so romantic as those shows 
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and films make it seem. But pig farming would have been a very 
enterprising choice, I suppose."

Jenny doesn't look lost for words, exactly. She looks like she can't 
decide what words are appropriate to say in front of Min.

"I'm going for a walk," Sofie declares suddenly, standing up. "Ash, 
come with me?"

"Um, sure," Ash says, too surprised by the invitation to think of a 
reason to decline it.

When they're outside in the bite of the wind, Sofie lets out a deep sigh. 
"Sorry. I'm just people-weary. I needed some air." 

Ash points at her own face. "I'm a people too, you know. Not an air-
breathing one, but still."

"Yeah, but you don't talk-talk-talk all the time and have stupid opinions

and, ugh." Sofie makes an inarticulate flailing gesture with her hands. 
"I'm losing my mind staying with Lily and Will. I could deal with Will all 
right when it was the two of us on the road together, and even when it 
was the two of us with Jenny. But with Lily he's. They're both. It's just..." 
She pushes errant strands of white-blond hair away from her face, 
frowning against the wind. "They're idiots. Well-intentioned idiots, but 
good intentions mean shit. And Jenny and Jay and Rose are all so trusting

of all these fucking vampires." 

"Uh, still standing right here," Ash says again, repeating the gesture of 
pointing at her own face.

Sofie doesn't seem to hear her, rant going on uninterrupted. "Blake isn't 
any different to Cora, not really. He acts like he is, but he's not. I think 
he's even worse, in a way, because he's made Jay complicit in his own 
captivity. At least Cora's honest about being a fucking monster."

That makes Ash's face harden a little, her smirk curling down into a 
frown. "You don't mean that, so don't act like you do. You hate Cora. You 
were there when she nearly killed Will."

"I don't know." Sofie shrugs helplessly, looking uncertain. "I don't know 
if that's what she was hoping would happen, or if she was intending for it 
to turn out exactly the way it did. Vampires almost never kill each other. 
Not for real. Not forever. Why else do you think Blake and Lily are both 
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still alive, even though they've clashed one-on-one a few times? Cora put 
Will out in the sun, but you'd know better than most vampires that the 
sun isn't automatically fatal. Beheading is a sure way to kill a vampire. 
Basically the only sure way. If she'd really wanted Will dead, that's how 
she'd've done it."

"Tearing the heart out is one, too," Ash offers in a quiet voice. "If you 
burn the body up before it grows back. That's... there was another 
vampire, probably made by Cora, just a little while before she killed me. 
He was crazier than I am. No reason or rationality left, Timothy says. 
Timothy's the one who found him. When they meet vampires like that, 
Blake's gang always tears the heart out and destroys the body. They say it's 
kinder that way. Blake was going to do it to me, but Bette stopped him. 
So I guess I'm supposed to be dead, too."

"Of course you are," Sofie smirks, elbowing Ash in the side. "You're a 
vampire."

Ash just looks at her, feeling a little too lost to think up a quip in reply. 
She's so tired.

Sofie sighs, and pats Ash awkwardly on the shoulder. "Come on, let's go 
to that club that Bette runs. I'll buy you a cup of tea."

~

It's a quiet night at Scrimshaw, not too many people around. Ash catches 
sight of Blake as they enter, and waves hello, and then she and Sofie 
wander together to the other side of the room.

Ash doesn't know if anybody in the world, except maybe Jenny and 
Will, can really call Sofie their friend. But whatever she and Sofie are to 
each other, she's grateful for it. Sofie is the closest thing to a friend Ash 
has been able to make since her death.

They're standing together, laughing again over Jenny's face at the sight 
of the Deadwood DVD, when Sofie's posture changes. That's the thing that 
tips Ash off that there's a threat. It isn't that Sofie stiffens or goes wide-
eyed or even shifts her weight, nothing that anybody would be able to 
read as a fighting stance -- anybody but a very adept predator who was 
standing right beside her, anyway. 

It's just that suddenly something is... different. 
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"What?" Ash asks sharply, her instincts racing ahead to consider all the 
elements of the environment around her.

"Cora," Sofie answers, inclining her head in the direction of behind 
where Ash is standing.

Ash feels her whole body go cold, even colder than it always feels, and 
something sick and brittle clogs her throat and chest. The irrational part 
of her, even deeper and older and less coherent than the crazy parts of 
her, thinks 'Jenna, Jenna, I'm scared', just like she used to yell out when 
she had a nightmare at night when she was young. And then Jenna would 
come into her room and climb into the bed with her and hug her close 
and Ash would know she was safe from everything.

And then Ash thinks 'Jenna, if you're haunting me, if my dream was real 
and not just me being crazy, please, I need you now'. But Jenna's dead, 
and Ash is alone, and somewhere behind the crawling gooseflesh of her 
back is Cora, and... 

And then. 

And then the fear breaks, like a wave, like when she and Jenna would go 
to the coast in the summer and they'd let the crashing surf roll them. 
They'd yell and scream as them were tossed and submerged, but it was 
always fun-yells, happy-screams, because they were never really afraid, 
not there in their perfect element. Girls like Jenna and Ashley were made 
for the beach, for the golden sand and the silvery ocean, for beach towels 
and sunshine. They'd never be afraid in the place where they fit.

Now, this is where Ash fits. On the dark edge of the lake in the night, in 
clubs among noise and conversation and shadows, in the places that the 
sun has never been, or been so long ago that it's forgotten. But Ashley 
remembers the sun. Even when she's forgotten other things, she 
remembers that.

Quickly, knowing she has mere seconds at most, Ash unbuttons her soft 
cashmere cardigan and shoves it into Sofie's hands. "Hold this." 

Then she turns and strides towards where Blake and Cora stand. Cora's 
not as tall as Blake, though only by a few inches. Cora is what some 
people might call 'breathtakingly beautiful'. Cora radiates power like a 
subtle and elegant perfume. 

Ash's shoulders are sure, her back straight, as she walks up to them. Her 
dress has only the thinnest of straps, slim black ribbons, and the neckline 
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is a low swoop down from her collarbones. Her scars are on display, livid 
and bare and stark. 

Because they have to be. Ashley isn't going to let herself be ashamed of 
them. Not now, not in front of Cora. She's not going to give Cora the 
satisfaction of thinking that Ash hates any part of what Cora's cruelty has 
made her into. 

And another wave breaks inside her, another release, and Ash realizes 
that she doesn't hate it. What happened was shitty, and she will hate Cora 
forever for all the things Cora stole from her, all the sunshine which was 
Ash's right. But Ash is here, Ash is loved, and the night is beautiful too. 
Ash doesn't hate herself anymore.

The revelation is almost frightening, because Ash isn't sure if she 
remembers how to exist without that ever-present context of self-
loathing. There isn't time to pause and be afraid, though, because now 
she's reached Blake's side, and is smiling a wide lethal snake-smile at 
Cora. 

"Most people wouldn't have the guts to wear shoes like that with your 
calves. Good for you," Ash says, insincere encouragement sparkling every 
syllable. Her words are a borrowed line, one that Jenna said to Britney 
Spears two years ago when their dad got all-access passes to a concert 
from someone he worked with. Ashley had been pretty interested in the 
busy backstage world around them, all the glitter and flash and rushing 
around everyone seemed to be doing, but Jenna hadn't seemed especially 
impressed by any of it. 

Britney's pasted-on meet-the-fans smile had faltered, just for a second, 
and then she'd gone back to being bubbly and friendly for the gaggle of 
teenage girls next in line after Jenna and Ashley. 

"I can't believe you did that," Ash said later, in the cab on the way 
home. 

"Whatever," Jenna answered, combing tangles out of her long sleek hair 
with her fingers. "You saw that look in her eyes when she said hello to us. 
I see it from other girls at shoots all the time, especially if they think 
they're the hot-shit star and the rest of us are backup models. The look 
says 'I'm better than you' and no, fuck that. Not even Britney fucking 
Spears gets to look at me like that. None of them are better than me, and 
I'm not going to let them think they are." 
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There'd been a viciousness in Jenna's voice, and she hadn't looked at 
Ash, directing her reply to the streetlight-sparkled window of the taxi. It 
had made Ash wonder why exactly it was that Jenna had never been keen 
on the idea of Ash doing modelling along with her. Ashley hadn't been all 
that interested anyway, so she'd never pursued it, and Jenna had seemed 
relieved. Now, that's just one more thing Ash will never have the chance 
to ask her about.

The lesson stuck, though, and now Ash bats her eyelashes and lets the 
sting of her words sink in. Cora isn't better than her, and Ash isn't going 
to let Cora think she is.

Her words are a borrowed line, but Cora looks taken aback at them, her 
eyes going wide in surprise for a split-second before narrowing down 
into a heavy-lashed glare.

First blood goes to me, Ash thinks, and her smile at Cora grows even 
wider.

"Sorry to interrupt, but I thought I should come over and say hello," 
Ashley goes on, touching Cora's arm briefly in an impersonal gesture, as 
if they were two socialites obligated to greet one another at a function. 
"We've met, haven't we? You'll have to forgive me for not remembering 
your name; I meet so many people." 

Her own wits rallied, Cora gives Ash a cruel smirk. "I imagine they 
must be lining up the block, for a chance to see someone so disfigured." 

The barb stings, but Ash's smile doesn't falter. She laughs brightly, as if 
Cora has said something especially witty. "I know! Isn't it funny how 
some vampires get stuck in the past, and can't appreciate shifting 
standards of beauty? My friend Bette has a tattoo and a nose ring, and 
you should see some of the looks she gets! I'm so glad you're someone 
who understands that. When I saw you I thought you might be one of 
those awful ones who get stuck in a rut." Ash lowers her voice. "You 
might want to update your wardrobe; you look a little behind the times." 
She turns to Blake. "I have to tell you a completely excellent idea I had. 
You're not busy right now, are you?" 

Blake, apparently momentarily stupefied by the conversation before 
him, blinks several times before speaking. "Cora and I just ran into each 
other moments ago. It's been some years since we saw one another." 
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Ash can't read the tone of his voice, but it doesn't really matter. She's in 
charge, and everything's going to happen the way she wants it, whether 
Blake likes it or not. "Oh, good, then you're not busy," she says, angling 
her body so that Cora is effectively cut out of the discussion. The skin on 
Ash's back crawls with goosebumps, every predatory nerve and synapse 
in her screaming in alarm at an action as dangerous as turning her back to 
Cora. Ash hopes they can't hear how fast her heart is beating.

"I was thinking that we should have a party for Jay's birthday. A late one, 
since he didn't tell us about it in time to have it on the date," Ash says to 
Blake. "There's a lovely restaurant my father likes to take clients to that 
would be absolutely perfect. Not too showy, but stylish enough that Jay'll 
be happy with it." She turns her head a little, speaking to Cora over one 
shoulder like an afterthought. "I'd offer an invite, but it's rather cosy. 
There'll only be room for important people."

"I'm not sure what makes you think a restaurant would be suitable for a 
party largely attended by vampires," Blake tells Ash, his voice dry.

"We can drink wine and appreciate the atmosphere, jeez," Ash retorts. 
She makes a show of spotting someone over on the other side of the 
room. "Sofie's over there, and I think Rose has just shown up too. Come 
over and say hi with me." 

She grabs Blake's wrist in her hand, gripping as tight as she can so that 
he'll get the message not to turn around and look at Cora. She all but 
drags him across to where Sofie and Rose are standing, both of their 
expressions confusion as she meets their eyes and gestures for them to 
follow her and Blake out the exit.

Blake waves for the waiting town car across the street to pull up beside 
them, and the four of them climb in.

"Um, can I ask what just happened?" Rose ventures. Sofie is still staring 
at Ash with a totally flabbergasted look on her face. 

"That was like poetry. Incredibly fucked up poetry," she manages.

"I agree," Blake says, a surprised smile on his face as he stares at Ash. 
He looks like... like he's proud of her. "You've turned out to be quite the 
perfect little Lady Lazarus, my dear. But I should warn you. Cora will do 
her very best to make you pay dearly for that humiliation." 

Ash shrugs. "I'm not scared of her," she replies, and it's the truth. For 
the first time since she died, Ash is free and unafraid.
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~

She's spent a lot of her time feeling like the shittiest kid in the entire 
world ever. Worse than kids who did stuff like getting caught drunk 
driving or smuggling drugs or whatever, even, because those kids mostly 
either had families who were too fucked up to really give a shit what 
their kid was doing, or families who'd get tearful and sincere and promise 
that they loved their kid no matter what.

Or maybe that second kind of family only exists in TV shows and made 
for TV movies and stuff like that, Ash doesn't really know. Her family 
never gets like that.

Her parents... 

Ever since Jenna died, Ash's parents just seem really hollow and fucked 
up and sad, like they're trying to walk off the worst leg cramp ever but a 
million times worse. A soul-cramp. They always seem only half-awake, as 
if being properly aware of the world around them would hurt too much.

They never say outright to Ash that they're disappointed in her for not 
trying harder at school and not being prettier and more polite and all 
that stuff. For not being more like Jenna.

They'd never say to her that they always thought she'd turn out better, 
but that doesn't mean she doesn't know it's true anyway. It has to be. 
People like her parents don't have fuck-up daughters like her, who get 
eating disorders and take drugs and who get attacked and murdered.

Ash knows that if she ever said that out loud, Bette and Michelle and 
everybody would shout her down and say that what happened wasn't her 
fault, that something like that can never be the fault of the person it 
happens to. That Cora's where all the blame should lie. 

And Ash sort of agrees, almost, except that so much else is her fault, 
that she feels like surely she's to blame for this too.

Most of the time, she doesn't feel like this anymore. If she did at the 
beginning, then that's mostly faded now.  

Except that right now, standing by the door to the living room, where 
her Mom's sitting on the sofa reading a book, everything Ash doesn't 
really feel anymore has come rushing back a thousandfold. She feels sick 
in her stomach, a roiling acidic guilt that feels like it should be too awful 
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to bear. As if she wasn't enough of a disappointment already, now she has 
to tell her mother the worst, most disappointing thing ever.

But she has to say it anyway. Even if it's the worst thing. Because no 
matter how much she wants to protect her parents from the truth, she 
wants even more to be herself without subterfuge. Maybe she'll have a 
better idea of who that self is, that way.

"Mom?" she asks, hesitantly, stepping into the living room, going over 
to sit on the sofa. "Can I talk to you?" 
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BLAKE

Almost since the day he died, Blake has loved optimists. He loves the 
ones he can destroy, the ones whose faith in goodness and hope for 
triumph wear down like the points of pencils. He loves to watch them 
break and become worthless, all their light gone out, but even more than 
those he loves the optimists who never cower, who bend but refuse to 
snap. Lily tended to be one of the second sort, and that's why Blake 
delighted in killing her. Lily's light dimmed after that, of course, and 
flickered a little, but there was never more than a slim chance of it going 
out completely.

Then there was Will, and so Blake killed him too, and the pair of them 
resolved to live happily ever after. They've taken the spiraling nightmare 
Blake crafted for them and twisted it into a quirky kind of domesticity. It 
has been a long time since any of Blake's projects entertained him quite 
so thoroughly.

At this particular moment they are delivering a lecture to Rose in the 
cracked-vinyl corner booth of a diner, with Lily taking the lead. This 
means their concern for Rose is becoming more urgent; usually the 
sterner side of things is left to Will, who has a more diplomatic streak to 
his temper than Lily.

"Half your face is scraped up!" Lily hisses. It's a mild exaggeration; the 
graze is bad but relatively small, covered already by gauze and surgical 
tape. "What's your school gonna say? What's your mom gonna say?" 

"I get into fights at school," Rose answers sullenly. The diner's young 
waitress offers to refill Blake's cup of coffee, but he waves her away with 
a smile. She's rather pretty; perhaps he'll kill her later.

"No prom queen or cheerleader leaves a mark like that," Lily tells 
Rose.

"Look," Will puts in, clearly sensing the rising tempers between the 
girls. "I don't want you to think we're not pleased to have another hunter 
helping us. But you're going to get yourself hurt if you go on like this. 
Take it from me, there are a shitload of crappy things vampires can do if 
you get too strong on their radar. Anna says you took down three of them 
just last night."
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Rose scowls down at the tabletop. "If I kill three vampires and Bette 
kills two people in one night, what's the math on that? Does the 
difference balance it?" 

Lily hisses in frustration. The unconsciously animalistic sound makes 
Blake smirk. He's terribly proud of himself for having spotted what a 
lovely vampire Lily would make.

"At least Anna and Russ think I'm useful," Rose snaps. Blake, already 
only half-visible at the far end of the room, turns to face the waitress 
again so that Rose won't see him as she storms out. Blake leaves a large 
tip and follows her quietly.

She's walking away at a brisk pace, talking into the small cellphone 
which Blake knows she only carries at Will's insistence.

"Hey Tommy. Yeah, I know it's getting late, tell Mom I'm... thanks, yeah. 
How's your chem home-- no, I barely scraped a D on that, sorry. Hey, has 
anybody come by?" Blake can see Rose's shoulders slump in 
disappointment as her brother answers. 

"Oh, okay. I guess I'll see you when I get in, or in the morning if 
you're... yeah, I'm gonna go to school tomorrow. Sleep well. Bye."

She ends the call and punches in another, the rhythm of her footsteps 
never faltering. "Hey, Russ. It's Rose. Want some company tonight?... 
Okay, I'll meet you there." 

Deciding it would be a poor decision to continue stalking the girl as she 
begins a night of killing vampires, Blake turns his own path away from 
hers and heads for home.

~

My dearest Nell, 

I hope this letter finds you well, and even more than that I hope this letter finds  
you at all. I'm posting it to Quinn, as his is the only address I have for your family  
which is even close to being current.

Do you remember visiting me in London after Daisy died? I thought that my  
acceptance of her death was indication of how wise and worldly I'd become. You  
knew I was a childish idiot, and what I took for an unsentimental understanding  
of loss on my own part was actually a case of not understanding it well enough to  
feel it properly at all. You dragged me to Egypt to see the ruins of the tombs, 
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despite my protestations that the desert lands were hardly a suitable place for  
creatures of the night.

You showed me the picture-epitaphs hewn into the stones, neat rows of figures  
and eyes and birds and shapes, put there by hands of four thousand years ago and  
just as sharp and vivid as the day chisel struck stone.

"Do you know why they did it?" you asked me, your small white hands clutching  
at the lapels of my coat, your small white face deadly serious. 

"Artists are compelled to create," I told you.

"Not all of these were made by artists," was your reply, and you pointed out the  
rougher slabs to me, the imperfect birds, the blurred shapes. "These are monuments  
much older than either of us, sweet one. They were put here by soft human hands, 
but they will quite probably survive long after we will. Do you know why?" 

I had no satisfactory answer for you that night. As was proper to do in such  
circumstances, I arranged for a headstone for Daisy's grave, a simple marble thing  
marked with her name and the dates of her birth and her death. I gave the other  
girls enough money to provide them with very comfortable lives and then I went to  
America, where a colleague and I tried our hand at being railway barons.

There are so many stories I could recount to you, my Nell, but this is the one  
which compelled me to write to you: I understand the tombs of Egypt. I know why  
you mourn the icy winter rivers now gone from Europe.

The tombs were made to honor the dead, to mark their memory into the world so  
indelibly that it would remain there forever. You mourn the river because it should  
have been eternal and was not.

Humans are so fragile, so brief and slight, but the love they have within them is  
capable of lasting out the ages. A bird cut into a stone four millennia ago remains, 
even as both mourned and mourner are forgotten dust. The bird does not tell us  
that someone died, for that much is obvious, as all people die. The bird tells us that  
someone was loved, loved enough that their passing was marked by one they left  
behind. Four thousand years have passed and yet the love remains, tangible  
beneath our fingertips.

Beside that disappointing river, you asked me to tell you if I ever fell in love, and  
so now I'm writing to you. I have fallen, Nell, and it is glorious and terrifying. 

Your dear friend always, 

Blake 
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ASH 

The boy hits the wall of the alley hard, the back of his head striking 
against the bricks with a loud, loud thud. The physical noises a body's 
capable of making have always enchanted Ash, even when she was a 
human and learning things like how her knees sounded when she 
stumbled and fell on asphalt from too-tight heels, or the stupid moans 
and grunts that happened when people did sexy things to each other, or 
even just the whisper-whisper of a brush through her hair. And now, as 
well as all of those, she's learned new sounds, red wet sounds.

The impact of his skull against the wall has knocked the boy 
unconscious, and if Ash was thinking clearly she might think that's a 
mercy for him, really, that he's knocked out and won't ever know what 
hit him. But she's not thinking clearly, she's barely thinking at all, and the 
starving -- always starving, always -- vampire-part of her that's in control 
right now doesn't care at all about whether the boy has an easy death or 
not. It's far too ravening to care about playing with its prey and 
prolonging the kill. 

The bones in his arms snap like the little hollow bones of a bird under 
her hands as she holds him, and holds him up, and tears open his throat 
with her fangs. The blood spills into her mouth in a messy gush, slicking 
her chin and cheeks. The wound is too big for her to seal her lips over 
and so she doesn't try. She just gulps and gulps, feeling the shattered 
limbs under her palms twitch and seize as the boy begins to die.

She's lost so deep inside that red, draining the last throbs of life from 
the body against hers, that she very nearly doesn't hear the running 
footsteps coming nearer. But even if she is an imperfect, damaged 
specimen, she's still a vampire, and if there is one thing vampires do very, 
very well, that thing is avoiding their own end.

The hunter is still seven or eight feet away from her when she turns, 
letting the body drop to the sidewalk, its blood leaking out in a waste 
across the dark cement as she crouches and readies to pounce, snarling. 

The hunter is taller than her, more solid, and has a weapon in his hand, 
but her hands are weapons themselves and she hooks her fingers into 
claws, raking a scratch on his face as he tries to get in a stab at her belly. 
The strike makes him gasp out a surprise of pain, so she tries to get in a 
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second hit, but he knocks her feet from under her and she falls 
backwards, unsteadied.

The hunter's blade is sharp and heavy, well-made and lightly nicked 
from other battles. It is going to be the last thing she sees, because he is 
standing over her now, bringing the razored edge of the metal down 
toward her throat. Beheading is a sure way to kill a vampire.

The part of her that was Ashley is far, far back in her mind, muffled by 
layers of instinct as old as the world and by interrupted satiation and 
unexpected danger. But, muffled as it is in the noise of other voices inside 
her head, the Ash-part yells out, determined to be heard and heeded. 

I will not die like this. 

She rolls, just enough to keep her head, the blade biting deep into the 
muscles of her shoulder and rendering her right arm temporarily useless. 
She has a clearer opening on her left, anyway, and punches that arm up 
with all the strength in her thin hungry body. Past cloth and skin, into the 
hunter's chest. Her fingers clench around his heart and pull back through 
spongy tissue and hard, breakable bone.

She doesn't want to know what kind of sounds a body makes as it dies 
like that, but she hears them anyway.

And then it's over, and the vampire part of her fades back as much as it 
ever does, and she's Ash again. 

The body atop her is heavy, but she pushes it off with the easy strength 
the boy's blood has given her. As it flops onto its back, Ash can see its 
face, and she feels an ill roil of recognition as she looks at it with a 
coherent gaze for the first time. Russ. She's killed Russ. Torn his heart 
out.

"Hey!"

Another set of footsteps coming nearer, these ones lighter and faster, 
younger. "Hey!" the voice shouts again. Ash scrambles to her feet and 
darts into the darker, more shadowed section of the alley, out of sight of 
whatever hapless idiot is about to see something terrible. 

"Jamie?" the voice says, quieter this time, shocked and disbelieving. Ash 
is confused for the briefest of moments, and then remembers. Oh. The 
boy. Of course. She'd almost forgotten him in the shock of what she's 
done to Russ.
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Ash realizes abruptly that she still has his heart in her hand. She drops it, 
wiping her palm on her jeans before remembering that her jeans are just 
as bloodied as her hand is.

"Jamie," the girl kneeling beside the first body says again, sounding 
choked up and sad and alone. That's when Ash's mind catches up with her 
eyes, and sees that the girl is Rose, and that she carries a blade just like 
the one which Russ nearly managed to kill Ash with. The two of them 
must have been hunting in a pair. Any second now, Rose will notice his 
body. 

Ash runs.

She stumbles and slips and skitters from fire escape to rooftop to 
balcony to rooftop, across the distance as fast and as far as she can go 
with no real destination in mind. She hopes there aren't any kids in the 
apartments she passes, looking out their windows at just the wrong 
moment and catching sight of a bloodied dead thing moving through the 
dark.

Ash drops down into the laneway behind the kitchen of one of the big 
hotels, the kind that have that special goldy-tinted light in the foyer and 
that subtle scent of money in the air so their guests feel comfortable and 
at home. The laneway isn't that different or special to any other laneway, 
though; expensive dumpsters look just the same as regular dumpsters.

There's a busboy having a cigarette, which falls from his fingers in 
surprise as Ash appears. She catches it in her palm before it hits the 
pavement. The ember burns her skin and the pain keeps her attention 
sharp enough that she can speak over the hunger clawing and screaming 
in her belly.

"I want to see the concierge," Ash demands, her voice hoarse as gravel. 
The busboy nods, unspeaking, and flees inside the kitchen.

She wipes at the blood on her face, uselessly, and gives up once she 
remembers that her hands are as sticky and gory as her cheeks and chin, 
and she's probably just making it worse. She takes a shaky drag on the 
cigarette, then another one when the action proves to provide a slight 
distraction from herself. The blister on her hand has healed and vanished, 
leaving a tiny circle of clean new skin in the streaks of blood.

The concierge is a slim, middle-aged white man with salt-and-pepper 
hair and an immaculate suit. If there's anything out-of-the ordinary about 
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his being summoned to the kitchen door by a blood-soaked teenager, the 
coolly professional expression on his face certainly isn't giving that away.

"May I help you, ma'am?"

"I know Blake," Ash answers, taking a final inhale off the cigarette and 
abandoning it to the damp ground. "I need a shower and clothes."

"Of course. Right this way."

As Ash follows him to the kitchen elevator, up to the first floor of 
rooms and into the suite he unlocks for her, her brain manages to have 
two thoughts which aren't about blood. The first is that this hotel is no 
different to any of the ones she and Jenna would stay in on the nights they 
couldn't be bothered going home after partying late. It seems weird that 
things seem to be the same now as they were then, like this vampire stuff 
was already going on invisibly back then and Ash never knew. That idea 
makes her feel vaguely ill; she doesn't want to taint the past with 
information like that.

The other thought is that she wants to be just herself someday. Not 
somebody who knows Blake, or the daughter of her father, or Jenna's 
little sister, or anything like that. Ash wants... no, it's more than a want, 
it's like a craving, a desire almost comparable to her lust for blood, to 
someday be powerful enough in her own right that when she turns up at 
the back entrance of hotels they let her in just as herself, on the strength 
of her own name.

The yearning for that kind of influence and freedom is so strong that 
Ash thinks it must be part of being a vampire. She never had it when she 
was alive. Maybe she's not even supposed to have it now, maybe it's just 
the leader-vampires like Blake, the Alphas of their packs, that are meant 
to feel that drive to control. Maybe she's only got it because she's all 
fucked-up and broken and not-right.

The concierge leaves her alone in the room and Ash turns the shower on 
as hot and hard as the water will go, letting the heat pink her pallid skin 
until she looks nearly living. She thinks about the play they were doing in 
English class at school. Lady Macbeth had it all wrong. Blood washes off 
skin just as easily as anything else does.

Clothes are laid out for her on the bed when she emerges from the 
bathroom, smelling of soap and shampoo and almost feeling like she can't 
remember the glorious slick sensation of coppery red pulsing over her 
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skin from newly ripped flesh. Ash closes her eyes, takes a deep and 
needless breath, and concentrates on dressing in the jeans and shirt that 
have been provided for her.

The phone on the nightstand rings, making Ash jump in surprise.

"... hello?"

"I would have appreciated an invite to your party, if I'm being left with 
the clean-up bill."

Ash sighs, relieved. "Hi, Blake. I can pay you back whatever the hotel 
charges, it's just that I-"

"It's so sad that you can't tell when I'm being facetious. I could care less 
about paying the hotel. I only hope that whatever you were doing which 
preceded your dramatic arrival there was properly scandalous." Someone 
says something in the background behind him, the words indistinct but 
the tone sharp. Blake gives a sigh of his own. "I'm being reprimanded for 
my lightness of tone. Really, you children are insufferable, whatever 
happened to the callow carelessness of youth?... all right, all right, I will 
show some sensitivity. Ashley, my dearest, are you distraught and 
suffering a dismal crisis of conscience and in need of comforting? Please 
say no, as I cannot bear it when Bette looks smug."

Ash laughs, the sound only a little shaky, but she doesn't know how to 
answer. She honestly can't tell if she's okay or not.

She's grateful when, rather than prompt her for a reply, Blake starts to 
talk again. "The ever-marvelous Rose has just telephoned Bette. She's at 
the hospital, and in quite a state. We're going there now, and I wanted to 
check if you wished to come along?"

No. No, absolutely not. She can't look Rose in the eye, she can't watch 
someone mourn for deaths that were her doing. She can't face the 
aftermath. Never in a million years.

"Yeah, I'll meet you there," she tells Blake.

~

Ash used to think she knew the night-city as well as she knew the day, 
but now that she's a part of the night herself she knows that she never 
really knew it at all. The daytime rejects her with discomfort, the threat 
of pain in the harsh brightness of its glare, her eyes half-blinded and made 
vulnerable.
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The night used to do all those same things to her, back when she was a 
day-person. Back then she'd thought she had good instincts, when the 
cold and dark of narrow alleys made her shiver in fear and turn away, and 
keep to the wide lit sidewalks with all the other day-people who foolishly 
thought they were at home in the night. Now she walks down those 
alleys, unafraid, the shadows black and smooth as cool silk against her 
skin. Ash knows the night, now. It's the only place that she's got left. 

The hospital smells of sick blood and cold blood and thick, cloggy, old 
blood. It's not an appealing scent at all, a little bit like rotted fruit. Ash 
tries not to grimace visibly. 

Rose is sitting alone in the emergency room foyer area, her hair a mess 
and her face streaked from tears. She looks very young and desperately 
alone. Ash can relate. Rose is folding and re-folding a little piece of gauze 
between her fingers, the edges stuck with ragged, filthy surgical tape. Ash 
gently takes the whole thing out of Rose's hands and puts it in a nearby 
wastepaper basket, which is half-full of empty paper cups and wadded 
tissues.

"There's a coffee machine," Rose tells her. "But it just gave me a cup of 
creamer when I tried to get one."

Ash gives her a small crooked smile, sitting in the chair beside her. "I'll 
pass. Um. Blake called me. He and Bette are on their way." 

"I feel like such a stupid asshole for calling her," Rose says, sniffling a 
little and wiping at her nose with the back of her hand. "After I calmed 
down a bit I called Lily and Will, too. They're on their way. It makes sense 
for me to call them, because... because one of the people that died was 
their friend." Voice wavering, Rose pauses to take a steadying breath 
before she goes on. "But when it happened, all I wanted was Bette. It's so 
fucked up, because we aren't even meant to be friends anymore, and I'm 
maybe starting to get back on my feet a bit. Just a bit. I watch movies 
with Tommy and I work on my art and I talk to my friend Gretchen in 
email and it's okay. Not awesome, but okay. But as soon as this happened, 
all I wanted was her."

Ash wants to resent Rose for that, because Bette was starting to be okay 
again too, with friends and her club and starting to get interested in 
chemistry again, and now she's going to get all fucked-up over Rose all 
over again. But Ash can't find the strength to hate Rose for needing Bette. 
People don't choose who they love. It just happens.
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Bette and Blake arrive a few minutes later, just as Ash is starting to give 
serious thought to getting a cup of creamer from the machine after all. 
Bette takes a step towards Rose and then stills, like she's only just 
remembered that she can't run over and hug her.

"Jamie's dead," Rose says to her, eyes fixed on the floor. "Russ is dead. 
Lily and Will are going to be so cut up about Russ that everybody's going 
to forget about Jamie. But he... he made me laugh again, after you were 
dead. He was sweet and funny, but I was too hung up on you. I dumped 
him. And now he's dead too. Every mouth I ever kissed is dead."

Bette makes a gulpy swallowed-sob sound. Ash doesn't know where 
she's supposed to stand, what she's supposed to do.

Rose, still looking anywhere but Bette, meets Blake's eyes. "Lily and 
Will are going to be here soon. You have to go. All of you should go." 

"I don't want to leave you alone," Bette whispers, heartbroken. "I never 
wanted that."

"Ashley can stay," Blake suggests. With Bette and Rose being all weepy 
and star-crossed and not looking at each other, Ash can't exactly reach up 
and smack Blake across the cheek or call him a fucking jackass, which is 
what she really wants to do. Seriously, dude is a grade-A crap merchant.

His only response to her death-glare is to give her a charming smile. 
"You'll feel better for it in the end, trust me," he says. "Come on, 
Elizabeth, we should leave before Lily and Will arrive." 

So then it's just Ash and Rose again, which fucking sucks on every level. 
It was bad enough seeing Rose and Bette standing face-to-face, the gulf 
between them almost palpable, feeling their temptation to throw their 
tiny seedlings of their new separate lives away and run to one another 
despite the inevitable disaster that would be. But to sit here with Rose 
after Bette is gone, with one more tragedy heaped on the girl's already-
heavy shoulders, is even worse.

Ash buys Rose a cup of coffee -- it comes out just as white and 
lukewarm as Rose warned her it would -- and finds a months-old gossip 
rag for her to read, and then there's nothing to do but wait.

Half an hour later, Will and Lily come in, and Ash slips off to the 
bathroom so the three of them can grieve in relative privacy for at least a 
few minutes. Ash's reflection doesn't look any different to how it did in 
the hotel bathroom mirror, or her own mirror at home before she'd gone 

562



to talk to her mom. Of course she doesn't look any different; she's 
immortal, she's never going to look any older than she did the day she 
died. But it doesn't seem fair that there's no change at all. Dorian Gray at 
least had a portrait he could watch. Ash wishes there was some mark on 
her now, some indication of the struggle and the confusion and the 
fucked-up-ness she's feeling.

She washes her face, finger-combs her hair, paces back and forth a little, 
watching the skinny red-headed teenager in the mirror do all those same 
things. There's a knock on the door, and Lily pushes her way into the 
little bathroom area. She's been crying, but her eyes are dry now.

"I'm gonna sit outside for a minute. Get some air," she says. "Want to 
come?" 

The sidewalk beyond the hospital driveway is littered with cigarette 
butts and blackened matches and discarded, used-up plastic lighters; the 
junk that gets left over when everybody comes to the same spot to linger 
and smoke to pass the time. Lily lights up a cigarette of her own and 
offers the pack to Ash. Lucky Strikes. She and Jenna used to smoke that 
crap when they were barely out of elementary school, when they were 
first learning how to be edgy and cool and didn't know about which 
brands were better and things like that. 

"Thanks," Ash says, taking one and the proffered lighter from Lily. She 
takes a long drag, feeling the smoke just swirl around uselessly in her 
lungs, and then breathes out. "I miss being able to really smoke." 

"I never did, much," Lily answers, sitting herself on the back of a 
nearby bus stop bench, feet on the seat part and her ass perched on the 
top of the backrest. Ash sits beside her. Lily's hair looks very dark in the 
late-night streetlamp glow of the mostly-deserted road. Taxis and 
ambulances drive by occasionally, tires hissing on the wet road. 
Everything feels spacey and unreal. 

"It was me," Ash says, looking at her feet and speaking quickly. "I don't. 
I don't feel bad about it. But I don't want to have secrets anymore. I was 
trying to start over. I had a bad fight with my mom and. And. This was 
gonna be just one last hit. One last go. Then I was gonna find another 
way. Buying blood bags or just drinking tea and red wine or, I don't even 
fucking know. I was going to find another way. I just wanted one last go. 
For closure, I guess. One last time and then I could give it up. It was just 
because I had a bad fight with my mom." 

   563



Lily doesn't look at her. Lily says "Fuck," quietly, and curls her hands 
into fists, and looks like she's almost going to cry but doesn't. Then she 
takes in a deep breath, as useless as inhaling smoke, and says "Did you get 
it? Closure." 

Ash can't stop the shaky laugh that escapes her mouth at Lily's question. 
"No. I feel just as ripped open as ever." She looks down at her hands. 
"Sorry. Poor choice of words." 

"Vampires kill people. It's what happens," Lily says, sounding hollow 
and resigned. She turns and meets Ash's gaze. "I wish I could say that the 
closure thing was gonna work, for your sake. I really do. But it never 
does. We fuck up and we stumble and sometimes there's blood when that 
happens. The need never goes away. That's why alcoholics never get to use 
the past tense, you know? Because you never stop having the addiction, 
once it's got its way inside you like that. And this isn't even just an 
addiction, this is what we are. You can't get closure on that. Every night is 
as hard as the first one, and some nights are harder. And you just gotta.... 
you keep going anyway. That's all." 

Ash considers this for a little while in silence. "Sucks to be us." 

Lily snorts. "Yep, pretty much." 

“I’ve been here -- to the hospital, I mean -- a couple times before," says 
Ash. "I was never one of those kids who got hurt all the time, you know, 
getting fractured wrists and concussions from sport. The idea of getting 
hurt kept me from playing many games.” 

“Bet you regret that now,” observes Lily. Ash nods ruefully. 

“It’d be hard not to, wouldn’t it, now that I know I was going to die 
young whether or not I played t-ball with the other kids. But anyway, my 
point was, I never spent time here when I was a child, and I’ve only been 
here twice before since then, and neither were for me. I guess I'm just 
gonna be always the visitor, never the patient.

"The first was a couple of years ago; Jenna needed the morning-after 
pill and didn’t want to go anywhere that she’d get recognised by our 
family doctor or anybody like that. So we came here and waited forever 
in the waiting room, and I was scared that she’d have to see a whole 
bunch of counselors before they’d give her the pills but they didn’t, it 
was fine. Jenna was always fearless with telling people what she wanted. 
She was totally in-your-face. She always forced people to see her in the 
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terms she set, no matter what. And then, bang, suddenly she’s fucking 
dead and none of that fucking means anything, or ever meant anything, 
all of a sudden. 

"This one time when we were little, we’d been reading old Reader’s  
Digests and picking up all these phrases we didn’t really understand, 
because we’d been on vacation to the beach and it’d rained the whole 
time and there was nothing else to read. And Jenna was about nine or ten 
I guess, and getting into that stage girls – well, some girls, the girls I 
know, you might not’ve, it might be different for jock girls – go through 
where they totally wanna be mommies and have husbands and babies. She 
used to get so pissed off at me because I said I was going to leave my 
babies in the jungle to get raised by wolves, like in The Jungle Book."

"Did you ever see Tale Spin?" Lily asks as Ash's words wind down to 
silence. "That cartoon had the most random, trippiest concept ever. 
Kipling characters flying freighter planes in the nineteen-thirties. How’d 
they even think of that one? I want a pound of whatever it is they smoke 
at Disney."

"Yeah, I loved that one!" Ash gives a sudden laugh. Lily can shatter any 
contemplative mood, if she gets a whim to. Ash kind of loves that about 
her. "I never even thought about it like that. I had a crush on Shere 
Khan–"

"You’re a furry? Kinky." 

Ash ignores Lily’s lascivious smirk and keeps talking. "- from the time I 
first read the books. It’s weird that I read the books before I saw the 
cartoons, because I’ve never been a reader all that much. Not really. 
Maybe I saw the cartoon first and it made me want to read the books, but 
I don’t remember it in that order. I just remember getting absolutely 
obsessed with the story about Fear and Death and how tigers got stripes. 
Did you ever read that one?" 

"Yeah, yeah." Lily nods. "That’s the one where they’re all down by the 
waterhole and Shere Kahn rocks up and there’s blood all around his 
mouth, and says he killed a man, and the animals lose their shit at him 
because they’re all like dude, seriously? You couldn’t find anything else to 
eat apart from a person?" 

“And he just looks at all of them, cool as anything, and drawls ‘I killed 
for choice, not for food’. I thought he was the most badass thing,” Ash 
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agrees. “Actually, now I’m thinking about it, I guess I must have seen the 
cartoons first, because he’s not all that cool in the stories, apart from that 
one, the one with the watering hole. The rest of the time he’s not that 
great. But in the cartoon, he’s the coolest guy in the whole fucking 
world, this sophisticated boss-man who slinks around and purrs.” 

“Wow, you really are a furry,” Lily teases, her stupid smile managing to 
get even wider and more stupid. “Don’t go yiffing me or whatever it is 
you furries do.” 

Ash snorts. “You’re the one who knows furry jargon.” 

“You’re the one who knew it was furry jargon,” retorts Lily. “So there.” 

Ash decides to be the bigger person and let the teasing go. "What I was 
saying in the first place was, in Tale Spin, where he’s the leader of the 
shady corporations and stuff, doing secret business deals and controlling 
everything? He’s, god, so hot. Yes, I know I just called a cartoon tiger in a 
business suit hot, shut up,” Ash says quickly, before Lily can interject 
another wisecrack. 

Lily gives her an innocent, wide-eyed expression and mouths ‘who, 
me?’, but at least she stays quiet. 

“In Tale Spin he’s not a villain, not like in The Jungle Book, but he’s not a 
hero, either. I thought that was so weird and exciting. I’d never seen 
anything with a character who was on whatever side suited him at the 
time, you know? Sometimes he helps the goodies and sometimes he helps 
the baddies.” 

“You were totally creaming your little junior-high heart out over a 
cartoon tiger,” Lily says with characteristic class. Ash kicks her in the shin 
with as much force as possible. Lily yelps, outraged, and rubs at her 
wounded ankle. 

Then, thoughtfully and with something almost like hesitation, Lily adds 
“Blake’s kind of like Shere Kahn, you know.” 

Ash thinks about it. “Yeah, I guess he is.” 

“Only not a tiger.” 

“Yeah,” Ash echoes with a humoring grin. “Only not a tiger." 

They sit in silence for a few minutes, smoking together and lost in their 
own thoughts, before Ash speaks again. 
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"Like I was starting to say before, Jenna went through this phase where 
she wanted to be a mommy. And we were at school one day a couple of 
weeks later, and her teacher is asking her class what everyone’s interested 
in doing when they grow up, right? And Jenna’s learned all these 
different phrases and sayings and whatever from Reader’s Digest that she 
doesn’t really understand properly, because she’s just a kid, but she uses 
them anyway. 

“So when it’s her turn to answer – and, okay, if you think the school I go 
to now is conservative, let me tell you that it’s got nothing on the one we 
were at then. This was hardcore old-school values. And Jenna wants to 
answer that she wants to be a mom and set up a home and be married 
and all that stuff, only she uses a term she’s heard in the magazines, and 
so here’s a sweet little blonde kid telling a nun, a nun, I am not making 
this up, that when she grows up she wants to work in Family Planning. 

“The headmistress called our parents up to the school, like, that same 
minute. Mom and Dad couldn’t stop laughing, even though they knew 
the school thought it was serious. Jenna was the apple of their eye.”  

For the first time, it feels okay for Ash to be laughing at the memory of 
Jenna’s exploits. It still hurts, like a spike in her heart, but she can laugh 
at the same time as it’s hurting. 

“And then the next time I came here was when she died,” Ash goes on. 
“That’s what I mean about nothing meaning anything. She did all this 
stuff, she had this personality and people who loved her and this whole 
life, and then one night it just stopped, and everything it ever was is 
meaningless now, it doesn’t matter if her hair was blonde or black 
because she’s dead, it doesn’t matter if she was funny or serious or smart 
or stupid, because she isn’t anything anymore, she’s just dead.” 

There's no sound to tip them off that Will's approaching before he walks 
into view beside the bench where they sit. Ash hardly ever manages to be 
that quiet. She thinks that vampires probably get into so many stupid turf 
wars on the boundaries of different neighbourhoods out of something a 
bit like evolutionary boredom -- they're natural predators, but predators 
so good at what they do that only others of their species are any kind of 
real match for them. No human could have crept up on Ash and Lily like 
that without them knowing. 
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That must be why wolves fight one another to be alpha, in the snow-
covered forests of fairy stories. Why cats yowl and hiss at one another. 
Who do you fight when you're no match for anyone but yourself?

Will's deep red eyes look very dark and sad.

 "Anna's here," he tells them. "She... she's asked us to leave."

Lily's pale face goes ashen, the sadness she's been holding back for 
Ashley's sake crumpling her features into a devastated expression. She 
reaches out to Will, standing up as she draws him close so she can hug 
him tight. She holds him like she's really holding herself, keeping herself 
restrained from rushing into the hospital despite Anna's request.

Lily is shorter than Will, but his posture is stooped with tiredness and 
Lily is on the tips of her toes, making small soothing noises as she strokes 
the white-streaked curls at the nape of Will's neck, the strange albino 
locks still shot through his hair from when he was burned.

Ash still doesn't feel any kind of sexy feelings anymore -- she thinks 
maybe they'll be gone for a long time, if they ever come back at all -- but, 
watching Lily quietly comfort Will and the way he squeezes her hand 
with his own as they stand together, Ash thinks that it'd be nice to have 
that again. Closeness, touch, someone so close it's like they're the other 
part of her. She can remember what it was like, from when she and Jenna 
were little and would sleep side-by-side with their arms around each 
other, but Ash doesn't think she's ever found that same security since. 
Not like Lily and Will have found in each other.

"Come on," Lily says to Will and Ash. "Let's go. I know exactly where." 

So Ash trails behind them as they head back to their car, a clunky black 
thing with an interior that smells faintly of old, old blood and adrenalin 
and garlic. Ash sits in the back seat, putting on her seatbelt out of habit, 
and trusts Lily to drive them to wherever they're going next.

Will gives the radio dial a few spins, but there must be something 
wrong with the car's reception because there's just static and half-heard 
words, snatches of song that don't sound like anything without their 
context. He gives up, and they sit without sound, lost in their own awful 
thoughts.

"I guess this means Anna's the last girl," says Lily, desperation to fill the 
quiet giving her voice an overbright edge. "You know, like in horror 
movies? The one who gets to survive all the way to the end. We used to 
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joke about it when we were teenagers. When dying was still this crazy 
impossible thing that happened to fictional characters in movies, you 
know? Not to real people. Not..." Her voice cracks and stumbles. "Not 
to us. We were invincible, so we could joke about it. I said she was too 
girly-girly to be the last girl, 'cos they're tomboys mostly, but she said I 
was way too dirty and gross and obnoxious for it to ever be me, which is 
kind of true too. So we decided that we must both be doomed, and that 
there wasn't gonna be anyone as the last girl. But I guess she got to be it 
after all." 

"We... well, we didn't always know we were going to die doing this," 
Will explains in his quiet, even voice. "Because like Lil says, you can't 
really imagine your own death when you're just a kid. Not really. But 
then we got older and it got easier to believe, and from then on we did. 
Being a vampire hunter isn't like... I don't know. It isn't even like being a 
musician, because with a band there's always the option to scale it back 
without stopping all the way. You can just play in local bars once a month 
on a Saturday night for your friends and then go back to the ordinary 
world once you're finished. But this -- vampire hunting, I mean -- wasn't 
a game where we had the choice to be weekenders. It was all or nothing, 
and we picked 'all', and knew that dying in the line of duty was going to 
be part of that. And now... and now three of us have, and there's just 
Anna left alive." 

"I guess she gets to kill the monster, then," says Ash, and nobody's got 
anything else to say after that. Horror movies don't seem as fun anymore 
when the character you relate to most is the psycho with a mask.

~

Lily drives them out to a noisy, kind of shitty looking bar out in the 
middle of practically nowhere. There's still a band on the stage despite 
the fact that it's so late into the night now that it's really starting to count 
as 'early'. There are kids slamming against each other and dancing and 
making circle pits in the crowd, and everything smells like smoke and 
sweat and booze. Ash thinks that Lily may be kind of a loose cannon a lot 
of the time, but she sure knows great methods of coping. It's impossible 
to feel quiet and melancholy when brawny drunk dudes are shouting 
demands for songs at the vaguely evil-looking punk band on the stage.
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"Come on," Lily says, tugging them both into the thick of the crowd 
along with her, shoving and pushing until they make it to the front of the 
stage.

And it's not that Ash stops feeling dead, because she's always going to 
feel dead because that's what she is now, cool blue-white flesh too stupid 
to know it isn't meant to move anymore. But in the crowd, even feeling 
dead, it's like she's been plugged back into something warm and real and 
electric in the world. She's not alive, but she's a part of a something larger 
than herself, and that something's alive.

That something moves and knocks and sways to the beat of the drums, 
it laughs and smiles up at the snarling singer on the stage and holds up a 
hand for a high-five with the guitarist. As her palm smacks against his, the 
impact seems to snap everything into perfect place for Ash, the world 
gaining a moment of absolute clarity all around her. She is here, now. And 
Russ isn't, and that's because of her, and Ash doesn't want that to be true 
of any more people. She doesn't want to take anybody else out of the 
weird communal life-feeling that she's stumbled across on a sticky dance 
floor in a crappy bar.

Maybe, if she really works at it, she'll be able to make this not-biting-
people thing work. It won't be easy, and she'll probably fuck up 
sometimes. But she'll keep doing her best.

Lily is laughing beside her, smooching a hard kiss against Will's mouth as 
they stand pressed together, overtaken with the release of the moment. 
And Ash feels overtaken too, transported out of herself in a way she 
hasn't felt in way, way, way too fucking long, and so when Lily turns to 
her to exchange a grin, Ash hooks a hand around the back of Lily's neck 
and pulls her into a kiss as well. 

"Holy shit, we got some lesbians down the front here!" the lead singer 
says over the dirty grind of the bass and the guitar. "Fuck yeah! Come up 
here, ladies! Can we get some tongue action, too?" 

Ash and Lily break apart, laughing too hard to kiss, and Lily flips off the 
band as she scrambles up onto the stage, reaching down to help Ash up to 
join her.

Will is shaking his head at Lily's smarmy cat-with-a-canary grin, but the 
fond amusement is a far lighter expression than any other Ash has seen 
him wear tonight. It makes her think of that old song she used to play 
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skipping games to the tune of, with Jenna at elementary school. "You are 
my sunshine, my only sunshine, you make me happy, when skies are 
grey..." 

Will may be stuck in the dark forever, same as Ash is, but so long as he's 
got Lily, Ash thinks that he's maybe got his own little bit of sunshine, too. 
She's never seen anybody else -- not her parents, not Blake and Jay, not 
even Rose and Bette -- so clearly love-struck as Lily and Will look at that 
moment as they grin at each other. Their lives might suck, but at least it's 
a life they share.

Lily takes a few steps back as a run-up, then hurls herself into the 
crowd. She's caught and held up high, smacking at the guys who get too 
handsy at her boobs and whooping in feral joy as she's carried, lurching 
and dipping like the crowd is an unstable ocean under her.

Ash takes a pointless breath, steels herself, and jumps too.
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EPILOGUE: BLAKE 

"I still don't see why I need to have a birthday party." 

Jay's protest is voiced in his usual flat, sardonic tone, as the boy watches 
his friends from school and Blake's gang mingle together in the 
restaurant's opulent surrounds.

"And I still don't see why not," Blake answers breezily, plucking a 
champagne flute of a passing tray. "Though it really is a shame that Rose 
and Lily and Will declined their invitations." 

Jay gives him an unimpressed look. "On some level, unconsciously, you 
do understand the basic concept of enemies, don't you?" 

"Yes, yes, of course," Blake assures him with a smile. "They're like 
friends, but they don't like you. I still think they could have made the 
effort. Sofie's here, and I'm sure she hates me just as much as any of the 
others do." 

"Yeah, but Sofie's my sister." 

"And the others are your friends, even if they insist on disliking me. 
Please try to keep your arguments logical, Jason," replies Blake. Jay sighs 
in a longsuffering fashion. 

Ashley and Bette are sitting in a pair of rather overstuffed-looking 
leather armchairs in one corner, with Timothy and Alexander perched on 
an armrest each as the four engage in a somewhat meandering argument. 

"I simply find it strange that people can expand such vast amounts of 
time and energy protesting the use of a little fur in the making of clothes 
and yet disregard the fact that Chanel told the Nazis that the co-owners 
of her perfumes were Jewish, so that she could gain full control." 

Oh. Alexander and his Nazis again. Blake moves closer, joining the 
circle of conversation as Jay wanders off to chat to Tommy. 

"She only owned 10% of her company," Ash says to Alexander. "They 
owned the rest. That's why she hated them so much. Sometimes when 
Jenna hated someone, really loathed them, it was like she couldn't even 
think right. All she could do was lash out and make them hurt as much as 
possible. It was like hate ate up the rational part of her." 

Bette makes a derisive sound. "Look, I fucking hated Jenna. You know 
that. But shoving me in a locker at school or writing a vicious blog post 
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about what a two-faced bitch one of her friends turned out to be hardly 
puts her in the 'selling out Jewish colleagues to the Nazis to get ahead in 
business' category."

Ash shrugs. "I know. But at least Chanel hated them because she knew 
them and disliked them for who they were as people, not just because 
they were in the group of people everyone was supposed to hate. When 
someone looks at you like you barely even exist, it's the worst feeling in 
the world. I'd much rather get killed by a vampire hunter who knows 
who I am than one who kills me just for being a vampire." 

Her voice brightens. "Anyway, there are heaps of current designers who 
are way more gross than anybody who's at Chanel now. You should meet 
some of the sleazebags Jenna worked with. But Jenna didn't care. She 
never cared about that stuff; she probably wouldn't even have been all 
that freaked out by the Nazi crap. She always used to say that she wasn't 
interested in if fashion designers were good people or not, just if they 
were good fashion designers or not." 

"An excellent attitude," Blake agrees. "We use the word 'good' to mean 
'admirably adept', and our clumsy language turns around and re-uses the 
same word to mean 'morally righteous'. One can be an admirably adept 
dressmaker without being a morally righteous dressmaker; that is as plain 
as day when couched in those terms. But because we use one weak, 
milquetoast little word for both attributes -- 'good' -- we fall into the 
trap of thinking we should expect one along with the other." 

"I hardly think 'not a Nazi' is an unreasonable attribute to desire in an 
associate," Alexander points out in a dry voice, but Blake's enjoying his 
diatribe too much to interrupt it for logic.

"What's a good vampire, after all?" Blake starts. He sees Ash and 
Alexander exchange a fleeting smile at Blake's faux-philsophical tone, 
then school their faces into looks of polite interest as they listen. "Will 
and Lily are the closest to what we might call morally righteous, but that 
very fact prevents them from being admirably adept. If there's such a 
thing at all as a good vampire, then that is us, and yet we are very 
wicked." 

"I do kind of see Jenna's point, though," Bette muses, completely 
ignoring Blake's little speech. "It's like how I love Doctor Who, but I'm 
pretty sure I wouldn't like Russell T Davies at all if I tried to hang out 
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with him. Being really great at one thing doesn't mean you're great 
otherwise." 

"You are such an incurable nerd," Ash tells her. "No wonder you spent 
so much time shoved in lockers at school, seriously. Jesus Christ." 

"Fuck you," Bette sneers. "Better a nerd than a Nazi sympathizer." 

"Isn't there some special internet nerd rule that says you lose an 
argument when you use Nazis as an analogy?" Ash asks with a nasty grin.

"Yeah, it's called Godwin's Law, and I think it should have a Bette's 
Corollary that says that you're a total bitch," answers Bette.

"Children, children, shut up," Alexander says, cutting them both off in 
their sniping match. "All three of you -- yes, Blake, you as well -- have 
reached the limits of my tolerance for stupidity.

"Ash, being a vampire hated by vampire hunters is not comparable to 
being Jewish under Nazi occupation, and next time you stumble into 
making a metaphor so clumsily ridiculous you might not be in such 
forgiving company, so please refrain from such remarks. Blake, I 
challenge you to go twenty-four hours without mentioning Will and Lily 
in unrelated conversation, and that includes sending me emails in the 
middle of the day from another room in the house which detail why you 
think that Winston and Julia from Orwell's 1984 are just who Will and 
Lily might have been in a very different world.

"And Bette... I suspect Ashley may be right, and you may in fact be an 
incurable nerd."

Bette squawks in outrage, rolling her sleeves back to the elbow as if she 
intends to fight Alex physically until he takes it back. Ash is chewing on 
her thumbnail, looking thoughtful.

"Chanel used to say that gay men were awful fashion designers who 
made dresses as ugly and uncomfortable as possible, because they were 
jealous they couldn't wear them." 

"Well, that's just stupid, isn't it?" opines Timothy. "If I was in charge of 
designing dresses, I'd make them as beautiful as I could, because I'd want 
to wear beautiful things if I could. And who's she to say I couldn't, 
anyway? Chanel stole styles and fabrics from men's fashions and put them 
on women. How's that different?" 
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Alexander raises his eyebrows in surprise but does not remark, looking 
at Timothy with deep affection and amusement.

"Nobody could live in a household this vain without picking up a few 
bits of the history of fashion," explains Timothy, correctly guessing at 
Alexander's wordless reaction.

"I agree," says Ash. Then she waves one hand expressively. "Oh, not 
about the vanity thing, you guys haven't even seen

vain until you've lived with Jenna. I meant about the skirt thing. If I was 
a fashion designer, I'd make everything unisex, so boys and girls could 
wear skirts or pants or whatever they liked the best. It's not fair 
otherwise."

"You totally should be," Bette says. "I mean, if I got a night club, why 
shouldn't you have a label?" 

"It's so charming to see other people be proprietary with one's own 
money, isn't it?" Alexander remarks to Blake dryly. "Do you think we're 
sufficiently cut-throat to enter the world of couture?" 

Blake smiles a sharp smile. "We'd manage."

Ash grins shyly at them all, ducking her head to make her hair shadow 
her face. "Thanks guys, but I'm good. I think I'll get used to 
homeschooling and drinking cocktails first. Just be a kid for a while, you 
know?" 

Blake has heard that most vampires go through an abstinence from 
blood at some point in their early years -- Blake never did, but then Blake 
is hardly most vampires -- so he's not especially worried about Ashley's 
recently-announced plan to stop drinking blood entirely. At least she has 
moved into the townhouse now. She seems wiser, and perhaps a little 
sadder, but also more at ease with herself than Blake can remember. All 
in all, the change seems to be for the better.

"You seem to have come out stronger for your troubles, dear heart," he 
tells her now. If he can't give her a fashion label, he can at least offer a 
compliment. 

"Thanks," Ash says, and there's a new element to her smiles now, a 
calmness in her eyes. "I guess it's like that saying about how oysters can 
only make pearls if they're forced to deal with grit."
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"Yes, yes, and coal only becomes diamond when placed under pressure, 
indeed," Alexander offers in a bored voice. "I believe there's even a 
Leonard Cohen lyric which suggests that all things must be cracked in 
order for light to get in." 

Blake can tell Ash is doing her best to conceal how much Alexander's 
disinterest hurts her. "You don't need to be a jerk about it," she retorts, 
trying for a flippant tone. Blake hopes she wasn't hoping for a career as a 
professional poker player; she isn't very good at keeping her emotions 
hidden behind a facade.

"My only point is that you do not need to assume that just because you 
are different, then that means you must be flawed," Alexander explains, 
what had sounded like boredom revealed to be patience in his tone. 
"Don't resort to platitudes about how there's worth to be found in 
broken things. You are not broken. You are strange, which is a different thing 
altogether. Homilies about oysters and coal make me feel as if I'd back in 
some overdecorated salon, listening to Blake and Oscar trade what they 
considered to be witticisms. I survived it once, please don't force me to 
endure it for a second time." 

Watching Ash's tentative smile at Alexander's encouraging words, and 
the way the two of them lean in close to one another as they converse, 
makes Blake's mouth curve into a smile of his own. For all Cora's cruel 
games with the child Min, the plotting and taunting has created exactly 
that which she meant to mock: Alexander and Timothy now have a 
daughter.

And while Ashley may be considerably less able to pass as their 
biological offspring, Blake thinks that the teen is probably in far greater 
need of a mentor and confidante than the self-contained little girl 
currently eating a large bowl of chocolate ice cream at a nearby table. 
Jenny is keeping an eye on her, chatting to Sofie and Jay nearby. Blake 
will be fascinated to see what becomes of such a motley crew of people.

A tall, smooth-postured woman with glossy fair hair, clearly part of the 
restaurant staff, walks past the reserved party area and towards the back 
of the restaurant. Blake bids Ash and Alexander's conversation a farewell, 
listening to its ebbs and flows behind him as he walks over to where Jay is 
talking with his sister.

"I believe I've thought of just the gift to give you," Blake whispers softly 
into the boy's ear. Jay turns, smiling in a puzzled fashion, clearly having 
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forgotten their conversation of some time ago, on the matter of how 
Blake might best demonstrate his evil nature to Jay. Ah, well. That just 
meant that it would be a surprise. The woman was very lovely; her death 
will be quite a sight to see.

"Come with me," Blake demands with a wicked smile, taking Jay's hand 
and leading the boy away from his friends, into the dark. 
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BOOK FIVE: 
LAST GIRL

For Tara, who made it worth doing; 

for Deena, who gave me a chance to do it; 

for everyone who came along for the ride, 

who made it an awfully big adventure. 
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ALEXANDER

When Alexander was a child, the demand for those who could translate 
messages from Chinese to English or English to Chinese outstripped the 
supply. Translators and scribes made a solid living in bridging the gap 
between the languages, and so his father made sure that Alexander was 
proficient in writing and reading.

The thing that Alexander realized quickly (and that his father never did), 
was that being a bridge meant never really being on one side or the other, 
but instead being stuck in the middle.

Another thing he was clever enough to understand was that words were 
powerful, and he was otherwise powerless, and most people didn't want 
the powerless to get their hands on any kind of power. Most people 
would do whatever was necessary to push the powerless right back down 
where they belonged.

Understanding these things about the world. and losing his parents, and 
the loneliness that came after, made Alexander grow up mean. Softness 
got you hurt, so he learned all the ways of being sharp instead.

He grew up, fell in love despite having no real belief that love even 
existed, and then he died young. He hadn’t wanted to die, but he hadn’t 
wanted most of the things that had happened to him in his life prior to 
dying, either. 

He'd been dead for just a few years when Blake asked if he wanted to 
come along on a short trip to England. Alexander was reluctant at first, 
because Timothy wasn't going, and Alex hadn't yet been away from 
Timothy for more than a few nights at a time since becoming a vampire. 
Of all the things Alexander had wanted in his short, hungry life, he’d 
wanted Timothy the most, loved him with a sharp intensity which 
matched the teeth and blood and burning danger of their couplings. 

But eventually curiosity about the world won out – Alexander had been 
a wanderer in life, and that travel-itch was still in his blood, even if the 
blood itself was ageless now -- and he'd decided to go.

Only one huge worry weighed at him. Timothy and Blake respected 
Alexander, his pragmatic mind and his dry sense of humor and his 
ruthlessness, but Timothy and Blake were hardly ordinary. Their lives, 
their secrets, kept them as much in the margins as any migrant. 
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But while Blake would be able to pass for human in London, Alexander 
would never pass for anything but Chinese.

When he said all this to Timothy, Timothy laughed, striding across the 
room to press his smile to Alexander's mouth in a happy kiss. Their love 
affair was still new -- hell, Alex himself was new; the sleek, cold form he 
had become was still new and strange and wonderful -- and Timothy's 
laugh sounded beautiful enough to Alex to be able to break hearts.

(The first starry-eyed sheen of infatuation has worn off, after so many 
years between them, but even now Alexander still loves the sound of 
Tim's laugh.)

"Trust me, Alex, when somebody is as rich as you shall be, London 
couldn't care less if they were a sea monster or the man in the moon. 
Being Chinese is nothing at all; the wealthy are a race of their own."

~

The kitchen, like the rest of the apartment, is impractical in a quaint, 
earnest way that makes Alexander want to smile. No matter how down-
to-earth and sensible she may be for her age, Jenny has only recently 
turned sixteen years old, and so there's a large tupperware tub filled with 
packets of ramen on one of the shelves, and an impressive array of food 
coloring shades on another. There's one loaf - an organic fruit bread 
speckled with raisins - and five boxes of cereal with a variety of sugar 
percentages ranging from 'high' to 'insulin coma' on the shelves too, but 
no milk in the fridge. The vegetables present, despite being in the crisper, 
do not have any discernible crispness to them.

On the front of the fridge are a couple of magnets advertising local 
take-out restaurants, which hold several drawings in place on the door. 
Simple shapes and bright colors, like any child's scribbles, but Min's 
drawings have something odd and cold about them. Her angles skew too 
far outside of expected proportions, making elbows and rooftops and 
skirts all seem a little like the edges of predatory teeth on the white of 
the paper.

"That one's her plans for our Halloween costumes," Jenny explains, 
gesturing with the spoon in her hand to the drawing Alexander was 
looking at. "She's dressed Sofie as Rorschach from Watchmen, which I 
think it hilarious. Sofie just kind of grunted when she saw it, which made 
it even more hilarious. And Min's made herself Hit-Girl from Kick-Ass, of 
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course. I'm sure she's going to wear out that DVD one of these days, even 
if you aren't meant to be able to wear out DVDs. That one and Lilo and  
Stitch are her favourites."

Alexander leans against the wall, watching Jenny as she stirs. He'd 
offered to help -- because he may be a monster, but he'd like to think he's 
a polite monster -- but she'd declined. He can hear Timothy and Min 
discussing dinosaurs in the living room.

It had surprised Alexander a little how readily Jenny had accepted the 
apartment when he'd suggested the idea to her, but in retrospect he's not 
sure why he'd doubted her pragmatism. A townhouse full of vampires 
was no place for a child to stay, not in the long-term, and nor was the 
dreary warehouse squat where Jenny and Sofie were staying with Jenny's 
brother an appetizing accommodation for anyone. Better for everyone, 
this way, with Sofie and Min and Jennifer all comfortable and warm and 
safe.

And if Jenny's brother didn't like it, well, that was just something that 
Will would have to live with. Or not, as the case may be, as Will hasn't 
been alive for quite some time now. Additionally, Alexander would pay 
good money to see a battle of obstinacy play out between Jenny and Will, 
as he suspects that Jenny would win any such argument. The girl has 
more important things to think about than Will and Lily's continued 
crusade for self-destruction, or whatever it is they play at in their little 
warehouse lair.

"Don't get me wrong, I think it's great that she's learning English so 
fast," Jenny goes on. "I just sometimes wish she wasn't learning quite so 
many school-inappropriate words before she's even got all her basic 
vocabulary in place. That third figure is where Min's put me as the Bride 
from Kill Bill, another favorite movie of hers, even though I explained to 
her that I'd sooner eat glass than wear a jumpsuit. Plus, I bet even the 
Bride doesn't make mashed potatoes as good as mine."

The drawing, in Min's eerie sparse style, is a surprisingly accurate 
depiction of the three of them -- Sofie, smoke-pale and frowning and 
skinny; Min's equally serious expression on her childish face; Jenny's 
kind, non-nonsense smile and soft, curvy body. Even Jenny's blue 
dreadlocks look as they should, depicted carefully in bright crayon.

"See," Jenny chatters on, glancing occasionally at Alexander with the 
real-life version of that same smile as she speaks. "My mother is a 
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completely awful cook. She's not even awful, she's... it's like if you said 
that a giraffe was a completely awful bird. She's not even the right species 
for it. But there was this one winter when Will kept getting the flu. He 
had it three times or something. My other brother only got it once, same 
time as when Will had it first, and I didn't get it at all, but Will had it 
constantly for the rest of the winter.

"And my mom's a bad cook, but she's a good doctor and a good mom, 
and so as well as making sure Will was as comfortable as she could make 
him with cough syrups and vaporizers and everything, she wanted to give 
him home-cooked food, you know? Except she can barely make a cup of 
coffee without burning something, so it was kind of a lost cause. All she 
could manage to make that he'd actually consent to eat was mashed 
potatoes.

"So we ate mashed potatoes practically every night for dinner, just me 
and Will. It's the best memory I have of before my parents split up, just 
sitting there watching cartoons in the living room, Will lying on the sofa 
with a blanket and a pillow and a box of tissues, me on the floor with my 
Lord of the Rings action figures, both of us with mashed potatoes and 
orange juice.

"Now the best comfort food in the world for me is mashed potatoes. 
When I feel most miserable, it's all I want to eat. Stupid, huh? But it 
makes me feel looked after, even now. Even now that Will's not... not the 
same anymore. Even now that my mother's one of the things to feel 
worried about all the time in my life, instead of being the thing that 
could help my worries go away. Even... sorry. I'm babbling about fucking 
mashed potatoes." Jenny shakes her head, wiping the back of her wrist 
across her eyes quickly.

"I don't mind," Alexander assures her. "I enjoy hearing the origin story 
behind aspects of who you are. I find you captivating."

Jenny ignores this, using the wooden spoon to stab at the already well-
mashed mashed potatoes. "Have you ever heard the saying about how 
childhood ends when you first understand the idea that one day you're 
going to die?"

She pauses, as if giving him time to reply, but goes on speaking even 
when Alexander doesn't volunteer an answer. "I don't think it's true. Or 
maybe it is. But not completely. I think that there's another part of being 

582



young that ends when you first understand that your parents aren't 
immortal.

"My mom's HIV positive. I'm not stupid, so I know that she's not dirty 
or diseased or anything because of something that's different in her 
blood. But it's like her being alive means this different thing now.

“It's ridiculous, but I keep thinking of one of those time bombs from 
comic books, the ones with sticks of dynamite and an old-fashioned 
alarm clock? I keep imagining one of those, ticking away. Maybe that's 
the new, postmodern version of the hour glasses people used to put in 
paintings as a reminder of death. 

“I don't... it isn't that I feel like my mother's dying. I know she's not. 
Her cell counts are good and she's careful about taking her medication. I 
don't feel like she's dying.

"For the first time, though, it's like I know, I finally understand that 
someday she will die. That she isn't going to be alive forever. Do you 
know how scary that is? Of course you do. Your parents must have... 
you've probably got a different take on mortality and everything anyway. 
But it's a new thing for me. And it's weird, but I feel like the entire world 
is different now. Everything is different now, because of that one piece of 
new knowledge.

"It makes no sense, but I feel like it opened the floodgates. Like Will 
wouldn't have... wouldn't be different now, if I hadn't learned this new 
thing about how the people I love aren't indestructible. Like Sofie 
wouldn't have the problems she has. Like Min... I feel like there's all this 
bad stuff in the world that wasn't there before. And most of me knows 
that isn't true, that the bad stuff was there and I just didn't see it, but that 
doesn't stop me feeling like everything would still be okay if I was still a 
kid, like the problems in the world weren't as big and impossible then. 
Now I'm here making mashed potatoes, like eating them is going to make 
the world go back to how it was when I used to eat them with Will. How 
fucked up is that?"

For a beat, there is sorrow and quiet in the kitchen.

"I think you'll find that most vampires advocate comfort food as a 
problem-solver," suggests Alexander.
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Jenny gulps a laugh, wiping her eyes again. "Well, I guess there has to 
be at least one thing you're not totally wrong about. Oh! Before I forget. 
I found something of yours."

She opens the cabinet on top of the fridge, which is set too high to be 
any practical use as a storage space. "I found this in with some of the 
clothes you gave to Min to use as dress-ups. I stopped reading as soon as I 
realized what they were. Here."

It's a cigar box, the varnish worn from the warm-hued wood and the 
painted design on the lid long-ago faded to the barest ghosts of the 
dancing figures which had once adorned it. The hinges are stiff when 
Alexander opens the lid.

He's only seen it once before, and had all but forgotten that it existed. It 
had been amongst Tim's things, found in a drawer during Alexander's 
purge of all the remnants of the life together that they'd lost. He'd 
opened it then, seen what was inside and, like Jenny, had closed the lid 
quickly on the discovery. The box had been banished to the attic, along 
with so many other little ghosts. And now it's come back for another 
haunting.

"Thank you," Alexander says to Jenny, as graciously as he can muster. 
"I'll just go put it with the coats."

~

"I like your shirt," Timothy tells Sofie over the dinner table, sipping on 
his cup of raspberry tea. Alexander has a cup of the stuff too, but is 
reluctant to touch it. He thinks Jenny probably has it in the house for 
when Will and Lily visit, and anything that those two would willingly 
consume is bound to be unpalatable. He'll get something to drink on the 
way home.

Sofie's response to Timothy's compliment is a glare. "There's nothing 
wrong with how I'm dressed."

The t-shirt is faded from its original black to a worn, watery grey, and 
there's an imperfect darning job along the split seam of one shoulder. The 
logo on the front is for the band Pearl Jam, and depicts a child with two 
heads, one of a little boy and the other a little girl.

"Uh, yeah, I know there's not, that's why I complimented your shirt," 
Timothy says. "Because I like it. You've heard of the concept of liking 
things, I'm sure."
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"She has new tattoos," Min contributes helpfully, speaking around a 
mouthful of mashed potato. "Do you like them, too?"

There's a wide black band all around Sofie's wrist now, covering the 
design of her old tattoo completely. Alexander can vaguely remember it 
from when he met her in Colorado. It had been crude and unattractive, 
and while these aren't things Alexander objects to on principle, the new 
designs are a definite improvement.

The black looks like a bracer, the arm-part of a sleek gauntlet. Higher, 
entirely covering the space between the black and the crook of Sofie's 
elbow, are strange creatures. There's a naked mole rat, and an angler fish, 
and a host of other scuttling things that he can't quite make out, a ribbon 
of frightening animals wound all around Sofie's arm.

"They eat other predators." Sofie says. "Angler fish, I mean. They lure 
them close and then devour them whole. And mole rats don't feel pain. 
You know, I could dress like you if I wanted to." The cadence of her voice 
changes from reflective back to irritated so fast that Alexander takes a 
moment to catch up. "Just because I don't doesn't mean I can't."

"Don't worry, I get the hint. No more compliments," promises 
Timothy, face so ludicrously earnest that even diplomatic Jenny can't 
keep in a snort of amusement.

Sofie, scowling furiously, loads up her spoon with mashed potato and 
fires, catapulting the missile directly at Timothy's waistcoat. "Not any 
better well-dressed than me now, are you?" she gloats with a thin smile.

Timothy spares the barest glance down at his splattered clothing before 
turning to where Jenny sits beside him. "May I?" he asks politely, 
gesturing at her plate.

"You're the one who'll pay the cleaning bill," she answers cheerfully, 
handing him her spoon and moving her chair back to avoid the worst of 
the carnage as Timothy returns fire.

"What excellent role models the child has," remarks Alexander. Sofie 
throws a fork at Timothy's face. Min laughs delightedly, displaying the 
natural love of chaos that Alexander finds so endearing in young children.

The silliest part is that Sofie and Timothy aren't really so different, as far 
as Alexander can tell. For one thing, they're both currently covered in 
potato. They're both older siblings who've been left without younger 
siblings to taunt and care for -- Timothy's sister is lost to the mists of 
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history, and Sofie's brother is separated from her by the more prosaic 
problem of family tensions and the everyday difficulties of love.

Both Sofie and Tim are, as Sofie had so aggressively stated, perfectly 
capable of dressing up in beautiful, impeccable clothes and acting with 
the nicest of manners. But both would, if given the choice, choose a half-
decayed Pearl Jam tee over a silk shirt.

Sofie reaches across the table, picks up Timothy's cup of still-hot tea, 
and dumps it over his head. The liquid doesn't do him any real damage, of 
course -- only fire or the sun can burn a vampire for more than a few 
uncomfortable moments -- but it's enough to make Jenny clap her hands 
loudly for attention.

"All right, I declare an armistice. It's time for Min to do her English 
studies. Alexander, Timothy, it was... eventful to see you, as always. 
Timothy, you can wash your face in the bathroom if you like."

Sofie gives her own face a desultory swipe with her napkin and stands. 
"I'm going out."

"See you later," Jenny says. Alexander can't tell what the tone of her 
voice might mean; the three words have a weariness that Alex doesn't 
often associate with the girl.

Sofie leaves without reply. While Timothy does his best to salvage his 
clothes, Alexander collects their coats, his hand pausing before he picks 
up the cigar box.

He wants to leave it here, to forget its existence forever. But there's no 
way he could bring himself to do such a thing, to leave something so 
inconsequential and precious behind.

"What's that?" Tim asks, nodding toward the box in Alexander's hands 
as they walk to the car.

"What? Oh, nothing. Something Jenny found and thought I'd like," 
Alexander answers, glad that his habit of collecting random curios to 
examine and then sell is well-established. Timothy has no reason to think 
that this cigar box is any different.

~

When they're home, and it's past the sunrise, and Timothy is sound 
asleep, Alexander goes to the desk where he dissects watches and repairs 
musical boxes. He switches on the soft light of the lamp. The brightness 
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won't be enough to wake Tim. It never has in the past. Alexander's always 
been a restless sleeper.

The paper of the letters smells of old paper and nothing else, not even 
dust, and is fragile and formless along the creases of each page.

Alexander has never been the kind to keep trinkets like this himself. It 
isn't that he lacks a sentimental streak -- nobody could stay at Blake's side 
for as long as Alex has without at least a little sentimentality; it would be 
impossible to tolerate Blake's whims and intrigues without it -- but 
mostly it's just a practical consideration. There's no use trying to keep 
ahold of little shards of the past when the future stretches on and on so 
far ahead. Even when he was alive, he had no time for what had been and 
gone.

Better to look forward to what was coming than to miss what had 
passed, that's always been Alexander's way, and so the letters from 
Timothy to him are long, long gone. He can remember fragments of 
them, words read by lamplight in distant cities, but most of what they 
said is lost to time.

It seems like an awful, darkly funny irony: Alexander is still here and 
whole, and the letters he wrote Tim are carefully preserved in a cigar 
box. And Timothy, whose past self is crumbled like paper blackened in a 
fire, has had his written words lost as well.

Alexander wants to destroy these letters, all of them. Put the past out 
of mind, as he's always done. But somehow he can't bear to. Timothy kept 
these letters so carefully, through so many years. They were important to 
him, clearly. Surely Alexander owes him this much, even now that the 
Timothy is question is as good as dead.

Dear Timothy

We had dinner at the  Wildes' last night, with Blake's friend Nell and her family.

I liked Connie -- the new Mrs Constance Wilde -- a lot. She reminds me of myself. 
We both had it hard when we were young and it's left its mark on us. And we both  
have that strange combination of ridiculous romanticism and wry pragmatism  
when it comes to the heart: she clearly adores her recent husband utterly, yet  
cheerfully remarks that she thinks marriages should be reviewed after one year and  
dissolved with no consequence if both parties wish it.

(For my part, I think love is insufferable nonsense, and even if I didn't think it  
before, listening to Blake and Oscar's attempts at wit on the subject would make  
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anybody sick to death with all matters related to the heart. And yet I have never  
felt as anything as true and real as the love I feel for you.)

Nell and Oscar owned the room. Blake held himself back in a way I've never seem  
him manage (nor even attempt) before. Do you know Nell? I think the two of you  
would get along. She's lively company. There's something in her eyes which reminds  
me of you.

Alexander replaces the letters in their box, careful not to let his tears 
stain the paper and blur the ink, and goes back to bed. He rests his head 
against the wash-worn fabric of Tim's shirt, listening to the slow 
heartbeats until sleep comes.
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MICHELLE

Michelle has been a fan of Remember the Stars for long enough that the 
band feels like a part of her own story. She's gone from being an 
adolescent to being a young adult, with their music as the soundtrack of 
her evolution. 

Terms like 'adolescent' and 'young adult' have always seemed relatively 
meaningless to her in the past, but now that she's been both she kind of 
gets it. She was just past her thirteenth birthday when Tommy first sent 
her one of the band's mp3s, and now she's almost sixteen, and those 
years have been an entire lifetime for her, really.

She's had her first period (over Christmas vacation while she and her 
parents were staying with her grandma, and maybe someday she'll stop 
feeling like she wants to crawl under the table and die every time she sees 
any of her extended family) and she's had sex (her first wasn't Tommy, 
but he's the only one she's wanted to do it with again afterwards) and 
she's cheated on tests at school and lied to her parents and done stupid 
shit like hang out in sketchy neighbourhoods way past her curfew just so 
she could see some band that Jay had heard was good.

And she got hit on by a creepy guy at the local library once while she 
was trying to study, and he stuck his hand up under her skirt and she 
yelled at him and ran to the bathroom and made her mom come pick her 
up from the mall. It wasn't like anything had actually happened but it had 
still been scary, and Michelle had only been fourteen, and she'd cried and 
cried when her mom finally came and got her and she felt safe. That had 
felt like a part of growing up too, a fucked-up awful angry part that 
shouldn't be one of the common experiences for girls who're turning 
into women, but is.

And she's felt more fucked up and more sane than she ever did before, 
in these last three years. It shouldn't make sense that both extremes are 
true, but the fact it doesn't make sense doesn't stop it from being true.

That's something else Michelle's learned over and over again since she 
went from being a skinny, anxious thirteen-year-old in dumb awkward 
clothes that didn't match into being the girl she is now: lots of things 
don't make sense, but they're still real. Like, it doesn't make sense that 
she's got parents who love her and a house and friends and she does okay 
at school and lives in a part of town that's safe and has never had to worry 
about money, but despite all those things she's always miserable inside, 
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always sort of hollowed-out like there's a part of her that's meant to 
make all the other parts fit together into a whole, but that part's missing.

It doesn't make sense that vampires are real. It doesn't make sense that 
Michelle can't imagine ever wanting to marry anybody but Tommy, which 
technically make him her highschool sweetheart, but they're about as far 
from what 'highschool sweethearts' are supposed to act like as it's 
possible to be. It doesn't make sense that she loves him but sometimes 
can't stand to be anywhere near him, and it doesn't make sense how she 
doesn't feel jealous when she sees him hitting on or kissing other people.

Michelle knows that Tommy's sister Rose and Rose's friend Bette used 
to call Tommy and Michelle and Jay slutty all the time. Michelle doesn't 
know if it's true or not. She's had sex with a lot of different people, and 
didn't love any of them except Tommy (and Jay, but that barely counts 
because they didn't really have sex, it was just kissing and touching and 
stuff, and they were both kind of strung out on pills at the time and it 
was all awkward and dumb and not sexy at all, and even if Michelle loves 
Jay fiercely she knows for sure that she's not in-love with him), and 
having a lot of sex and not really taking it seriously is a slutty thing to do, 
probably, but 'slutty' sounds so mean and horrible and cruel, so hateful, 
even if it was just used in throwaway teasing by Tommy's sister and her 
friend.

So maybe Michelle is slutty, but that doesn't mean anybody's got the 
right to use that word in a way that's meant to make her feel ashamed. 
Jay got beat up by some fuckbags outside a club a few months ago, and 
Michelle knows that the assholes called him faggot and queer while they 
hit and kicked him, and those words are going to stick in Jay's memory 
long after all the bruises and cuts are gone.

When Michelle first started going to school, her mom always used to 
remind her that "sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will 
never hurt me". It's a nice idea, but it isn't true. Words can be terrible 
weapons against a little girl with one black parent and one white parent, 
her skin a soft brown and her personality a little strange and dark and 
quiet and industrious. By the time Michelle first got called 'slutty', she 
was well aware of how much words could hurt.

That's probably why she gets called a bitch. She gets called that even 
more often than she gets called slutty. All three of them do: they're 
Tommy and Jay and Michelle, the bitchy haughty superior kids, the ones 
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who don't bother to act nicey-nice to people they don't know, the ones 
who have better things to do than spend time pretending to be friendly 
with the world at large. They all know better than to bother with shit like 
that. They have each other, and there are too many wolves in sheep's 
clothing lurking out there, ready with words like slut and fag at a 
moment's notice. Better to be a bitch than a victim.

Michelle has had enough labels stuck to her, black girl rich girl slutty 
girl, that she makes an effort not to stick them on other people. So she's 
still not sure how she feels about vampires, because it seems unfair to 
dismiss them based solely on that when she doesn't have any other reason 
to go along with it. But that seems like it might be naïve and dangerous 
and too forgiving. She doesn't know. It's more complicated than any of 
the other shit she's ever had to deal with, and Michelle's pretty used to 
complicated shit. She's been in pyschiatric wards, for chrissakes. She 
should be able to handle ordinary monsters.

But even with those early constants staying true -- being dark-skinned, 
being crazy in the head, being kind of a bitch -- it still feels like these past 
few years have been a little bubble of time all of their own, and 
everything before that was just a lead-up. In the time since she heard 
Remember the Stars for the first time, Michelle has grown up.

And now that Russ is dead, and the band is gone forever, Michelle feels 
like she's mourning more than just somebody she liked and cared about, 
more than just a band she enjoyed going to see. She feels like a big chunk 
of her life has had the flooring pulled out from underneath it. Like the 
bubble of time has popped before she was ready for the next stage to 
start.

She'd always known, in an abstract way, that someday there wouldn't be 
a Remember the Stars anymore. Bands broke up, or went on hiatus and 
never bothered to start up again, or whatever. But she'd always kind of 
thought it would happen after she was already gone, already moved on to 
other things. She'd be in college and feel vaguely sad when she heard the 
news, and play one of their CDs in her dorm and smile fondly at the 
happy memories. 

Or even still in school, a senior with too many other things to worry 
about to still be investing a big piece of her heart in a dumb little band. 
But... not now. Not like this. Not in such a sad and violent and awful way, 
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with so much of herself still invested in all of it. This isn't how it's 
supposed to happen.

Michelle thinks she'll maybe go crazy if she doesn't find something to 
do, some way to stop feeling so impotent and sad and frustrated and just 
fucking plain old lost, lost like she hasn't felt for years and years. Drugs 
won't do it and sex won't do it and school won't and going to clubs won't 
and painting won't and she doesn't know what will, except that she's 
heard Lily and Anna both say that hunting makes the rest of their brains 
go quiet. Hunting feels so right to them that all the confusion and misery 
and everything falls away.

But, from what Michelle can see, that's probably a lie. It might be a lie 
they don't know they're telling themselves, but it's still a lie. Because 
Lily's a vampire, and a vampire hunting other vampires is pretty damn far 
from a simple, clear-cut situation, and Anna's the last living member of a 
band of four, but they might all of them have still been alive if it wasn't 
for hunting. And who says that hunting vampires is even a good thing to 
do, anyway? They seem so certain about something that seems so 
uncertain from what Michelle can see. God, doesn't Lily see the 
hypocrisy in thinking vampires deserve to be killed when she's a vampire 
herself? It makes Michelle feel sick just thinking about it.

She can hear her parents fighting in their own bedroom, down the hall 
from hers. When she was younger she used to be terrified whenever she 
heard them argue, because almost everybody she knew had parents who 
were split up, and she didn’t want her family to fall apart, she didn’t want 
to lose one of the very few things in the world that she could trust in for 
stability. 

Now that she’s older, she doesn’t worry as much. She knows how shitty 
and difficult sharing your heart with someone can be sometimes, and that 
it doesn’t mean you don’t love them even if you hate them sometimes. 

This fight’s about her, kind of. All of the fights are, more or less. That 
was one of the reasons why she’d been so scared of the thought of them 
breaking up: for all that every after-school special in the world might say 
over and over again that divorces aren’t kids’ fault, Michelle knows deep 
in her heart that if her mom and dad broke up, it would be because of her. 
Because she’s crazy, because she’s not pretty enough, because she’s not 
the child they’d hoped for.  

“I just said we should consider it. Don’t put words in my mouth!”
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“It kills me to think of her going away to college in a few years! Why the 
hell would you try to speed that up? Boarding school, for Christ’s sake!”

Michelle’s heart lurches. No, no. What about Tommy and Jay? Don’t her 
parents understand --

“I think it’d do her good to be away from those boys she’s always with. 
She could concentrate on her schoolwork and her…” Ah, the telltale 
pause, the fucking inability her dad has even now to say that she’s got a 
mental illness. “Health. Those two aren’t a good influence. And that 
school she’s at now… first those boys a while ago, and now another 
student dead? It’s supposed to be a good school, dammit! We pay enough 
to send her there.”

Underneath her panic and fear at the thought of being sent away, the 
cynical part of Michelle wonders if her father thinks that parents at 
schools that aren’t expensive, aren’t “good”, wouldn’t give a shit that 
Jamie got killed. She thinks that’s probably exactly what her father thinks, 
yeah.

Because Jamie and Russ died at the same time, in the same place – an 
unlucky vampire victim and the unlucky hunter who tried to save the day 
and failed – Michelle’s had a hard time untangling the grief she feels 
about one from the grief she feels about the other. Jamie was a cool kid, 
friendly and laid back with a surprisingly filthy sense of humor. He’d 
been in the school musical with her, and he’d tease her for being too 
indie to live whenever she turned her nose up at the crap he had on his 
mp3 player. 

Strictly speaking, she was closer with him than she was with Russ. Russ 
was a guy she’d have a few minutes of friendly, superficial conversation 
with at his shows, asking for a photo and an autograph and a set list. He 
was someone she read about in magazines and followed online. 

Jamie was an actual friend, someone who’d make her laugh when she 
was feeling crappy, someone who was a part of the world she lived in. 

But no matter how sick or fucked up or weird it is, the hole in her chest 
at the thought of Russ being dead is just as real to her, just as horrifying, 
as the thought of Jamie’s murder. She didn’t know Russ as a person, just 
as a musician in a band she loved, but she’ll miss him as much as she’ll 
miss the boy who’d played her father in the musical. 
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“We are absolutely not even considering it as an option. If you’re 
worried about her being out with the boys too much, we’ll set a stronger 
curfew. That’s my final word about it.”

There are more mutterings and sharp words, but Michelle can tell that 
the argument’s mostly done, at least for the time being. She’s not worried 
about the threat of a stronger curfew, because her parents work late most 
nights, and when they’re not working late they’re out of town 
completely. 

And for all their hand-wringing and half-assed attempts to seem like 
they’re invested and worried parents, Michelle knows better. They’ve 
never known what to make of her, not even when she was a little kid. 
They try their best, most of the time, but she’s too fucked up for them to 
handle. 

She’s surprised it’s taken this long for boarding school to be brought up 
as an option, frankly. They’ve been finding ways to keep her out of sight 
and out of mind since before she was even old enough for day school. 
She’d been five when her parents sent her to stay with Phenex for a 
month, hadn’t she?

The memory of that time makes Michelle smile, even as she’s still 
knotted up with worry from the argument. She’d loved Phenex at first 
sight. 

~ 

Phenex and Michelle's mother had been sorority sisters in college, 
classmates in courses on art history and drama. Michelle's mother 
eventually became co-curator of a mid-sized international art collection 
and dealership, and Phenex remained Phenex, which meant a 
handscrabble life of near total freedom and the constant threat of no 
income.

Phenex performed in dingy spaces below restaurants and above 
bookstores and anywhere else she could squeeze an audience of other 
souls as oddly-made as herself. She wrote academic articles about 
Victorian accounts of female lunacy, published in obscure journals that 
paid writers almost nothing.

Then one day, without doing anything differently, Phenex became 
famous, and performed her spoken words and songs for crowds in halls 
and theatres, and could afford real dye for her short spiky locks of hair 
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instead of peroxide and kool-aid, and academic journals published 
articles examining what it was that she might mean by this thing or that 
thing she'd written in a poem or a song.

When little Michelle came to stay, Phenex had just bought a new 
apartment, a studio on a high floor with a good view and better 
plumbing than anywhere she'd lived since college.

Having money was still new and strange, just like the small dark girl 
who blinked owlishly at her and wasn't allowed sharp objects. So the five-
year-old Michelle and the newly comfortable Phenex set out to spend 
some money.

They bought toys and ice-cube trays and pots of mixture which could 
turn whole walls into chalkboards and hats and paper lanterns and books 
of fairy stories and electric trains and red yarn and sculptures formed of 
flowers made of leather and green glass bottles filled with sand and a 
clockwork bird inside a cage and guns which shot little pellets made of 
paint.

On the new sofa in the new living room in the evenings, after Michelle 
had taken the drugs which would help her sleep without nightmares, 
Phenex and the little girl would read old stories until the medicines 
began to work. The Heartless Giant, the Beauty and the Beast, Little Red Riding  
Hood, the Boy who learned what Fear was.

In the mornings, while Phenex brewed her necessary cups of coffee and 
had her necessary cigarettes by an open window, Michelle ate Cheerios 
with strawberry milk and drank guava juice out of a cup with a chip in 
the rim and a cartoon bear holding a heart painted on the side and drew 
pictures.

Perhaps because she felt, just a little bit, like there was no place in the 
world where she was entirely welcome, Michelle drew houses and castles 
and hovels on those sleepy mornings. "This is a Rapunzel tower," she'd 
say, and hand over the paper for Phenex to dutifully attach to the front of 
the sleek new stainless steel fridge. "This is a Gingerbread cottage." She 
liked Baba Yaga's house the best, standing high off the ground on its 
nobby chicken legs, but the one she drew over and over again was 
Grandmother's house from Little Red Riding Hood.

No two drawings of it ever depicted the same house. Sometimes it was 
wooden, sometimes brick. Sometimes it gleamed in a crazy scatter of 
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mosaic tiles, like the house where Phenex's boyfriend lived and where 
Michelle would sit and watch the koi fish swim lazily around their pond 
in one corner of the rooftop greenhouse.

Sometimes Little Red Riding Hood's grandmother lived on a 
houseboat, or in a van like the kids in Scooby Doo (Phenex had all the 
dvds) or in lopsided, half-crumbled Dickensian mansions, the windows 
cracked and grimy and overgrown with vines.

One evening, as they drove back from the house where Phenex's 
boyfriend lived, and Michelle sat in the back of the car and thought about 
which story she'd like to read while she waited for her medicines to work 
when they got home, Phenex's phone rang. Phenex had a conversation 
which was mostly shit and fuck and goddammit, which made Michelle 
smile a bit because she always liked it when adults said the words they 
weren't supposed to, when they broke their own rules. It made her feel 
less strange.

"We've got to make a real quick stop," Phenex said. "You okay with 
that, kiddo?"

Michelle sometimes felt a bit sorry for Phenex, who didn't know that 
you weren't supposed to ask kids questions like that instead of just telling 
them what was going to happen. Phenex didn't know how to be a grown-
up any better than Michelle knew how to be a little girl, really.

So they drove to a street of pretty houses, and Michelle decided that she 
was going to remember exactly how all of them looked so she could 
draw them later, all in a row and all so stately and elegant like the old 
ladies who bought things from the art gallery that Michelle's mom and 
dad looked after.

Inside, the house was even more beautiful, and Michelle wanted to just 
wander through it for days and days, like Bluebeard's wife was allowed to 
do so long as she didn't try to go into the room with the dead bodies in 
it. Michelle always thought Bluebeard was a bit stupid, because what 
would have made sense would have been for him to find a wife that he 
didn't have to keep the dead bodies hidden from. Then he wouldn't have 
been scared at being found out, and she wouldn't have been curious 
about what his secret was, because he wouldn't have one, not from her. 
That sounded like a better sort of being married, as far as Michelle could 
see.
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A man in a black shirt and jeans met them in the foyer and started 
talking to Phenex about bridges and remastering and adding in extra 
backing vocal tracks, which Michelle was interested in listening to 
because she knew that was all music talk, and she liked music talk. But 
Phenex said "Timothy, slow down, this all sounds great but I can't do any 
of it now, I've got Chelle with me and I'd have to find a babysitter and by 
the time I got back here it'd be hours."

Michelle said "I can just sit and listen. I can draw pictures. It's okay" and 
the man in the black shirt and jeans, Timothy, grinned at her, but Phenex 
shook her head.

"No, hon, you need to have your medicine soon and then you'll get 
sleepy, and there won't be anywhere for you to have a proper rest up in 
the studio, and I don't have any fairy-tales to read to you here."

"I can take her," said another man, coming into the foyer from one of 
the tantalizing closed doors that Michelle wished she could go explore 
behind. "I think I even have a book of fairy stories somewhere about the 
place, if the young lady doesn't object to a substitute narrator." He came 
closer, crouching down beside Michelle and holding out his hand for her 
to shake. "Hello, my name's Sebastian." He was older than Timothy, and 
had tired-looking eyes, but his smile seemed kind and Michelle decided 
that she liked him.

"I'm Michelle," Michelle answered. "What fairy stories do you have?"

Sebastian had a whole library in his study, walls and walls of books, 
more books than Michelle could imagine anybody in the world having 
time to read even if they lived to a hundred years old. Sebastian chuckled 
when she said so, and told her that she'd be surprised just how many 
books a person could read in a hundred years.

There was only one book of fairy tales in the whole of the library, 
though. It didn't look like it had been opened by anybody in a long time.

These stories were different to the ones Michelle and Phenex read 
together. Instead of a Heartless Giant, this book of stories had a Selfish 
Giant, who died but then lived forever, and instead of a boy who wanted 
to learn what fear was and who helped the creatures he met in the forest 
as he went, in this book there was a Star Child who was beautiful but 
cold and cruel.
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Michelle's medicine always made her sleepy, but every time Sebastian 
stopped she demanded another page and another, because these stories 
were strange and upside-down stories, different to the others she'd heard 
from other books. And Sebastian smiled and said "yes, all right" and later 
said "I'm surprised you like these so much. I had sons, you see. I didn't 
know little girls would love these too."

Michelle was sleepy, but she was still awake enough to tell him that he 
was being stupid, because stories were stories, and boys and girls alike 
could like whichever ones they wanted. Sebastian just smiled again and 
said "yes, all right" again, and read her the rest of the story.

"Yet he ruled not long, so great had been his suffering and so bitter the 
fire of his testing, for, after the space of three years, he died."

"That's a sad ending," Michelle said, thoughtful, when Sebastian was 
done. "Most people don't put sad endings on their stories. Phenex says 
that's what stories are for, to have happy endings. She says that's what 
fiction means."

"Then your friend Phenex is wise indeed," Sebastian replied, with a 
wry and secret sort of smirk. "But fiction can mean other things as well. 
Sometimes it can be a way to make sad things hurt less, by writing them 
down. Or a way to share the sad thing with other sad people, so you all 
feel less lonely. Sometimes stories just don't want happy endings."

"You can have a picture. I drew it for you," Michelle said, handing it 
over. "I drew it while you talked. It's of your house, but not really. It's 
really the Grandmother house from Little Red Riding Hood."

"Thank you," Sebastian said, taking the offering from her hands and 
inspecting it carefully. "I shall treasure it. Oh, and there's Little Red 
herself, coming up the path. Is it you?"

"No," Michelle replied. "I can't be Little Red Riding Hood. I'm black."

Sebastian looked surprised. "I don't see why you should feel bound by 
traditionalism on that front, when you have seen fit to furnish Little 
Red's grandmother with a spacious Chicago townhouse, my dear."

Michelle shrugged. She didn't know how to properly explain to him 
that she wasn't the sort of little girl who belonged in stories. She didn't 
look right and had strange thoughts in her head and the people she liked 
were weird people, like Phenex. None of those things were like the 
things in stories.
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"And where is the Big Bad Wolf in this rendering of the fable, may I 
ask?"

"Oh, he's already inside the Grandmother house," Michelle answered, 
pointing to the yellow squares of the lit windows in the drawing. "In 
there."

"Wouldn't that make it a Wolf house, then? If he's already gobbled 
Grandmother up and taken her place?" Sebsatian asked.

Michelle gave him a withering look. Grown-ups, even interesting 
grown-ups, could be so stupid. "No. Because that's a stupid name."

That made Sebastian laugh. "My mistake. Aesthetics are the law above 
all laws, of course."

Michelle thought she was being made fun of, which made her cross, but 
she was too sleepy to care very much anymore. She curled up on the soft, 
soft cushions of Sebastian's sofa and closed her eyes.

A few seconds later, she felt the comforting weight of a blanket come to 
rest over her, and Sebastian's hushed voice whisper to her as she began to 
drift into sleep.

"I hope someday there's a story where children like you feel at home, 
my dear."
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ALEXANDER
Dear Tim

If nothing else, this trip has been a quick and intense education in the art of  
pretending to eat a full dinner in human company. Tonight's false meal was in the  
company of Nell and her companions again, and another pair, a writer named  
Bram Stoker and his wife. Nell and Blake seem to collect artisans of all sorts as  
others collect baubles.

Nell's companions are three young men -- they look young, at least, none older  
in appearance than twenty-five or so -- and she refuses to make up a consistent  
story about what her relationship is to them. Sometimes she claims they're her  
brothers, or sometimes they are her lawyer, her doctor, and her valet. Lately she's  
been claiming that they're her husbands. 

An exchange tonight, between Nell and Bram:

Bram: But they cannot all be your husbands, Eleanor. A woman cannot have three  
husbands. 

Nell: Why not? Younger wives than I are happy widows made, and widows  
remarry. If I had them one after the other, you wouldn’t think anything of it at  
all. 

Bram: But widows’ husbands are dead, my dear.

Nell: And who’s to say that mine aren’t? 

Society has shrugged this assertion off as yet another of her eccentricities; she has  
enough money to afford to have a lot of eccentricities. I don't know what the  
general assumption is about their true relationship to her.

The three are: Quinn, who's from France but spends most of his time in Texas, and  
has done since Texas was French, back more than 200 years ago. The two of us had  
great fun being interrogated by Bram Stoker about cowboys and frontiers. I think  
the writer expected the myth to look a little different in the flesh. Even older than  
Quinn is Owen, who is beautiful, quiet, and steel-eyed with a supple, cruel grace. 
Owen's from France as well, but from a France much, much older than the one  
Quinn began in. I don't know how old Owen is. Like Nell, he keeps his beginnings  
to himself. But I think those beginnings were an unimaginably long time ago. 
Nell's third companion is a slyly clever Englishman named Arthur, and he's the  
only one of them who's human.

~

600



Of all the commonly-held beliefs about vampires, the one Alexander is 
most glad is fiction is that vampires have no choice but to sleep leadenly 
through the daylight hours. It would make running businesses, even 
nocturnal ones, much more complicated. Also, it would mean that at the 
height of summer a vampire's waking hours would begin very late in the 
evening and end very early in the morning.

The truth is that the sun burns, and burns terribly, and keeps them 
indoors for the day. But vampires don't need all that much sleep. Less 
than humans do, because humans begin to fray if they miss even a few 
hours of the rest they need in a night, whereas most of a vampire's health 
and strength can be restored with a few extra mouthfuls of blood even if 
they haven't slept at all. Severe exhaustion comes with a lack of feeding, 
not a lack of slumber.

That said, an overtired, cranky vampire makes for less than ideal 
company.

"Go to bed, Ashley. It's almost midday," Alexander says, standing in the 
doorway to her room. She's sitting cross-legged on her bed, typing away 
at her laptop and making notes on a pad of delicate mint-green paper 
beside her in vivid purple pen.

"In a second, yeah, sure, give me five minutes more." She doesn't look 
up, red hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail which bounces with each 
small movement of her head.

"You've barely slept all week. I'm the last person to scold someone for 
being a workaholic, but I know I don't give you this much work to do for 
your schooling."

Ash sits back, looking up at him now with a little smile. "I finished that 
stuff hours ago. I'm working on my future business empire."

"Oh yes? May I hear the details?"

She motions for him to come inside and sit on the edge of the bed 
beside her. "I've bought a small catering business. It's nothing, really, they 
do sandwiches for corporate things and stuff like that. And I'm gonna buy 
an event-planning firm -- that's what I was looking up now; there's one 
I've got my eye on. I'm gonna buy it as well and amalgamate them, and 
then start working my way into getting connections in the hotel business 
so I can work my way bigger."
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"I thought you weren't interested in running a company just yet?" 
Alexander asks. "I'd've been happy to talk about financing anything you 
wanted to do."

"I don't want to be in debt to anybody. I want to be someone who has 
people in debt to them," Ash answers with a proud tilt of her chin. 
Alexander feels a swell of affection for the girl; just a short time ago she 
was a shadow of the lively creature beside him now. She's grown up so 
much, grown into herself and her strengths. "I want my name as 
powerful as Blake's in this town." She clicks into another window of her 
browser, gesturing to the figures in her bank account. "I've got enough 
money to do this on my own. It's not hard to get enough to start with, if 
you aren't worried about getting your hands dirty."

She looks down at her hands then, almost as if she expects to 
metaphorical dirt to be physical, visible. Her fingers are the cool lily-
white they always are, unblemished and neat.

"You've moved past your no-killing vow, then, I assume?"

Ash rolls her eyes. "There are other ways of being a criminal apart from 
murder, Alex. Geez. Way to think the best of me. I haven't killed anyone 
since... since I said I was going to stop doing that. Sofie's put me in touch 
with her foster father, who has a lot of counterfeiting contacts. I've been 
working with the cops on Blake's payroll to get some channels open for 
them. It's been pretty wild, actually. Like, who knew that replicating 
Eames chairs and passing them off as the real deal was a way that some 
people make fortunes?"

"I didn't know Sofie was in contact with her foster father."

Ash looks down at her screen again, typing another line of text into an 
open email. “I don’t think she is, really,” she says to Alexander. “It’s… 
families are complicated, you know?”

He puts an arm around her shoulders and squeezes. “I know.” Ash’s 
mother threw her out when Ash told her that she was a vampire. Like 
most people in the very upper echelons of the business world, Ash’s 
parents had been privy to the open secret that the living dead walked 
among them and often signed their largest checks. But tolerating such a 
thing in a professional associate was a very different matter to accepting 
it about one’s own daughter. 
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Faced with a test of their parental responsibilities, Ash’s mother and 
father had failed miserably. Alexander knows the wound is still fresh and 
painful for the girl, so he lets the conversation end at that and stands up.

“Finish what you’re doing and then get some rest. It will still all be 
there in the evening, all right?”

“’kay,” Ash replies, distracted already. Alexander tries not to smile to 
himself until he’s out of the room and on his way back to his own bed. 

~

"If you continue to be so dramatic about it," Alexander warns, a few 
hours later. "I'm going to make you move down to the ground floor until 
you recover. You're being a disruption and a nuisance. Even the cat is 
distressed."

"You don't like the cat," Blake counters pitifully, drawing the coverlet 
up to his chin. He looks quite wretched, and Alexander would feel 
sympathetic to his plight if it wasn't entirely his own fault.

"Stop being a child, or I won't bring you a cup of tea." Alexander 
pushes the drapes back from the windows, opening the heavy glass panes. 
The night air is bracing, sharp and crisp and cold, and Alexander breathes 
it in just for the feel of it, even though he doesn't need to.

"Ugh," Blake groans, burying his face in the dark silk of the pillow. "No 
tea. Blood. Is Jay here?"

"You know Jay would have no sympathy for you at all," Alexander says 
cheerily. "But I can ask him to come over if you like. I think I'd rather 
enjoy seeing how quickly you'd recover from your current state. You're 
far too vain to let him see you like this, and we both know it."

"You're cruel, Alex. Your words wound me."

"Probably more than drinking that ridiculous blended concoction did, 
yes," agrees Alexander. "I can make a call and get some blood bags 
delivered, if you want those."

Blake pouts. His skin, already preternaturally pale, is clammy, hollowed 
dark beneath his eyes, and sweat dots his tousled hairline. The fact he 
looks like a languishing virgin dying of poetic consumption is almost 
without a doubt entirely deliberate, and even if it isn't Alexander is 
unmoved by the sight.
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"Blood bags! You probably cover bullet holes with band-aids, too."

"No, I avoid being shot in the first place," Alexander says dryly. "I don't 
know what you expected; you already know that Will and Lily are self-
styled martyrs; you can't have thought that their horrible smoothies 
would taste good."

"I didn't expect them to be agony."

Alexander wonders just how Blake manages to make the emphasis in a 
phrase sound especially italicized. It's quite the unique talent.

"They do an adequate job of being both ambulatory and irritating when 
they drink it, and they drink it a lot more often than the once which 
seems to have poisoned you."

"We have to cure them. Nobody should be allowed to suffer through 
this agony for eternity. We have to get them drinking blood instead," 
Blake declares, any dignity the words might have had completely lost as 
he mumbles them into the bedding.

"What a noble vow." Alexander takes ahold of one edge of the 
comforter and pulls sharply, stripping it away from the bed and leaving 
Blake exposed in a tangle of dark nightshirt and pale skin. "Get up. You'll 
feel better once you're out hunting."

Blake sighs and climbs off the bed, the vast marjority of his sickly 
demeanor falling away. He does look a little ill as he walks to the closet, 
though, and Alexander decides to find them some easy prey in the city 
tonight.

"You'd be a terrible nurse if faced with true illness, Alex," Blake says 
reproachfully.

"It's a good thing I have almost no chance of ever doing so, then, isn't 
it?" Alexander retorts, and leaves Blake to dress. "I'll see you downstairs. 
Do try to make it down without swooning."

~

Tonight the group is Alexander, Timothy, Blake, Bette and Mikhail. They 
choose Kenilworth as their hunting ground, being in the mood for 
something rich, and set out on foot together. 
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At first they have idle, light conversation comfortably between them, 
but as their senses sharpen and the jagged, brittle energy which precedes 
a kill begins to course through them they grow silent. 

Alexander selects a house with an elaborate alarm system, because he 
enjoys the challenge. The circuit boards and electronics give him pause 
for a few minutes as he examines their system and finds the point where 
a broken wire – nothing more than a pinch of his fingertips – will 
unravel the whole thing into uselessness. 

Inside they are as quiet as cats, cheetahs in the long grass, as they cross 
the parquet floor. They climb the stairs and break off into two groups, 
Blake and Tim and Bette veering left, Alex and Mikhail moving right. 
There is soft recessed night lighting set into the walls, throwing more 
shadows than illumination over their lithe forms as they move across the 
landing to the closed bedroom door.

The room beyond the door smells of perfume and fresh flowers. There’s 
almost no light, but Alexander and Mikhail both see very well in the 
dark. The room’s furnishings are a vanity with an ornate gilt frame 
bordering the oval mirror, doors through to the ensuite and walk-in 
closet, and a king-sized bed with only one bedside table.

The bedding is ivory cotton trimmed with lace, and Alexander wonders 
how long it’s been since anyone stood where he stands now, since 
someone looked down at the bed’s occupant with hunger and desire. 
Perhaps the last before him was a business associate, or a discrete friend 
of the family. Maybe it was a teenaged compatriot of the woman’s son, 
nervous and eager as he took in the sight before him.

Alexander highly doubts that it was the woman’s husband, whose 
muffled screams and cries from across the way tell that Blake and Tim 
and Bette have found their prey. No, everything about this room suggests 
that the woman within was cut off from being a wife in anything but 
name long ago.

She’s awake now, roused by the screams, and looks at them with cool 
regard as she sits up. It’s more difficult to judge ages now than it was in 
Alexander’s day, but he would guess her to be in her early sixties, face 
refined and proud, her eyes a pale green. Her hair is long and fair, a loose 
braid hanging over one shoulder, dyed to a muted red with one lock of 
dignified grey left at her brow. Her nightgown is satin the colour of mint 
and ice.
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“I don’t want to die,” she tells them. Mikhail gives a small shrug of his 
shoulders as if to say, who does?

The screaming from down the hall has stopped now. At her throat, her 
skin smells of vanilla body lotion and the delicate fragility which the 
years bring. It’s like tissue paper, petals, a peach against Alexander’s lips 
as he bites deep into her vein. Mikhail is at one of her wrists, cradling her 
hand in his as he drinks, as if it’s a bird he is nursing to health.

It’s a long, blissful time before her tenacious heart begins to falter, and 
she gives a soft sigh as the rhythm of it ceases and she dies.

They take some of her jewelry to sell, the nondescript rings and 
pendants that will be harder to trace. They don’t own every cop in the 
city, after all.

There’s a slim silver watch, the hours marked by numbers laid with 
sapphire and diamond. Alexander takes that, too. 

He finds Bette in yet another opened bedroom, this one devoid of 
occupants. It has the careful, absent air of a place preserved in wait for 
the return of its owner. There are photographs collaged across a 
pinboard, pictures of a smiling boy with sandy hair and the same pale 
green eyes as his mother. Pictures taken in the bright glare of a sunny ski-
slope, on a beach at sunset with a group of friends, outside a college 
dorm. There’s a pile of acceptance letters dated from two years ago still 
resting on one of the shelves above the desk. 

The same knack which lets him puzzle out clock-work and alarms 
makes it easy for Alex to read the hidden story in the pictures of the boy. 
The body language in one picture, the direction of a grin in another – the 
boy is gay, and does not intend for his parents to know. 

Alexander wonders if the boy will regret not telling them, now that 
they’re dead. 

“You’ve got blood on your face,” he tells Bette. She sticks her tongue 
out at him, turning her chilling visage ridiculous. Alexander smiles back 
at her, glad his remark has broken her melancholy mood. There are so 
many memories in this room of experiences which Bette will never have. 
She hadn’t wanted to die either. But then, who does?

“Tim was looking for you,” Bette says now. “I think he’s gone downstairs 
already.”
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Timothy’s by the front door, his cellphone in one hand and his eyebrows 
knotted in a frown. He’s a tidier killer than Bette, with the only evidence 
of the new blood in him to be found in the brightness of his eyes and a 
flush to his well-shaped mouth. 

“Everything all right?” Alexander asks, leaning in to kiss the stolen 
warmth in Tim’s lips. They both taste of blood, teeth sharp and hard 
against each other’s tongues for a few happy sated heartbeats.

“Hmm,” Timothy answers. Then, when they’ve moved apart again, he 
says “I’ve got a voicemail from the university. They want me to come in 
tonight, if I can.” His hand is shaking, ever so slightly, where it holds the 
telephone. 

Alex knows how important and terrifying this news must feel to Tim. 
He’s had researchers looking for years to find any trace of the village 
where he was born, with no luck. Even the smallest shard of information 
is like the first chip of tile being replaced in the reconstruction of a 
mosaic, a glimmer of light being thrown on the darkness of the years lost 
from Timothy’s memory. 

“I’ve wanted… it’s…” Timothy says haltingly. “And now I’m so scared I 
can’t move.” He laughs quietly to himself. “I can drain the blood of a man, 
but I’m scared of going to talk to an academic.”

“I can go,” Alexander offers. “Let me find out what it is, and then we can 
discuss it together when I get home. You’d do the same for me.” 

Tim smiles at Alex fondly, kissing him again. “Thank you.” 

They’re interrupted from their moment of peace by Blake’s arrival. 
He’s holding a pair of ornate pewter goblets inlaid with small 
geometrically cut rubies. 

“They’re engraved on the bottom; a 40th anniversary gift to our late 
host and hostess,” he tells them. 

“And you’re going to drink blood out of those, aren’t you?” Alexander 
asks.

“My dear, it would be a crime not to drink blood out of these,” Blake 
replies with a grin.

Alexander shakes his head with a laugh, resting his forehead on Tim’s 
shoulder. 
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“At least they don’t have bats on them,” Tim offers comfortingly. 

~

Professor Chloe Papageorgiou's office looks no different to any of the 
other offices of humanities academics that Alexander has had reason to 
visit over the years. It's been a while since he was last in one, so there are 
some new additions: a pad computer on the arm of the broken-in 
armchair in one corner, a tiny silver cellphone in amongst the clutter of 
coffee cups and ballpoints on the desk. But there is the same collage of 
notes and postcards and cartoons torn from The New Yorker decorating the 
cork board, the same pile after pile of earnest and obscure books 
teetering on the shelves.

Alexander doesn't find the familiarity a particular comfort, but he 
smiles a little at how predictable people can be.

"Professor," he greets her, knocking lightly on the half-open door.

"Call me Chloe," she says, standing from her spot behind the desk and 
coming around to shake his hand. She's in her late sixties, her short hair 
still peppered with black amongst the white, the angular frames of her 
glasses sharpening the otherwise rather friendly look of her face. "May I 
call you Alexander?"

"Yes, that's fine," he replies, sitting in the chair she motions to beside 
the desk. Chloe resumes her earlier seat, unlocking the top drawer of the 
desk and drawing out a sheaf of papers in a manila folder.

"I've destroyed the electronic copies of all this communication, and as 
much of the online trail to them as I could. These print-outs are the only 
record." She hands the folder to Alexander. "Several weeks ago, one of 
my PhD students found something which he thought might possibly link 
to the rural histories which Timothy has long funded research into. 
Before I had a chance to inform Timothy of the lead, and our intentions 
to follow it, however, I was contacted by a French couple who demanded 
that I turn all future findings over to them and cease communication with 
any other interested parties immediately.

"They promised that they would share any relevant research 
information with whomever it was that had originally commissioned me 
to look into it, and asked for their contact information -- that is, they 
wished to know who Timothy was, and where he could be found. I felt 
there was an implicit threat in their emails, that to disobey them would 
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result in harm coming to me." Chloe's tone is dry. "And I felt quite sure 
that to obey them would result in harm coming to you."

Alexander raises an eyebrow. "I commend your sense of self-
preservation for recognizing that Timothy and I pose a larger potential 
threat than this French couple."

Chloe gives an amused snort, shaking her head. "Professional loyalty 
and ethics are a larger motivation for me than any sense of fear. I like to 
hunt down the mysteries of the past, but there've been others in my 
family who preferred more literal forms of hunting. I'm more than 
capable of holding my own against a pair of skinny vampires in expensive 
suits, however intimidating you and Timothy may believe yourselves to 
be. But I don't take kindly to being bullied in my email inbox, or being 
ordered to surrender my research."

Putting aside his curiosity over the mysterious French couple with an 
apparent interest in stalking Timothy through the most obscure of 
channels, Alexander leafs through some of the topmost pages in the 
folder. "What was the research?"

"Not much of anything, to be honest. A few references in some 
documents to someone whose birthplace seems to match the location 
and context Timothy gave us for the village. Until now we haven't had 
any concrete evidence that such a place even existed. These are secondary 
and tertiary sources, of course -- stories passed down orally for several 
generations from their source before they were written down. Here's the 
earliest form we could uncover, this one here," Chloe says, pointing to 
the sheet of paper which Alex has just reached in the pile.

"Sveta Ilinichna, who comes in the night..." Alexander reads aloud, 
then blinks in surprise. "Ilinichna?"

"The surname literally translates to 'daughter of Ilia'. It caught my 
student's eye because 'Ilia' is on the list of flagged names Timothy gave us, 
and makes the location cues in the rest of the story seem more likely to 
match those of an actual place."

Another vampire, made by Ilia. Alexander isn't sure whether to be 
pleased or not on Timothy's behalf. On one hand, she may have 
memories of people Timothy knew, may have answers to the questions 
which Alexander knows plague Timothy every night. But on the other, 
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she does not seem especially pleased at the prospect of a reunion -- 
seems determined, in fact, to keep her past dead and buried.

"Thank you," he says to Chloe, standing up. "I appreciate your loyalty. 
Tim will too, when I tell him. If anything else happens, don't hesitate to 
let us know."

"If I wind up dead from this, you're buying houses for my grandkids," 
she answers. "Close the door on your way out."
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MICHELLE

They have their pot in brownies, because smoking makes Tommy cough 
and not be able to breathe. They make them in the school Home Ec 
kitchens, because Tommy's got a mom who knows what's going on and 
would ground him forever, and Michelle's family have cleaners and maids 
and stuff who would either know what's going on or tell Michelle's 
parents, who would probably ship her off to rehab or something equally 
ridiculous. And Jay never lets them visit his place. Michelle's not even 
100% sure that he still has his own place; for all she knows he might be 
living with Blake all the time now.

Michelle's usually the one who makes the brownies, because her parents 
are contributors to the school's cultural fund as part of their 
philanthropic work. If she got caught, she'd get in trouble, but she 
wouldn't get expelled, whereas Tommy and Jay are just ordinary 
students, and not outstanding ones at that.

She makes spinach and onion omelets at the same time, to cover the 
smell of the herb mixing into the butter before she bakes the brownies. 
The spinach smell almost covers the pot, and the faint edge that's left is 
only enough for suspicion, not for incrimination. Then she's got a fresh 
omelet to eat while she sits and waits, guarding the baking treats and 
making sure nobody else comes in and discovers what she's doing. It's a 
weird little routine, but Michelle kind of loves it. It makes her feel 
comforted to have something that's exciting and predictable at the same 
time.

While the brownies bake and she eats her omelet, Michelle reads a 
book. It's the only time of the week she has where there's nobody 
expecting her to be somewhere else or doing something important, so 
she tries to pick books that make her happy, rather than ones she's meant 
to read for school.

This week’s book is The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank. Michelle’s 
read it a dozen times before. Her parents think it’s creepy and awful that 
she loves it so much, of course. But her parents think everything she does 
is creepy and awful anyway, so she’s mostly given up on changing who 
she is just to make them feel more normal or less worried.

It’s not a morbid love that she feels for the book, despite what they 
think. The real reason Michelle feels so fond of Anne, loves reading and 
re-reading the girl’s words so much, is how alive Anne is in every 
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moment. Most people who haven’t read the book, or have to for school 
and so just kind of read it half-heartedly, think that Anne’s this chaste, 
pure, winsome girl. That she’s practically an angel to start with, even 
before her murder in a concentration camp. 

Michelle thought that too, before she actually sat down with the book. 
Instead of someone who was teeth-rottingly sweet and good and kind, a 
Pollyanna stuck in an attic, she found… someone pretty much like her 
and Tommy and Jay. 

Anne is bitchy and cliquey and popular at school, mouthy and charming 
at her teachers, totally harsh about her mom and the other people 
around her. She’s more vivacious than Michelle is, because Michelle’s 
pretty quiet a lot of the time, but even so Michelle knew from the first 
pages that this bright, chattering voice in the diary belonged to someone 
that Michelle could have been friends with. 

Anne Frank was this real person, not just in that she actually existed but 
in that she was real, just like the people around Michelle. And that made 
it even sadder, a million times sadder, that she’d died so young and so 
horribly. For a real girl, a girl who made an effort to get along with her 
mother but kept getting into stupid arguments with her about stupid 
stuff, to die in rags and squalor when she was still a teenager… to 
Michelle, that seems a tragedy far beyond what could ever be possible if 
Anne Frank was the perfect flawless person most people seem to think 
that she was. 

Most people seem to think that it’s somehow not as awful, when victims 
are imperfect in some way – when someone who gets raped was wearing 
a short skirt, or when a gay person gets bashed up, or when a witty, catty 
teenage girl dies and leaves behind her diary. Like somehow the rape 
would be more horrific if it were the rape of a virgin, the bashing more 
terrible if inflicted on someone deemed morally pure. Like Anne Frank is 
more useful as a symbol of tragedy if she isn’t so complicated and funny 
and mean. 

It doesn’t make sense to Michelle. Not at all. 

She’s reached the part where Anne is teaching herself to write in 
English by reading Oscar Wilde with the help of a dictionary. That’s 
almost at the end of the book, and Michelle can feel the tension building 
in her shoulders. The ending never stops hurting her, even though she 
always knows it’s coming. One minute Anne’s alive and thoughtful and 
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emotional and growing up, learning about the world. And then she just 
doesn’t exist anymore. 

Michelle’s known people who have died, and it seems so 
incomprehensible to her that the world goes on while there’s this sucking 
person-shaped hole like a vacuum in the middle of their lives. How can 
the universe retain integrity and the planets stay in orbit when a person 
can just stop? 

A quiet knock at the door to the kitchen breaks her concentration, and 
Michelle has to blink several times before she recognizes Rose standing at 
the threshold of the room, messenger bag slung across the front of her 
rumpled school uniform.

"I figured I'd find you here," Rose says with a lopsided, knowing smile. 
"Can you let Tommy know I'm skipping the rest of the day? Sometimes I 
take his books home when he's heading out with you and Jay in the 
afternoons, but I've got gym this afternoon and I can't be fucked 
enduring that shit today. So he'll have to make sure he's got his 
homework with him."

Michelle motions for Rose to come inside. "Sure, I'll tell him." As Rose 
steps closer to where Michelle sits perched at one of the preparation 
benches, Michelle can see a new, sore-looking split in Rose's lower lip. 
"You okay?"

Rose shrugs one shoulder half-heartedly. "Yeah. You know how it is. The 
more things change, the more they stay the same. Getting picked on is 
kind of my special superpower."

"Mm," Michelle answers noncommittally, not sure what she's meant to 
say in reply to something like that. If Rose doesn't have the good sense to 
turn sharp and hard and nasty, like Michelle and Jay, then that's not 
Michelle's problem. Rose is soft, and bruises easily. No wonder the 
bullies delight in tormenting her.

Rose breaks the awkward beat of silence between them. "Is that the 
Diary of Anne Frank?" 

"That's not really what it's called," Michelle answers. "But yeah."

“I’ve always meant to read that,” Rose remarks. 

“Here,” Michelle says, and closes the book, offering it out. “You can 
borrow it if you like.”
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“But you’re still reading it.”

Michelle shakes her head. “I’ve read it a bunch of times.” She feels glad 
of the excuse to stop before the ending. “It’s no problem. I think you’ll 
like it.”

Rose takes the offered book, smiling almost shyly. Then her smile 
widens. “Wait, we can trade!” She rummages in her bag, pulling a 
battered hardback out after a few moments. “I just finished this one.”

“Goodbye to Berlin, by Christopher Isherwood,” Michelle reads from the 
cover. On the title page inside, in black fountain pen ink, is written To  
Rose, from Gretchen. 

“A World War Two book swapped for a World War Two book,” notes 
Rose. “That’s kind of funny.”

“We’re the last generation, you know,” Michelle says, rubbing her 
thumb against the worn edge of the cover of the book in her hands. “The 
last ones who’ll ever have the chance to speak with the people who were 
there, who survived all this.” She pauses, thinking about it. “Except for 
the vampires, I guess.”

Rose frowns. “No.” 

Michelle waits for her to say ‘they aren’t people’ or other words to the 
same effect. But after a moment, what Rose says is: “The only way to 
become a vampire is if you don’t survive.”

~

They drag Tommy’s bed over against the wall under his window, so they 
can sit on top of the comforter and tip their heads back to rest on the sill, 
staring up at the black of the sky. The brownies rest in a tupperware 
lunch box between Tommy and Michelle, with Jay on Tommy’s other side. 

"I remember reading this thing about how in that city in China where 
there was that earthquake, and a whole lot of kids died when their school 
collapsed,” Tommy says. “I remember reading that there was this cluster 
of babies born all around the same time, nine months later. Because 
families are only allowed one child in China, and suddenly there was this 
group of families who didn't have a child anymore after the earthquake. 
Can you imagine being one of those babies, the nine-month-later babies? 
Knowing you wouldn't be alive except that this horrible, awful thing had 
happened to your brother or sister, that your parents had gone through 
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the worst thing that could happen in the world and you were born as, 
like, their salvation, their second chance.”

"Pot makes you so depressing," Jay replies. Tommy doesn’t argue the 
observation. 

“Pot makes me depressed too,” Michelle says. “Or maybe I just used to 
have it when I felt shitty, and now I expect shittiness and pot to go 
together. “

“I didn’t say it made him depressed, I said it made him depressing,” Jay 
says, but Michelle ignores him, and they all lapse into silence, munching 
on the brownies and thinking dark thoughts. 

"I was twelve when my best friend Taylor... she killed herself,” Michelle 
blurts suddenly. “It's so weird that we'll say that in that way, but it's 
always 'so-and-so was raped', like it just happened without anyone doing 
it. Like you might say 'so-and-so was in line at the movies'. Just a way 
things are. It should be 'this person raped so-and-so'. But it isn't. Not 
often enough. But yeah. Taylor killed herself. I don't know how. Nobody's 
ever told me how. Maybe that should matter but it never has, not at all. 
The specifics seem so irrelevant. She was alive and then she murdered 
herself and that's all. How she did it, who found her... what does that 
matter? What does that change?

"It fucked me up a lot. Because Taylor had all the things I didn't have, 
the things I'd always told myself were the things I would be happy if I 
could just somehow magically get them. She was white and smart and 
funny, everyone loved her. She was straight and pretty and normal and it 
was like, fuck, if someone with all that still ends up broken under the 
weight of the world, what fucking chance does a freak like me have?"

"It's like that poem. The Richard Cory one," says Jay. "I had this one 
teacher at elementary school with a total crush on that poem. It's all 
about how this guy, Richard Cory, everyone can't help but look at him. 
He's, and I bet I'm getting this line wrong, 'a gentleman from sole to 
crown, clean-favoured and imperially slim'. The first time I met Blake, 
when I was terrified and thought for sure he was going to kill me, all I 
could keep thinking about was how that teacher would've said that Blake 
was just like Richard Cory. I guess we think of the dumbest and most 
random shit at times like that, when we think we're done for.
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"At the end of the poem, on a calm summer night, Richard Cory shoots 
himself in the head. I guess the poet was talking to people like you, 
Chelle. Explaining that even thought it seemed like Taylor had it all, she 
didn't feel like she did. Or it felt like that wasn't enough to save her."

“I guess. I guess we’ll never know for sure,” says Michelle. “Or I’ll never 
know for sure. She might have put it in her note. I don’t know what was 
in her note.”

They’re quiet again for a while after that. 

Jay's hair is getting a little longer than he usually lets it grow, the brittle 
angles of the cut across his forehead softening into heavy waves. There's 
something softer in his eyes, too. Michelle wants to say it's peace -- Jay 
deserves to feel that, for a change, they all do -- but that's not quite 
correct.

She thinks Will, how different he looks now, and how Lily's changed 
too, and about Jay's new strange calm and it's not fair, it's just not fair. If 
there's one thing that vampires are supposed to mean it's that everything 
stays the same for once, that things stop changing all the time, that 
however horrible it might be at least it's predictable and reliable. But 
everything's still changing anyway. It's not fair.

"You look like someone stole your Barbie doll or something," Jay tells 
her with a smirk. Michelle snorts.

"Yeah, and it was probably you," she replies.

"That's true, actually. I used to steal Sofie's all the time."

~

Tommy's mom is way less strict than Michelle's own parents, but kind 
of more hardass with her kids at the same time. For example, Rose and 
Tommy don't have to keep their rooms clean or call in if they're going to 
be out late most of the time. But their mom would be mad as hell if they 
did anything seriously fucked up, and probably beat the shit out of them 
and ground them forever, whereas Michelle's parents would hug her a lot 
and be understanding and do whatever was necessary to protect her from 
the bad consequences of her fuck-up.

She can't imagine Tommy's parents ever acting the way Michelle's own 
mother had, if Rose had been the one who'd tried to burn down a school 
library when she was eight.
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And they fight all the time, too, arguments where they say awful shit 
and throw stuff and swear and storm out. But it doesn’t make Michelle 
scared that they’re going to split up, because it isn’t anything like the 
arguments her parents have. With Tommy’s parents, it’s like that’s the way 
they prove to each other how much they love each other, by taking that 
love for granted and getting angry and pissed off at each other while the 
love exists in the background. 

They’re going away for a couple of weeks on some thing out of state, for 
Tommy's dad's work, and so their bedroom is kind of a maelstrom of 
piles of folded clothes and suits in dry-cleaning bags and toiletries and 
suitcases when Tommy's mom calls Michelle in and sits her down on the 
edge of the bed.

"Here," Tommy's mom says, handing Michelle a box of thirty condoms. 
Her nails are talon-red. "That's not a challenge to use all of them, but I 
figured it was better to get too many than not enough. I don't know if 
you kids have done it already, and I don't want to know, but I'm not 
stupid and I can't imagine that a house inhabited by teenagers with no 
parents isn't going to see some sex going on. I'm not coming home from 
this trip to find out my son's gone and got his girlfriend knocked up, you 
got me?"

The usual levels of terrified awe that Michelle feels for Tommy's mom 
are magnified about a dozen times over. "Yes, ma'am," she manages. 

"Give some of those to Rosie, too, if you think she'll need them. I've 
figured enough out about this parent thing to know better than to try to 
give either of my kids birth control directly." Tommy's mom smirks.

Michelle gives another terrified nod and escapes as fast as she can. 

Jay’s left, like he usually ends up doing when Blake calls him – Michelle 
would say he’s whipped, but it’s not like she spends all that much time 
away from Tommy, so it’d be throwing rocks from a glass house if she 
gave Jay shit about Blake – and so it’s just her and Tom left. 

“Your mom just gave me this,” she says as she climbs onto the bed beside 
him, curling against his skinny frame and handing him the box of 
condoms. “I like the brand we get, though. These ones don’t taste right. I 
didn’t think I could exactly tell your mother that, though, so I just took 
them.”
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“We can make water balloons out of them. When the weather warms 
up. It’s too cold to do it now,” Tommy suggests. Michelle laughs quietly. 

“My responsible prankster.” 

They’re quiet again after that. Michelle's not always much of a talker. 
Not usually, in fact. Tommy's not either, and sometimes Michelle likes to 
think that they get each other on a deeper level than that -- that the 
reason they can hang out so companionably without too much chatter 
between them is because they just understand in an almost telepathic 
kind of way, a wavelength built for just the two of them.

That's just bullshit, though. She knows it's bullshit, or at least most of 
the time she remembers that she knows it. Sometimes she forgets. 
Everyone forgets sometimes, she figures. That's how relationships go on 
working, they work because people forget.

They forget that it's just chemicals in the brain, little bursts of happy 
drugs telling you that you've got a special connection with someone. 
Telling you that there's a deep soul-bonding going on. 

It's just a potion of stuff inside Michelle's head, tricking her into 
thinking that it's Tommy who's making her feel like that when it's really 
just her own body's recipe.

But if two people make each other feel like that, if it's a bullshit that 
they share together, is that close enough? Michelle and Tommy take drugs 
together all the time and feel closer for it. Does it make so much 
difference whether it's a synapse or a brownie, really?
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ALEXANDER

Dear Tim

A sample of the intrigues and dramas which swirl around our world, presented  
for your amusement: 

Sarah (one of Blake and Oscar’s lovely, clever friends; an actress) uses a coffin as  
her bed. This has quite captured the more macabre-minded members of our set, 
particularly Nell’s pet writer Bram. 

Speaking of Bram, Blake (all these anecdotes involve Blake, of course; he has a  
delight in these little confetti-pieces of gossip which is quite beyond me. You have  
fallen in love with a man destined to be the toast of nowhere, I’m afraid.)

What was I writing? Ah, yes. Blake has informed me that Florrie, Bram’s  
wonderful wife (she is as shrewd as her husband is sentimental and we had a  
wonderful argument about copyright law while the others discussed supernatural  
fiction) is an old lover of Oscar’s. Blake claims that Oscar has confessed secret and  
enduring passion for her. I replied that Oscar’s trouble is that he’s in love with the  
idea of love, just like Constance is, and that these two facts together meant that  
their marriage was either very good luck, or destined to be very bad. 

Blake gave me that infuriating look he wears when he thinks I am being very  
stupid, and told me that there was no dimension to love save for the idea of it, so  
my point was meaningless.

 Nell was in the room with us, and when he said that she looked very unhappy. I  
went out walking with her. We wandered without speaking for some time, then  
chanced across a man boxing the ears of a youthful chimney sweep. Nell near to  
ripped the man’s head off in her feasting, then gave her purse to the chimney  
sweep and told the boy to find a fairer master and a good meal. Sometimes I find  
her even stranger than Blake. 

~

Dear Tim

A predator’s trick becoming common in this teeming city: beautiful youths of the  
lower classes catch the eyes of wealthy men and the pair of them strike up the  
careful coded conversations of mutual criminality. Having established an affinity, 
the pair retire to some rented room in the area.

On cue, once they’ve had their pleasure, the youth’s father, brother, or other  
guardian will burst in and create a scene, threatening police and murder as  
retribution for molesting such an “innocent”. The wealthy man of course offers  
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extravagant fistfuls of money, silver cigarette cases, and other trinkets of bribery in  
exchange for silence. The scene plays out so frequently that the tricked parties have  
come to view it as just another form of renting.

Blake and Oscar have both experienced the process firsthand: Oscar has been  
blackmailed several times, for his trusting, guiless heart is the best and worst of  
him. Blake loves to stage the turnabout, the moment when youth and guardian  
alike reach the horrible conclusion that their dupe has caught them in a game  
even worse than the one intended. 

For my part, I leave the whole thing to play out as it will, and feel no desire to  
beat them at their trick as Blake does. If men who love men are little better than  
animals in the eyes of the law, better to be predator than prey. I’ll leave these  
panthers to their feasting, and fill my own belly somewhere else. 

~

When Alexander tells Tim about the meeting with the professor, Tim 
frowns for a moment, deep in thought, and says "Let's see if we can 
arrange a meeting. I'll set up one of our spare identities in that house in 
Glenview, the one we just had renovated. It's not rented out yet, is it? 
Good. We'll set everything up and have Chloe feed the info back to our 
secret admirers. Then we can arrange a meeting on our own terms." 

So that's one concern out of the way, at least for the time being. The 
next one – because there's always a next one; if Alexander wanted a quiet 
existence he'd find a different residence – presents itself less than an hour 
later, when Bette skips happily up the stairs to the top level. She's bruised 
and battered, her blue silk dress a mess of tears and scrapes. 

"Oh, Elizabeth --"

"Bette."

"-- what on earth have you done to yourself?"

"I threw myself off the overpass," Bette tells him. Her eyes are bright, 
and someone who didn't know her well might think that it was 
excitement or merriment that put the spark there. Alexander, however, 
knows that it's the fevered brightness which comes at the edge of 
madness. 

"I'd always thought about doing it when I was alive," Bette goes on. 
"But I didn't do it. Obviously. It would have killed me. But since I'm 
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already dead, I did it. And then I had to pick myself up and walk back 
home."

"I see," Alexander answers, deciding that scolding her would be less 
than useless. Bette is one of nature's rebels, and telling her that she 
shouldn't do something is a surefire way to see to it that it gets done 
frequently and with gusto. 

So instead of trying to tell her off, Alexander goes to see Blake. 

As is usual at this time - a little too late to be evening, too early to be 
truly night -- Blake is at his desk, papers spread out before him like a 
remarkably dull game of solitaire. There are printouts of several maps, 
different zooms on sections of the city, on the top of the piles, scrawled 
with notes in different shades of highlighter and ink.

"You need to learn to delegate," Alexander says, and not for the first 
time. Blake ignores him, just as he has every other time Alexander has 
made the criticism. "I'm serious, Blake. Being a leader means knowing 
when to assign tasks to those whom you're meant to be leading. It doesn't 
mean doing it all yourself and then barking orders."

Blake makes a noise of protest, not looking up from his maps. "I do not 
bark."

"That wasn't actually the most important part of what I said."

Blake leans back in his chair, giving Alexander a smile and shaking his 
head. There's a smudge of neon-pink highlighter just above one of his 
eyebrows, which ruins his otherwise impeccable demeanour somewhat. 
Alexander decides not to tell him about it. 

"If I tried to pass this on to any of the others, downstairs, they'd have us 
looking to control the entirely of Illinois, and before you know it we'd 
have maverick cops and do-gooder vigilantes trying to break our ties to 
lobby groups and the black market. Not to mention that we'd have to 
police the comings and goings of every ragtag little group of vampires 
who wanted to hunt in 'our' territory. Power for power's sake is so 
boorish. Only megalomaniacs and politicians want it. All I want is for 
those in my care to have all that they need to be happy and comfortable 
and free. If the area we controlled grew too large, I'd end up with a 
headache to match -- with more power comes more responsibilities."
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"You're the anti-Spider-Man, " Alexander offers sarcastically. "But I take 
your point... about this particular instance. The general truth of what I 
was saying remains. You need to delegate."

Once upon a time, Alex might have followed a statement like that with 
a joke about how, if Blake doesn't give more of his tasks to others, it'll 
leave them in a dire predicament if he ever goes and gets himself killed. 
But Alexander doesn't make jokes like that, not anymore. Not since Tim 
got hurt. Now they know all too well how easily the joke might become 
horribly unfunny and precient. 

To cover the silence of the unsaid words they can both hear, Alexander 
clears his throat. "I'm going to go visit Lily and Will. Bette's becoming -"

"Reckless, yes, I know." Blake concludes the thought. "And you think 
there might be some half-finished formula in one of Will's old chemistry 
experiments which can catch her interest and occupy her time."

They don't need to sense one another's minds to know what the other is 
thinking; decades of friendship does the same trick that vampiric 
telepathy would. Alexander smiles and nods. "That's the general plan, 
yes. I thought I should let you know, since they're your special pet 
project. I doubt they'll resist the a chance to give education to the 
heathens, even if they do hate me."

"Yes, we are rather unpopular," Blake agrees with a smirk. "Except for 
Timothy. I think they're just puzzled by him."

Alexander just shrugs, not offering a reply to that. He knows that the 
good-cop act of Timothy's which earned Will's tentative trust is just that, 
an act. Tim hates the hypocritical way the hunters choose to live even 
more than Alexander does. But Alexander has never been very good at 
pretending niceties he doesn't feel -- there'd seemed little point in 
developing a knack for social graces in the face of unpleasantness, not 
when his childhood surroundings had been the brittle, bigoted streets of 
a gold rush boom town. 

Timothy, on the other hand, is as smooth and guileless as one born to 
lying, the result of a human life spent in a tiny close-knit village, and a 
fanged, cold-skinned lover he'd had to keep secret from everyone around 
him for the last few months before his death.

Timothy's human recollections are a shadowed, half-known thing for 
Alexander. Once upon a time, before Timothy was hurt and they were 
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forced to begin again, they'd shared little histories of themselves. Now, 
Tim never speaks of it, as if voicing it aloud will take those memories 
from his grasp as well.

Still, Alexander knows the bones of it: the snow, the routines, the 
monotony. The stubborn flock of sheep and the wolves who preyed upon 
it. Tim's little sister, the light of his darkening world, whose name had 
been Ledishka and who'd gone off into the world before he'd had a 
chance to come back to the village, to creep to her window at night and 
wake her, to tell her that he was all right. And perhaps that, too, would 
have been a lie anyway. Vampires can feel happy. They can feel powerful. 
But they never feel all right. There's too much a sense inside them that 
there is something missing, an empty space where the vitality of life once 
sat.

And Timothy, for his part, knew most of Alexander's story before Alex 
had even finished the living of it. Growing up in a place which boasted of 
being a new world, a fresh start for everyone, but which seemed be a 
harder world for some than it was for others. How he'd lost his father, 
and then his mother, before he was old enough to thrive alone, and how 
the Chinese community of the city had done the best they could by him 
but hadn't really had a role or place where a hard, angry little boy who 
was fast growing into a young man could fit.

He'd made his way from one odd job to another, fighting and stealing 
and working in a ferocious, furious bid to stay alive as long as he could. 
Eventually, after many of the kind of adventures and escapades such a life 
is bound to be riddled with, Alexander ended up working in a railyard 
owned by a strange, shadowy kind of boss. But what did Alex care if 
Timothy drank blood? The world was cruel and selfish, so it stood to 
reason that the people in it should also be those things. And Alexander 
had known more than his fair share of ordinary humans who fed on and 
exploited those whom they had power over. Vampirism, if anything, was 
just a more honest example of the machinery of all life.

That fearlessness when faced with a fairytale monster may have been 
what first stood Alexander apart from the other workers: exasperated 
with the superstition and timidity of those around him, Alex often 
volunteered to take messages to their employer himself, just so it would 
get done faster.
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Impudence - refusal to let anyone have power over him, which meant 
that he gave nobody the right to frighten him -- got Alexander to 
Timothy's door, but it was Alexander's curiosity which made them 
friends. Curiosity was a liability, and so Alexander rarely indulged his 
natural inclinations in that direction. Disinterest gave you power, power 
to freeze pastors with a glare before they tried to save your soul.

~

When Alexander gets the door to Will and Lily's warehouse unlocked 
and opened, the first thing to catch his eye amongst the disarray is the 
ancient television set, currently broadcasting equally antique cartoons. 
The opera episode of Bugs Bunny, disguises and camp and high drama, is 
ending. A roadrunner cartoon begins and the coyote lays the first of his 
ill-fated traps. 

"I always felt sorry for him, you know," Alexander remarks to Cora and 
Will, as the short serrated dagger in Cora's hand presses hard against 
Will's throat, the blade flashing silver-white in the dimness. The razor 
edge has already done its work on the wrist of her other arm, slicing a 
good two inches of the vein open lengthways. She has the wound pressed 
against Will's struggling mouth. 

"Go away," Cora snaps at Alexander, pressing the knife in more firmly 
against Will's neck and turning her full attention back to him. "Come on, 
open up, you know you'll do it, stop -- there you go, drink up."

Will swallows, eyes screwed shut. 

"The coyote, I mean," Alexander goes on, walking over to the tableau 
he's gatecrashed. "The poor bastard's just trying to get himself some 
dinner, isn't he? He can't help being a predator. It's just his nature. But 
the roadrunner isn't content with getting away. He has to be an asshole 
about it and make the poor chump suffer."

"Your talent for showing up when you're not wanted is remarkable," 
Cora growls, glaring at him as she takes in the subtle but insistent 
fighting stance Alexander has slipped into. She steps back from Will, who 
drops to his knees and retches. "Oh, there's gratitude for you." 

"Run along," Alexander orders her coldly. "You can bully the smaller 
children in the playground some other time."

With a final contemptuous glance down at Will, Cora stalks away and 
out of the still-open door of the warehouse. Her high, high shoes make a 
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sharp clicking sound with every step, the rapid meter fading into the 
distance as she leaves. 

"Are you able to stand up on your own?" Alexander asks Will, not 
bothering to offer a helping hand. He sits down on the arm of an 
extremely threadbare old armchair, watching as Will manages to stumble 
over to the table in the kitchenette area and slump into one of the chairs 
there. 

"Why would she do something like that?" Will asks. Alexander inspects 
the fingernails of one of his own hands and sighs. 

"Because she hates you. Because she wanted to make you want 
something that you don't let yourself want. She wants to plant a seed of 
obscenity in the heart of all you hold dear. Hmm." Alexander cocks his 
head to one side, thinking. "Maybe Blake has a point when he says that 
she and I are alike. I quite enjoyed watching her make you choke and gulp 
like that."

"You can fuck off any time you like, by the way," Will mutters, 
scrubbing the back of his hand over his mouth, as if he can scrub away the 
memory of Cora's blood. 

"I could, yes," Alexander agrees, standing up and walking over to 
where a plastic kettle with a crack in the handle is plugged into the wall. 
"I imagine you want some sort of horrible herbal tea now, to flagellate 
away any enjoyment you had from her game?" 

Will sighs, clearly resigning himself to Alexander's continued company. 
"Yes. That would be nice."

It takes a massive act of willpower to keep Alexander from rolling his 
eyes. Of course Will uses words like 'nice'. Of course he does. 

"It seems weird to me that she'd come here, when she's got that whole 
house of horrors at her disposal in Colorado." Will scratches at his head 
absently, at the point on the crown where he was worst burned when 
Cora held him captive under sunlight. His hair is shot through with white 
all over, but the pale streaks are thickest there. It makes him look older 
than his young, smooth face would otherwise suggest.

"Cora has always been the worst of her own weapons," Alexander 
answers. It's simple but it's true -- no number of glass-walled rooms or 
underling thugs would ever be as dangerous as Cora's unique ingenuity.
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The tea is ready. Alexander hands Will a cup, who sips at it with a look 
of resigned distaste. "Thank you," Will says. "It's very good."

That makes Alexander burst out laughing. "You look as if I've made you 
drink piss!"

That response startles Will out of his forced politeness, a surprised grin 
twitching on his pale face.

"You can say it's bad," Alexander goes on. "I won't be offended. My 
sense of self-worth is not contingent on whether or not I make a 
tolerable cup of tea."

Will shakes his head. "No, it really is very good. It's just... tea is 
sometimes hard to drink. When I've been hurt, or I'm really hungry."

Alexander has to pause before he answers, silently reminding himself 
that Blake will be very cross if Alexander beats Will to death with a tea 
kettle. "I would have offered you my blood instead, but suspected that 
you'd be offended. But now your stupidity is offending me, which seems 
like a poor reward for good intentions."

Will, ignoring Alexander's remarks, takes another swallow of tea, then 
gingerly removes the his other hand from where it's pressed against his 
neck. Cora's knife has left a long, ragged-edged slice "I think this has 
stopped bleeding now. Will you help me stitch it?"

Alexander blinks at him, confused. "Stitch it? Even allowing for the fact 
that you clearly suffered some sort of severe acquired brain injury during 
your life, you've surely noticed by now that vampires have preternatural 
healing. I was there in Colorado. I know you've done it."

Will rolls his eyes. "I haven't had any blood this time, genius. I don't 
heal all that much faster than a human if I haven't had blood. I only 
swallowed a mouthful or so of Cora's."

Alexander sighs in despair, only just barely restraining himself from 
putting his palms over his face. "You're an irritating little punk asshole 
from the Midwest who plays the drums and hunts vampires. How the hell 
did you end up with such a ridiculous sense of your own martyrdom? Do 
you wear a hair shirt under those pitiful excuses for outfits, too? You 
annoy me so very, very much, I want you to know that. 

"Even if you insist on abstaining from human blood, out of some 
misplaced concept of chivalry, why don't you drink from the vampires 
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you and Lily continue to hunt so ruthlessly? Granted, vampire blood 
won't keep you fed and satisfied on its own, but I imagine it's 
considerably more nourishing than a cup of tea and those gruesome 
smoothies you concoct."

Will doesn't answer right away when Alexander stops speaking. 
Eventually he shrugs, looking down at his cup, and his voice is soft as he 
replies. "It's just easier this way. Drinking any kind of blood, it... it's... it 
just feels easier this way, that's all."

"You mean it's easier for you to pretend that you don't want it," 
Alexander snaps, his amusement wearing thin and his irritation gaining 
ground. "The sad thing is that you could be so clever if you stopped 
being so stupid, William. Vampire science is woefully unexplored. 
Biology, chemistry, physics. Why our eyes turn red -- Bette says it's to do 
with iron levels and deposits, but Bette's curiosity is as charmingly 
insouciant as the rest of her. A truly dedicated, methodical scientist... you 
would have state-of-the-art equipment at your fingertips, all the research 
that's ever been published, a thousand years to run all the tests you 
wanted. What if you spent some of your time and some of our resources 
curing human diseases, creating new vaccines? Think of how much 
grander and more useful the good you could do would be, if you just 
stopped playing at this wretched charade of goodness."

"It doesn't work like that," Will insists quietly. "It can't. No end can 
justify --"

"Oh, wake the fuck up! The human race is a vicious, cruel, hideous 
thing that shits where it eats and devours its young and inbreeds all its 
most vile and cultish notions deeper into the bloodline with every 
generation. There's no sanctity in human life, no grace in depriving 
yourself so that they can survive a little longer in their nasty little lives," 
Alexander sneers. "Blood is blood and it's what we eat. It isn't mystical, it 
isn't a metaphor for the divine, it isn't anything except blood, and the 
only reason you and Lily are being so obstinate is because you're too 
proud to admit that we were right all along, that hunting us was a fucking 
mug's game, that Blake may have forced you into this but you're not sure 
if you're still angry at him about that. 

"You're not sure if you really hate it all that much. Somewhere deep 
down you're grateful to be strange, and every ugly, petty, conservative 
little atom in your stupid body hates itself for that. That's your problem: 
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you like it, and you hunt us and kill us because that way you can pretend 
you're not exactly the fucking same underneath."

Will's chair scrapes back with a squeak against the linoleum as he 
stands, jaw clenched angrily, cheeks pale and fists balled at his side in 
fury.

"Oh, sit down," Alexander snaps, acid in his tone. "You're too much of 
a pragmatist to actually get offended by what I'm saying, and we both 
know it. I hate the martyr act and can do without the righteous 
indignation you try to dredge up as part of it. You and Lily can play at 
being good little Samaritans in your own time."

Will scowls down at Alexander for a few long seconds, while Alexander 
glares back in his own cool contempt. When the moment breaks it's Will 
who looks away, who gives a dry and weary laugh and sits down again, his 
throat still bleeding weakly onto the collar of his t-shirt. 

"It's... man, I was gonna say 'it's funny', but I really shouldn't think it's 
funny. It shouldn't be funny," he says. "Kids like Rose and Tommy, and 
even my sister, they call us 'good vampires'. Me and Lily, I mean. And 
when they say that, what they really mean is that we don't drink blood 
when we're hungry, and you do, and that makes us better than you.

"That's so fucked up for so many reasons, but the one that bugs me 
most when they say it they assume that I must be this really good, sweet 
person inside and that's why I don't kill people. I wish I was as good as 
they think I am, but it's not so simple. I don't kill people because... 
because now this is the kind of vampire I know how to be. And because 
of Lily. Loyalty to her.

“When I was away from her, when I went out on my own, after I was 
turned... before that I was an atheist, but not a pessimistic one or 
anything. It was just how I saw the world. But by the time I came back, 
I'd shifted a bit. I think I'm more of an existentialist now. And I know I'm 
more cynical than I used to be. Hanging out with Sofie would turn 
anybody into a cynic." Will pauses, and smiles slightly to himself. "Well, 
anyone but my sister, maybe.

"So this is how it is for me, the cynical existentialist: I hunt vampires 
because I like how it makes me feel to hunt vampires. I don't hunt 
humans because it would complicate things, and it would make Lily 
upset, and I don't want to upset Lily.
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"And here's something else I've worked out: it's almost impossible for 
vampires to feel empathy towards most humans. That's a survival instinct, 
I think, the same as how humans don't imagine what it's like to be a cow 
destined to become a burger. The food chain isn't big on compassion of 
the lower links. That's not how nature works.

"I tried being a vegetarian a bunch of times when I was alive. A lot of 
people in the scene I was hanging around with, the music scene, the 
social scene, whatever, were really into straight-edge stuff. You know, no 
alcohol, veganism, no drugs.

"I kept trying it, but it never stuck that well, and it's not sticking any 
better now. I try to remember what it was like to be human, to be alive, 
but every time it's just that little bit harder to conjure up the memories. 
So my reasons for not biting people are a lot more complicated and a lot 
less noble than 'it's wrong to bite them'. I don't believe in right or wrong, 
not in the way a statement like that would require.

"Lily's close to what the kids mean when they say 'good vampire', 
though. Lily's never lost that connection to people, not like I have. Maybe 
that's because she always had it for more than just her own species. She 
was always great with animals. She had total empathy for them. And now 
she's got empathy for people." Will shakes his head and gives a bleak 
laugh. "I don't think the kids would like it if I told them that their 
relationship with Lily is like the relationship she used to have with her 
mom's dog."

"You weren't kidding when you said you'd turned into a cynic, were 
you," Alexander deadpans drily. "And as much as I enjoy listening to 
your suburban little crisis of faith, I actually do have a reason for my visit 
tonight. I want to look at your journals."

"My journals?" Confusion crosses Will's face, and Alexander catches a 
hint of panic underneath. Interesting. Something he'll have to follow up 
another time. 

"Your old journals, from when Lily was dead and you weren't, and you 
were trying to puzzle out her physiology. I want to note down some of 
the recipes you tried."

"Why?"

Alexander almost gives a smarmy answer, purely out of habit, but then 
decides that straightforward honesty will get him what he's after more 
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quickly. "It's Bette. She's at something of a loose end. I wanted to see if 
there were any potential projects for her in your old notes. You're the 
only other vampire I know who's got any kind of interest in her chosen 
fields of study, and it isn't like you're doing anything constructive with 
your knowledge."

Will gives Alex a hard look, clearly trying to decide what the trick is, 
where the trip-wire's laid. Then he shrugs. "I don't see why not."

The books he pulls down from a high shelf are already dusty, though 
they can't have been stored there for more than a few months. Alexander 
turns over a few pages, catching an ingredient here and there out of the 
corner of his eye as he skims.

"You're lucky you've never inadvertantly poisoned yourself," Alexander 
says, scanning down an especially revolting list of ingredients.

"That can happen? I mean, there are things that really poison us? 
Because I've certainly made myself sick, if that's all you mean."

"Oh, no, I know that. And I haven't seen poisoning firsthand, but I've 
certainly heard stories from those unlucky enough to have gone through 
it. Once upon a time, it was highly favoured by hunters as a method of 
killing us. Thank heaven your journal-keeping habit is an aberration, not a 
norm. I'd hate to think of voluminous knowledge being passed down 
through generations of hunters."

"'Gone through it'? So they survived?"

"Those I spoke to, yes. But they were exceptional vampires, each and 
every one of them. The survival rate was never good for those poisoned, 
especially compared to how hardy we are otherwise. The cure is delicate 
to concoct, and most of us have better things to do than spend every 
night playing with mixers and measuring cups like you."

"Is that why I was interesting? Because I had a specialty that might be 
useful?"

"Hm? Oh, you mean when you were alive? Oh, no. I doubt it. Blake 
favors whims over plans when it comes to games like you and Lily. I'll 
take this journal here; it's got more than enough to catch Bette's 
attention."

"Lily only fought the thirst for us, you know. Me and Anna and Russ. 
Then, when they were gone, just for me. And then when I died, she just 
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kept on, and so I... when I came back, I did it for her. So really, you 
fucked it up. If you’d done it just a little differently, you’d’ve had us 
both." Will pauses and laughs quietly to himself, shaking his head. “But 
that wasn’t the game you were playing, was it? All this time, I’ve been 
thinking of you as some, you know, like wolves or hyenas or something, 
when really that’s us. We’re coyotes and you’re the fucking road runner, 
watching us trying our best to catch you and laughing all the while.”

   631



MICHELLE

“If I didn't know better," Tommy says. "These would make me think that 
you had quite possibly the worst taste in music that anybody has ever had. 
Why do you have these?"

Michelle picks up the Top 40 CDs in question, filing them back in their 
places on her music shelves. "Some people, they get depressed and they 
put on Morrissey, the Cure, Nirvana, whatever. But I've never been able 
to handle that. When I'm bad -- really, really bad -- I don't want music 
like that. I want... well, obnoxious selfish ugly stuff, clearly."

"And that makes you feel better?"

Michelle shakes her head. "No. It makes me feel... it makes me feel 
nothing."

"Hm," Tommy says, accepting the answer and lacing up his boots. 
There's a show on tonight, a band from out of town that some of their 
friends work for. 

"Rosie’s got paintings in this new art thing that’s on at this gallery in the 
city next week; I thought we could go along for support." Tommy fishes 
into the pocket of his jeans and pulls out the crumpled flier.

“Showcasing some of the brightest art talents in the queer youth 
community?” Michelle asks, reading from the ad. “Has she told your 
mom and dad?”

“She told them that she just said she was queer to get into the show.”

“Oh.” It’s not really any of Michelle’s business, but she wonders if it 
hurts Rose to do that, to lie because her parents will love the lie-her 
more than they will the truthful version of their child.

Michelle’s own sense of unworthiness and self-hatred has always been 
tied up with flawed things she cannot hide – the fractures in her moods 
and thoughts are too overwhelming and terrible to hide behind smiles 
and locked doors. So she’s never put a lot of effort into playacting a more 
acceptable version of herself; she’s never had that option. 

Michelle’s not sure if she envies or pities Rose.

~

After the show Michelle, Jay, Tommy, and a bunch of other people all 
head out for a late meal, at this little 24-hour diner which looks familiar 
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enough that Michelle thinks she might've been to before, on other nights 
in other groups. Or maybe she's never been to this particular one before. 
The details blur sometimes; the rhythms of the rituals enough to create a 
single identity which multiple places can share. 

Over pancakes and bottomless coffee Michelle chatters with Merri-the-
Merch-Girl about World of Warcraft -- "And then this guy kept insisting 
Alliance is better, which is clearly evidence of a brain injury" -- and 
Michelle gets that impostor-feeling that she feels sometimes, like a dark 
little blot creeping over her thoughts, making them all smeared and 
indecipherable. 

Because Merri-the-Merch-Girl is funny and bitchy and Michelle has 
seen her manage guest lists at shows in the past and, like, cut people 
down to nothing with just a withering look and a shake of her head. And 
now she's talking to Michelle like Michelle's worth her time, like 
Michelle isn't just some worthless stupid kid who doesn't know anything 
about anything.

Michelle gulps a swallow of her freshly-filled coffee, letting the sharp 
burn of it in her throat distract her from her own brain for a second, and 
plasters a smile on her face while she waits for the darkness to subside a 
little. Maybe Tommy or Jay has some vodka or some pills on them; she 
needs a way out of this feeling. 

Jay, seated beside her on the hard bench of circular booth, was talking 
to their friend Natalie about the Harry Potter novels, the last time 
Michelle tuned into their conversation, but now seems to be arguing 
about other writers. 

"I can't believe you don't like Neil Gaiman," Natalie says to Jay. "That's 
just incomprehensible to me. My good opinion of you is on shaky 
foundations now."  

"Also, he's dating a serial killer," Michelle adds helpfully, joining the 
discussion. "But the Neil Gaiman thing is just as bad, I think." 

"Technically that isn't true," Jay retorts, voice blandly toneless. "Or I 
guess it is technically true, but only technically. He's not a serial killer in 
the way we use the term in our society." 

Natalie doesn't seem remotely surprised by anything they're saying. 
That's why Michelle likes band-people so much, because they've always 
heard something way more random and weird than whatever crap you're 
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spouting. Band-people make Michelle feel like she fits somewhere in the 
world, no matter how crazy she is some of the time. 

"You've at least got to like Good Omens. I bet even serial killers like Good  
Omens," Natalie insists.

"I'm not sure if he's read it. My serial killer, I mean. I know he likes 
Oscar Wilde, though," answers Jay. 

"Good to hear that somebody's got taste, at least," Natalie mutters. 

It turns out that one of the guitar techs has a spare joint, which he sells 
to Michelle for a plate of waffles and a coffee. She goes around the back 
of the diner, where the waiters hang out between shifts, to smoke it, 
leaving the others inside to fight about writers some more. 

There are no waiters in the alleyway behind the kitchen, but Michelle's 
not alone. Lily sits perched on a precariously piled stack of fruit crates. 
Michelle offers the joint out to her, but Lily shakes her head. 

“Nah. They don't do much for me anymore.”

“Bummer.”

“How was the show?”

Michelle lets out a mouthful of smoke. “Good. It was good.”

“I wanted to go, but I saw Anna inside when I got there, so I figured I 
should probably blow it off.”

Michelle feels her usual little flutter of excitement at the thought that 
she was in the same place as someone from Remember the Stars. She's 
never stopped getting that feeling, even now, even when her life includes 
shit like hanging out with Lily Green on a semi-regular, semi-random 
basis. 

“I didn't see her there,” she tells Lily. “It was pretty crowded. You could 
have come.”

Lily gives one of her sudden, unexpected laughs. “She's a vampire 
hunter, remember? She'd've seen me. No reason for me to ruin both our 
nights. Fuck knows that she deserves to have a good evening when she 
can get it.”

“You guys still aren't talking?”
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“Not really.” Lily kicks the heels of her boots against the crates she sits 
on, making them rattle. “We were best fucking friends, you know? Apart 
from Will, there was nobody in the world I trusted like I trusted her, and 
she trusted me right back. Now she'd be more likely to talk to you than 
to me.”

That makes Michelle snort, half-amused. Anna's never been nasty or 
mean or anything like that, but out of Remember the Stars Anna always 
had the least time and tolerance for the band's fans. 

Lily raises her eyebrows at Michelle, as if prompting a reply to a 
question. Michelle blinks in surprise. 

“What, you actually want me to talk to her?”

Lily nods. “Just see if she's okay. I worry. She's gotten more reckless 
since Russ... since she started hunting alone all the time. She probably 
needs any friend she can get.”

“Gee, thanks for the vote of fucking confidence.”

~

Which is how Michelle ends up following Lily to the shitty dive bar 
where Anna goes sometimes, the kind of bar where nobody gives a shit 
that Michelle won't be able to legally drink for another million years or 
so. Lily stays outside, of course, and Michelle sets her shoulders and grits 
her teeth and steps inside alone. 

Anna's at one of the tables against the walls, scribbling down notes in a 
tattered notebook with a stubby yellow pencil. She doesn't look at all 
surprised to see Michelle, and gestures to the empty second seat. 
Michelle sits down gingerly, doing her best not to touch the variety of 
sticky stains on the tabletop in front of her. 

“Will used to keep journals,” Anna says, not bothering with a 'hello'. 
“About vampires, I mean. Kind of funny in a guy we could never get to 
write anything for the blog on the band website. He used to keep 
journals and write down everything, even the worst parts. Maybe 
especially the worst parts, like he could make them make sense if he 
went through the process of documenting. I can't say I'm getting much 
out of it, though.”

Anna's wearing a typically gorgeous outfit, a cropped red leather jacket 
over a black-and-white striped shirt and skinny dark denim jeans, a dark 
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blue little scarf knotted around her throat. The kohl on her eyes swoops 
up in cat-eye wings above her lashes, and her lipstick is red like candy 
apples.

“That's an amazing jacket,” Michelle tells her with sincerity. “Also, hi. I 
saw you at the show earlier and didn't get a chance to say hello, so I 
thought I'd come and catch up.”

“Mm,” Anna says noncommittally, like she knows Michelle is lying out 
her ass. 

Michelle's phone buzzes in her pocket, saving her momentarily from 
awkwardness. It's a text from Tommy.

U vanished. Evrthng ok?

yep, she writes back. longstory. will tell u ltr at yr plce.

“Sorry. Boyfriend,” Michelle explains, putting the phone back in her 
pocket. 

“Mm,” Anna says again. Then, as mildly as if she's asking what perfume 
Michelle's wearing, she says,  “If all you had left was... If the only thing 
left as a choice in your life was revenge or starting from zero, absolutely 
nothing: Begin again or burn up what's left of you in getting justice for 
what you'd lost. Which would you choose? Could you forgive yourself 
for making that choice and not the other, whichever it was?”

“Um,” Michelle says. “I don't know. I've never thought about it.”

Anna doesn't even bother 'mm'-ing at Michelle's completely pathetic 
answer. Michelle spends a few seconds hating Lily for getting her into 
this situation, and scrabbles to find something else to say. 

Her gaze falls on the cover of Anna's journal. The cardboard is covered 
in panels from comics under clear plastic, chopped and pasted, the story-
context of the individual images lost but a sort of half-coherent story 
present in the collage of them. Batgirl fighting an army of zombies, a 
schoolgirl in pigtails holding a pistol and a bottle of spirits, Jessica Jones 
punching a guy into a car windscreen, Rachel Van Helsing shooting a 
crossbow into Dracula's heart. 

“In stories, they're how we learn. Modern stories, I mean,” Anna says. 
“Like Salem's Lot, and the Lost Boys. It wouldn't make sense for the kids in 
those stories to learn from folklore, would it? They haven't learned the 
truth about monsters sitting at a fireside listening to an elder at a 
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spinning wheel. They learn from comic books. In the new stories, that's 
how the vampire hunters learn what to do.”

It's too sad. It's too much. Michelle can't handle sitting here anymore, 
with this woman who's got nothing left but revenge. She can't make 
herself smile and be friendly just because Lily needs to know if Anna's 
okay. Of course Anna's not okay. 

“I gotta go,” she says to Anna, standing up. “I'll see you around, okay?”

“Yeah,” Anna says quietly, like Michelle isn't completely weird for 
running off so abruptly, like it's normal to want to escape in the middle 
of a conversation. “See you.”

Lily doesn't seem surprised at how fast Michelle's back out of the bar, 
either. Damn them both for putting Michelle in the middle of their 
bullshit when they both know it's more than she can handle. 

“Will's off being pouty and miserable somewhere,” Lily says as they fall 
into step together on their walk away from the bar. “One of Blake's guys 
came around earlier; Will wouldn't really tell me what happened. So you 
won't have to deal with anyone else but me if you want to come back to 
our place, I swear.”

She sounds a little apologetic, so it's probably obvious how pissed 
Michelle is feeling. Mollified by the half-apology – it's better than 
nothing, especially from Lily – Michelle nods. “Sure, okay, I'll come 
back.”

~

“Sorry about the mess. Like I said, Will had company earlier,” Lily says, 
like it's totally routine for half the furniture to be knocked over or 
broken. Maybe it is. 

There's a little splatter of blood on the floor by one wall. 

“It's not Will's,” Lily tells Michelle, seeing what she's looking it. “I can 
tell.” Lily sounds pleased, like she's proud of the idea that Will fought 
another vampire and drew blood. It all makes Michelle feel a little ill.

Half-concealed by one of the knocked-askew couches is a slim leather 
notebook, resting on the floor. Michelle picks it up. 

   637



“Oh, that's one of Will's old journals, just put it with the rest over 
there,” Lily tells her, switching on the kettle. “I'm having tea, you want 
tea?”

“No, thanks,” Michelle says distractedly. The little journal doesn't quite 
match the slightly dusty pile resting on the workbench – it's smaller, 
newer, more recently written in. Michelle has a moment of sharp bright 
gladness at the thought of Will writing again, of something from the old 
way of the world still existing.

But, when she opens the new book to look inside, there are just short 
paragraphs, unconnected, like loose pebbles with nothing to string them 
into a single line of beads. Names, descriptions of people, places and 
moments. There's no coherency to it. Nothing to explain or give context 
to Sandy, 46 and Brett, 38. Third date, dinner and a movie. Walking to his  
apartment, because they'd decided to skip the movie. Yellow stockings.

The edge of something dark and awful seems to yawn open in front of 
Michelle and she slams the book shut, like the truth can be trapped 
between its covers. She tosses it onto the stack of other books and turns 
away, giving Lily the least incriminating expression she can muster. 

“Want a coke, then, if you don't want tea? There might be something in 
the fridge,” Lily offers. 

“No, I'm not thirsty,” Michelle assures her. Lily makes a sad, sarcastic 
little noise in the back of her throat, as if I'm not thirsty was something 
funny or tragic for Michelle to say, like Lily can't even remember what 
those words mean.

They sit at the table together, not talking, and Lily drinks sips of strong-
smelling tea from a chipped cup with a Sesame Street design on the side. 

“I love the Muppets,” Michelle says, as a way to break the quiet. 

Lily bends one leg up so her foot rests on her chair, her chin resting on 
the knee of her jeans, and reties her shoelaces. She keeps her eyes on 
what she's doing, not looking at Michelle as she speaks.  

"Years ago," Lily says, picking at the edge of the sole of her sneaker 
with a thumbnail. "I tried to kill myself. Did you know that?"

“Yeah,” Michelle says. It'd been mentioned in some of the interviews 
she'd read when Remember the Stars were first on her radar. She's always 
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wondered if maybe it was part of why she'd become so invested in the 
band. 

She knows for sure that it had been a comfort to be able to listen to 
songs on her mp3 player and know that the voice in her ears was a 
kindred spirit, that Michelle wasn't the only fucked-up brown girl all full 
of sadness and despair and music in the world.

Lily's not really brown anymore. She was always a few shades lighter 
than Michelle; light enough to pass for Caucasian. Now she's sickly-pale 
like all vampires, with only a little more color shading her than Will or 
Ash.

Of all the things Lily's lost, that's the one which makes Michelle ache 
most.

"I always used these corporate calendar things to keep track of show 
dates and birthdays and shit,” Lily tells her. “Those ones with the days 
divided up. Will used ordinary lined notebooks for his journals about 
vampire hunting, because some night he'd had pages and pages to write, 
and some nights he had nothing. We thought that those were the bad 
nights, you know. The ones where we didn't see any vampires."

Lily lifts her head for a brief moment, long enough to give Michelle a 
crooked grin, before returning her attention to her shoe. "God, you 
don't even realise how fucking young you are before it's too late, and 
then you're already old. Or cold.

"I used the kind of diary that shows a week to each double page. 
Scribbled crap all over them. But after I tried to kill myself, I couldn't 
anymore. Having to face an entire week of obligations and responsibilities 
and the sheer fucking grind of functioning in the world was almost 
enough to send me off to try ending it again. Just the prospect of getting 
out of bed that many times in a row made me start to panic. I couldn't 
even think about a whole month on a single page of a calendar - staying 
alive for thirty days in a row? They might as well ask me to lift up a car 
with my bare hands.

"Will bought me a new diary, one where each double-page was one day. 
Morning on the left, afternoon on the right, with each hour chopped up 
into 15-minute increments on the faint blue lines. A quarter of an hour at 
a time, that was okay. I could do that. I could commit myself to staying 
alive for fifteen minutes and probably manage to reach the goal.
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"The diary was fucking heavy, of course. A year takes up a lot more 
pages if you divide it down so small. But I got used to it. You carry the 
weight that you have to, I guess. That was mine. But now..." Lily gives a 
hollow laugh. "Fifteen minutes, fifteen minutes, fifteen minutes. It 
doesn't matter how tiny I chop it down because they're going to go on 
and on and on forever. Forever. What's the point in promising him the 
next fifteen minutes when we both know I really have to hang on the 
next fifteen years, decades, centuries? It's never going to get easier, I'm 
never going to outgrow it or find a better medication or a smarter 
shrink. It's stay like this, die, or give in.

"I'd only have to die or give in once, and then it would be over. But I 
have to choose to stay like this over and over. Every fifteen minutes."

~

Along with all the other vaguely stalkerish random shit Michelle knows 
about Remember the Stars, she knows that Lily and Will have matching 
tattoos on their wrists, of lyrics from All You Need Is Love. She's seen Lily's 
in-person, one time when Tommy asked if he could look at it, and there 
was a picture of Will's in a music magazine to go with an article about the 
different ink on different bands.

But it's weird that they've got those tattoos, because it doesn't seem like 
they believe at all that all you need is love.

That's what Michelle thinks, anyway. She says so to Tommy, later in the 
night when she's said goodbye to Lily and gone back to Tommy's place, 
curling up beside him on his kind of gross and smelly bedclothes.

For a few seconds, Tommy is quiet, obviously thinking over what she's 
said. Then he shakes his head. "Doesn't sound like that to me. To me, it 
sounds like they totally still believe in love, but in the same way that you 
believe in kettles or weather or paint. Belief in something existing isn't 
the same as belief that it... well, that it can save you. It's just a thing that's 
there. Just because they love each other doesn't mean anything else is 
easier or better."

“Yeah, but I'm not saying that they don't believe in love,” Michelle 
explains patiently. “I'm saying that I don't think they believe that love is 
enough. That it's all you need. You see?”

“Oh, right. Yeah, I guess,” Tommy agrees. “I guess you're right.” 

"Bet they regret their tattoos, then."
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"Maybe. Or maybe they like being reminded that they used to think that 
way. An indelible reminder of their youthful optimism might be nice."

"You sound like one of Jay's friends," Michelle teases. 

"I am one of Jay's friends," Tommy answers. 

"I mean Jay's other friends, loser. His vampires."
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ALEXANDER

Dear Tim

I missed the beginning of the argument, though I imagine that it was a variation  
on the storm clouds which have been gathering around Nell and Oscar's  
conversations for days now.

They like each other well enough; Oscar seems to have taken his cue from Blake  
in treating Nell with more deference than either of them otherwise might have had  
for the young girl she appears to be. But even if they like each other, they cannot  
stop the half-serious trading of sharp barbs.

"Here's another thing you have in common with Blake," Nell was saying as I  
arrived, her words icy and precise. "I've wished to the heavens more often than I  
can count that he someday knows what it is to love. I stole that from him, and it's  
one of my few regrets. Now I wish that fate on you as well. Or perhaps I curse you, 
since you call me 'witch' so often. A witch can make things true with her words, 
and this is what I say: I hope some day you fall in love, Oscar. I hope you fall in  
love with someone as bright and sweet as Florrie, as beautiful and clever as  
Constance. I hope that you fall in love with all the things you've ever wanted, all  
in one lovely young soul. And I hope he breaks your heart."

Within twenty minutes they were back to being firm friends again, of course --  
one of the things which Nell has in common with Blake and Oscar both is  
capriciousness. None of them can sustain a dark mood for long without finding  
something new to snap them out of it. But the venom in her words stuck with me. I  
think Nell would be a terrifying enemy indeed, if she really hated someone.

~

Dear Tim

It seems fitting that even though it's years now since I was last here, and so many  
things have changed, some things are just as I expected. Right now I believe  
completely that cities have souls, because being back in London feels just like  
catching up with a friend I haven't seen in a while. Some details are different, but  
London is London always. Do cities feel like that to you? You have a much broader  
perspective on this than I will be able to manage for some time yet. I wonder if  
London will seem the same if I visit it a hundred years from now.

Nell's dire prophecy for Oscar has come true, at least in part -- he appears to  
have met a soul who is everything he ever wanted in a companion. Sadly for Nell's  
dramatics, the boy is a witty, friendly, scathingly funny and bracingly forthright  
young man. Blake would probably steal him on the spot if he was anybody but  

642



Oscar's. Perhaps the most interesting thing about young Robert (he prefers Robbie, 
but Blake's pedantry about full names has left me in the habit of calling him  
Robert, to his annoyance) is that he and Connie are close and loyal friends who  
quite love one another. It seems like Nell's decrees on the subject of multiple  
spouses trump her spells of misfortune.

~

My Dear Tim

I miss you. Tonight especially, because I've been talking to Nell about her  
brothers, Owen specifically.

Owen is old. That much, I think I've mentioned before, in earlier letters. But what  
I didn't know until tonight is that when vampires become old, they often grow  
weary. We begin as living men and women, after all, and living men and women  
have hearts and souls built for only a handful of decades. Becoming a vampire  
toughens our hearts, but -- contrary to what our detractors might say -- our souls  
remain unchanged.

When vampires grow weary, some of them force an ending on themselves, since  
death is unlikely to come to them naturally. Beheading, prolonged exposure to  
sunlight, the poison which nearly killed Nell... we are not so indestructible, if we  
have enough resolve about it.

Owen has no such plans. But if the brain is sufficiently damaged, or the heart is  
removed and has to grow back, a vampire will lose all that they've been and  
thought since the first time they died. They'll awake, but the last thing they'll  
remember is the last breath they drew as a living man or woman. This is what  
Owen plans for himself.

Not yet, mind -- Nell says that Owen has declared that he's not quite tired  
enough, not yet -- but some day. I asked her what she plans to do when the day  
comes. If she'll keep the new, unremembering Owen at her side after it's done.

"Yes," she answered, clearly having given the question thought long before my  
asking. "Of course. He won't be my Owen, but... it would be like the death of a  
mortal friend, with an orphan left behind. You'd keep the orphan safe, for the sake  
of your remembered friend, wouldn't you? No matter how it hurt you to see the  
features of their lost parent in the new and childish face."

The discussion had clearly made her sad, in anticipation of the loss that's still to  
come, so we changed our subject to the latest round of bickering in her argument  
with Oscar. He's written a new play, an ostensibly Biblical drama about Salome, 
but the caricature of Nell in the lead character is even less veiled than Blake's  
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appearance in that novel Oscar wrote. First a dandy lord who seduces away the  
soul of a beautiful young boy with pretty talk of amorality and immortality, and  
now a bloodthirsty seductress who kisses the lips of the dead. Blake is flattered, 
Nell is offended, and I think that it's all hilarious.

~

Even alive, Alexander's ability to sense tension in the air had been 
sharply honed, and now it is trigger-fine. He wakes shortly after nightfall 
and, before he has opened his eyes, he can already tell that it's going to be 
the kind of evening in which everything that can go wrong, does.

Blake and Jay have clearly decided to get the trouble started as early as 
possible, and Alex groans in despair against his pillow at the filtered 
sounds of the fight several rooms away.

"You... all this time we've been together, you've been afraid that we'll 
fall apart as you grow older. And you've been right. We will. But not for 
the reasons you're so certain of. You think that as you age, I'll lose interest 
in you. But I am a creature of centuries, Jay. No amount of exposure to 
vampires, at our worst or at our best, can be enough to make a living 
human understand what that's like. I am as static as a fly in amber, a 
butterfly behind glass. When I come to be interested by someone, I don't 
have the luxury of fickle dalliances. It was change enough for me to love 
you, do you think I have the heart to change again so soon?"

"Oh god, not this again," Timothy mutters, rolling over and giving 
Alexander a smile. "Hello."

Blake's voice through the walls is smooth and bitter as he speaks to Jay. 
"Did it never occur to you that some day you will be thirty, forty, fifty, 
sixty? Did you truly think about that, beyond fretting that I may not want 
the man you will become? Didn't it ever cross your mind that the things 
you want at sixty will be wildly different to those you want at sixteen?"

"Hello. Should we tear out our own eardrums or Blake's voicebox, do 
you think?" Alexander asks.

Jay's voice is defiant. "No. You're wrong. A lot -- okay, maybe not a lot, 
not anymore, because now almost everyone gets divorced and stuff -- but 
some people stay with the same person even if they start really young. All 
that vomity bullshit about highschool sweethearts growing old together, 
that's gotta be based on something."

"Both, for good measure," Tim tells Alex.
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"You've found the crux of the problem. We'll never grow old together, 
Jason. We can't. You'll grow old, and I'll..." There are footsteps as Blake 
moves across the room, and Alexander has only heard him this 
vulnerable, this bare, a few times in all the years they've known each 
other.

"Young lovers who remain lovers throughout their lives," Blake says 
softly. "They manage the trick because they change in the same direction 
as one another. Those who part, part because they follow different tracks. 
But I'm where I'll always be. And you're still moving.”

The cat, sensing that Timothy and Alexander are awake and yet for some 
incomprehensible reason not yet paying attention to her, leaps up onto 
the bed and begins roaming the hills and valleys created in the coverlet by 
their bodies underneath. Timothy laughs quietly, sitting up and catching 
her on his lap.

The nearby argument continues. "You can't imagine it now, because the 
boy you are now loves me, and he can't imagine that his future selves 
could ever do otherwise. And I love you dearly for that, for how 
absolutely you believe in what you feel for me. But..." Blake laughs, a 
laugh completely unlike the capricious chuckle he usually offers. This 
laugh is quiet, almost tender, and as sad as sobbing. "Bette once 
compared her own love affair with Rose to that of Romeo and Juliet, and 
I told her just how ridiculous I found that comparison to be. But it's 
fitting, in its way. Romeo and Juliet's love can never be anything but 
exactly what it is: violent and doomed and exquisite. Take away the 
poison and the dagger, and let the morning light come, and you're left 
with two children who will grow older and grow wiser, and forget each 
other in time. A fond memory will linger, but that's all. Is that better? 
Love's lost either way, by the whimper or the bang..."

"Stop." Jay's voice, still flat, is choked and cold. "Fucking stop with 
your fucking words for three fucking seconds for once. You don't get to 
decide what I want and you don't get to... you don't get to do this. You 
don't get to compare me to some fictional character in a play who acts a 
certain way because the guy writing him decided that's how a teenage 
guy in love acts. Don't write a script for me. You're no fucking 
Shakespeare, Blake. And I'm no Romeo.”

“All right, I’ve had more than I can stand. I’m going to shower,” 
Alexander declares, getting up and walking to their ensuite. Hot water 
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and clean, well-made clothing are things which he has a healthy 
appreciation for, and he takes his time over the routine of washing and 
dressing.

When he comes back into the main bedroom, Tim is standing over by 
the desk. The cigarette box is open, letters still scattered near it where 
Alexander left them the night before. He’d been too full of memories 
and thoughts to remember to close the contents away before going to 
bed; he’s not in the habit of keeping things secret from Tim, and so forgot 
to do so now.

Alexander’s preternaturally sharp eyesight can see the words of the 
topmost letter even from the other side of the room.

He won't be my Owen, but... it would be like the death of a mortal friend, with  
an orphan left behind.

"Is that how it feels with me?" Timothy asks, and Alexander can hear the 
waver that struggles to overwhelm the coolness of the words. He's always 
been able to hear even the subtlest hints of feeling in Timothy's voice, no 
matter how hard Timothy may be trying to hide them -- the laughter at 
an inopportune moment, the sudden lust during a conversation, sweet 
love in a goodbye or a hello. And now, he can hear pain.

"Those were Nell's words, not mine," Alexander reminds him, trying 
to stay patient. "And it was a long time ago. Even she might not feel that 
way anymore."

"That isn't an answer."

Alexander sighs. "You know the answer."

"No," Tim snaps. "I don't. That's why I'm asking. Is it pity? Obligation? 
I'm a foundling that you feel burdened with responsibility for?"

"There are certainly times when you act like a petulant child!" 
Alexander fires back. "If you want a life free of the echoes of who you 
were, you shouldn’t have stayed amongst your old friends. You should 
have started anew.”

The anger drains from Timothy's face almost instantly, leaving him 
looking stricken and pale. "Is that what you want?"

"Isn't it what you want?" Alexander asks, angry and hurt and afraid, 
voice venomous and low.
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“I’m having a shower. Feel free to leave without me,” Timothy says, 
pushing past Alexander and slamming the door to the bathroom behind 
him. 

Alexander sighs. One of those nights where everything goes wrong, 
that’s for sure. 

On the couch in the main room of the top-floor apartments, Ashley is 
chattering to someone on the telephone, typing away at her laptop 
computer at the same time, while Bette scowls at the screen of her hand-
held Nintendo and offers a litany of colorful swear words as the game 
defeats her. Seeing Alexander, Ash ends her phonecall and gives him a 
sympathetic half-smile. 

“Either of you feel like a walk?” Alexander asks. Bette shakes her head. 

“I’m waiting for Jay.”

“I’ll come. Gimme a second,” Ash tells him, entering a final burst of 
typing into the laptop before shutting it down. “Let’s go.”

~

They take their time, wandering without any particular destination, 
enjoying the light rain and chill air around them. Ashley is rarely 
talkative, so her quiet manner tonight isn’t especially noteworthy, but 
there’s an edge of desperation in her silence that reminds him of how she 
was after she first died, before she’d settled a little into her new skin. 

Ash smiles a little at him, like she can tell that he’s worried. Like most 
things that she does, when Ashley smiles she does so softly, sadly. Only 
her kills are jagged, and these days she is fighting against herself to refrain 
from those. 

Alexander finds himself thinking how ironic it is that Ash tried to hard 
for so long to retain her living adolescence, with her absurd charade of 
attending school and inhabiting her parents' house, when she is already so 
old and worldy behind her youthful face. All the young ones they've met 
in recent times are, the living and the dead alike: Jay, Bette, Jenny, Sofie, 
Ash. Even tiny Min, still so much a child, has that particular supple 
strength that only hard-learned lessons can give a character.

Alexander doesn't think his own personality was so worthwhile at such 
an age, despite his life having included a
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solid serving of hardships. He returns Ash's crooked smile with a small 
one of his own. "We should count ourselves lucky that Timothy was a 
charming, guileless young man before he died. I'd hate to think of anyone 
being saddled with a rebirth of the boy that I was when he killed me. That 
boy was," Alexander can feel his small smile become a smirk on his 
mouth. "Unrefined, in the E E Cummings sense of the word."

The most frustrating part is that Alexander loves the current Tim, the 
reset Tim, with an intensity that’s perhaps even greater than that which 
he felt for the first. 

He’s fallen utterly in love with Tim’s fierce politics, astringent humor, 
friendly nature. Tim’s kills are more violent and more graceful now, and 
the aspects of humanity which this Tim engages with are more 
constructive, more creative, more beautiful: music, and counterculture, 
and the messy, vibrant, defiant electricity of people and movements who 
are themselves without apology. 

But Alexander doubts that Tim would believe him if, in one of their 
frequent clashes, he said “I loved you always, but I love you now even 
more than I ever loved the boy you were before.”

“Anyway,” he says now to Ashley. “Enough of my petty dramas. Let’s talk 
about your petty dramas instead. How is your regime of no-killing 
serving you on this fresh and frosty night?”

She gives him a quicksilver laugh and shakes her head. “It sucks. I feel 
like I’m dying. I feel even crazier than I used to, but that’s okay because at 
least I’m in control of the fact I feel this crazy, you know? So that’s not so 
bad. But fuck, it’s tough. It’s really tough.

“I know I won’t be able to keep it up forever. But for now I’m going to 
stick with it, I think. As long as I can manage, anyway.”

“I would offer to help you in any way I can, but I haven’t got any idea of 
how I could be of aid,” Alexander admits. Ash shakes her head.

“You don’t need to do anything except let me do my own thing. And 
you already do that,” she assures him.

~

After Alex has hunted and killed, and Ashley has purchased and 
consumed a smoothie made with blueberry sorbet (she swears it helps 
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with the hunger; Alexander makes revolted faces about it anyway), they 
run into Timothy and Mikhail.

Tim and Alexander carefully avoid talking to one another beyond the 
absolute basics of group conversation, still too irritated and unhappy 
from the earlier argument to try to make amends. 

The four of them are discussing whether Jay and Blake’s constant 
rounds of argument will ever settle down or not when, at the same 
moment, they all catch the scent of blood in the air and turn in its 
direction.

“We’d make excellent sniffer dogs,” jokes Tim, and Alexander laughs 
before he remembers that they’re on eggshells with one another. He gets 
a tentative smile in response, though, which makes his heart a little 
lighter. 

As they move closer to the blood smell, Alexander makes sure to take 
hold of Ash’s wrist, so he’ll be able to restrain her if he has to. Sometimes 
she goes into a frenzy when she’s tempted like this, and he knows she 
wouldn’t want her hard work at staying abstinent undone by base instinct 
like that. 

It’s Cora. Alexander should have expected that: random public attacks 
by unknown vampires have become increasingly rare, as Blake’s measures 
of control and the hunters’ zealotry have become more prevalent. Only 
someone like Cora would be brazen enough to dare, these days. 

Within a few seconds of recognising her in the otherwise-empty 
parking lot, and the slumped form of her dead victim, Alexander also 
realises that it’s a trap. Cora learned to play chess from Blake, after all; 
she knows all the tricks for manipulating an opponent’s pawns. 

She walks right up to them, until she’s almost toe-to-toe with 
Alexander, and then grins a bright and evil smile at him with her 
bloodied mouth. 

"I can only assume that you'd continue your tendency to get in my way, 
if I let you. And I have better things to spend my time worrying about," 
Cora says. "So I'm going to deal with you sooner, rather than later."

She laughs and pulls a heavy-looking black pistol from a holster hidden 
beneath her coat. In less than a moment she's crouched low and aiming 
up. To give herself more control over the angle with so little space 
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between them, Alexander notes in the show-motion second as she curls 
her hands around the weapon.

"Don't cross me again," she says, meeting his eyes, and then she fires. 
But the gun isn't pointed at him.

The bullet tears through Timothy's frightened face, up from his jawline 
at an angle that rips open the corner of his mouth, the meat of his cheek. 
Both the corner of his eye and the top of his ear are turned to 
mincemeat.

The white of his skull is visible where his hairline was a moment ago. 

It's as if time fractures. Alexander doesn't register that Cora has run 
away; it simply occurs to her that she must have gone, because otherwise 
somebody would have killed her by now. He can't hear his own voice, but 
his throat is raw, so he must have cried out.

Gunshot wounds are almost always messy, especially to the head, but 
Alexander isn’t horrified by that aspect. If anything, gore is the one thing 
in this moment that's not difficult. Blood and bone and viscera, these 
things he's used to. Flesh, in this state, has no personality to it. It's just 
sticky and red. Familiar.

~

He covers Timothy's head with a sheet when they get the body home 
and onto the bed. The blood seeps up quickly, a blooming stain of red. 
Most of the core healing will be done within a day or so. Alexander has 
watched the process once. He doesn't want to see it again.

He doesn't want to leave the room, either, so he sits on the floor, his 
back against the wall. He'll stay here until it's over. He's slept in worse 
places. Decade upon decade of soft beds has not erased the memory of 
the hard, dry ground of the railway yard. A night sitting on carpet will be 
nothing.

There are others in the room. They helped him carry the body back, so 
of course they're here. But Alexander barely notices them. They're like 
ghosts. The whole world is like ghosts, which doesn't make any sense, 
because it's only Timothy that's died.

"Alex." It's Ashley, crouched before him. Her mascara's run from her 
tears, black scribbled streaks on her white face. "Alex, what do you 
need?"
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The numbness inside him breaks like a stormcloud, too dark and heavy 
to stay intact. "Him," he whispers. He wants to scream it until his throat 
is raw again, but he's so tired, too tired to even hurt properly now.

"I know, sweetheart, I know," she says, another tear leaving more 
makeup streaked down her cheeks. "How about you just stay here and 
I’ll get you something to drink, okay?"

He nods, grateful to have even those small thoughts taken care of for 
him. He stares at the body on the bed until his eyes sting, reminding him 
to blink. Then he stares again. Timothy. Timothy. More memories lost. 
Everything lost. Time to start at the start again.

Blake comes in and says something, and Alexander answers, and then 
Blake goes away again, but it’s all just ghosts, a world under glass.

The hours pass. Ashley brings him people to bite. She doesn't have a 
talent for mesmerism (Timothy was going

 to try to teach her someday. Timothy. Timothy. Timothy.) so she simply 
drugs them to make them unobservant and pliant as she leads them 
home. The narcotics in their blood make Alexander feel detached and 
distant. He likes that, but it makes the time pass more slowly, and he 
doesn't like that. Eternity has rarely felt so daunting. So 
incomprehensible.

He teaches Ashley a few of the words of Timothy's language, the only 
one that Timothy will know when he wakes. It's a dialect, an antiquated 
rural form made up of scatterings of Ukrainian and Russian. Unless there 
are other vampires left in the world from that time and place, it's 
probable that they are the only people in the whole of the world who 
know this little language ever existed at all. History and memory are 
such fragile things. They become nothing but gore so easily.

He teaches her the songs Timothy loved, the ones he won't remember 
now. They sing Bikini Kill and Hole and Team Dresch at the top of their 
lungs, because Alexander's remembered how to breathe now. They sit 
against the wall in the darkened room and sing and sing, while the body 
on the bed slowly knits itself back together. Somehow, the laughter and 
the singing is as cleansing as the crying.

Tim's face is whole again faster this time. Alexander notices that, the 
observation dulled down to dim monochrome in some distant corner of 
himself. That same small refuge from the howling inside him notes 
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hollowly how unfathomable it is that he has previous experience of this 
same process to draw on, to compare to. That he could survive this once, 
much less twice, seems far beyond the realms of possibility.

It's almost morning by now. By evening, after another day of healing, 
Tim's body will be repaired enough that he will wake up.

For a thought as brief as an eyelash flicker, Alexander entertains 
preventing that. Of a knife or sword or axe, sharp -- such things are easy 
enough to get at short notice, with a few well-placed phonecalls -- in his 
hand. One swing down at the throat and it would be done. Tim's throat, 
Tim's beautiful throat, where Alexander has kissed and bitten and buried 
his face against soft skin for year after year after year. It would hurt as 
sharp as a blade in Alexander's own heart to destroy that smooth and 
lovely throat. But he could do it. He could.

And then he could take the axe or sword or knife, and swing it at the 
thick resilient glass of the bedroom windows and crack their tinted 
panes. Knock out every shard, cut the heavy drapes to ribbons on the 
floor. He could lie down next to Timothy's body, throat a ribbon of loss, 
and wait for sunrise.

For a moment Alexander imagines it, lets the scenario play out to its 
end inside his head. Then he slips his Cartier watch off his wrist and 
leaves it on the nightstand, same as he does on mornings when the world 
hasn't ended around him, and climbs into bed beside the deceptively 
healed shape of Tim's form, and buries his face against Tim's throat, and 
sleeps.
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MICHELLE

School is shitty and boring and shitty, as usual. Michelle nearly falls 
asleep in Math class, which earns her a massive fit from the teacher when 
she gets caught dozing and a threat of detention if it happens again. 
Whatever. Michelle pretty much never gets detention, because the 
school is terrified of getting curt letters from psychiatrists saying that 
Michelle is a special delicate flower whose disciplinary needs are being 
met through her private treatment program. 

The system suits Michelle, so she doesn’t complain, but she thinks it’s 
pretty much total crap. Being forced to shelve books in the library 
through her free period wouldn’t make her into an unhinged psycho. As 
far as she knows, anyway. But who knows, it’s not like she’s an expert in 
this stuff, she’s just the mouse in the maze. 

Jay isn’t in, which is pretty usual too these days, and doesn’t answer his 
phone when Michelle calls to chew him out about it. She sits with 
Tommy and Sofie at lunch, behind the art rooms where kids used to 
come to smoke before the school cracked down on it. There’s still graffiti 
left on the walls, though, names and slogans scratched into the paint. 
One of them reads BETTE WAS HERE, which shows the kind of subtlety 
and self-preservation instincts which Michelle expects from Bette at this 
point. 

It’s kind of sad, though. For those words to be there like that, bold and 
fearless and in the past tense. Bette was here, and now she’s not anymore. 

~

Sofie’s got an after-school job in a hospital kitchen – “Jenny says I have 
to make up for the stuff I steal from the pharmacy,” she explains when 
Tommy asks – so Michelle and Tommy go hang out for a while at his 
place, taking advantage of the fact that his parents aren’t going to come 
home and interrupt anything. 

They’re back down in the kitchen by the time Rose gets home, though, 
looking happier and more excited than Michelle can remember seeing 
her. 

“It looks so awesome. My shit! Hanging up like it’s legitimate and 
serious!” Rose says, making herself a coffee even though it’s getting close 
to nightfall. “I’m so fucking over the moon about this. I gotta show you 
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guys this, they only just made it today, it’s the official pamphlet about the 
show, look at it.”

The little brochure is glossy and very respectable-looking, not just a 
photocopied thing like the one Tommy showed Michelle. And instead of 
just lines of simple black text, the front cover is a photo of one of the 
artworks from the show itself. 

There, in Rose’s idiosyncratic, darkly quirky style, is Anne Frank. Her 
feet, in their old-fashioned saddle shoes and ankle socks, are wrapped in 
a tangle of barbed wire and thorny vines, which curl up her legs and over 
her skirt, blouse and sweater, caging her in place in the centre of the 
canvas. But Anne looks defiant, triumphant even, staring out directly at 
the viewer, a glint in her eyes. Behind her, huge pale batlike wings stretch 
up, membrane and cartilage made of paper and ink, a faint light shinging 
through them as if there’s a candle somewhere behind her, despite the 
near-black background covering the rest of the image. 

It’s weird and beautiful and horrifying and sad, like most of the art by 
Rose that Michelle’s seen. 

“I did this picture of Joan of Arc a while back,” Rose explains. “About 
her heart, because they couldn’t destroy it, even when they killed her. 
And I wanted to do one with Anne to go with it, after I read the book 
you loaned me. It was… it wasn’t like I thought it would be. I cried a lot. 
But even when they killed her, they couldn’t kill her words. Joan’s heart 
was fire-proof, and Anne’s words couldn’t be caged, not even in a 
concentration camp. So I painted this. 

“This is probably a totally stupid thing to say, but when I was reading, I 
felt like Anne was someone I could have been friends with, you know? 
There’s one part where she and Peter get dressed in their parents’ 
clothes, and she dresses in her dad’s clothes and he dresses in his 
mother’s. And I kept on thinking about how, if I wasn’t in this stupid 
fucked-up love thing with Bette, I’d’ve liked to have ended up in love 
with a boy who dressed up in lady’s clothes sometimes. Someone like 
Timothy. That all sounds so stupid, sorry.”

Michelle shakes her head. “It’s not stupid,” she says. 

Rose shrugs, like she doesn’t believe Michelle, and walks toward the 
door down to her basement. “Anyway, I gotta go work on some other 
stuff. Not for the show; they only let me sneak that one in so late because 
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they thought it’d be cool for the cover, fuck if I know why. But an artist’s 
bullshit is never done.”

And with that, Rose is gone again.

“Your sister’s kind of a whirlwind sometimes,” Michelle observes.

“I think the technical term is ‘trainwreck’,” suggests Tommy.
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ALEXANDER

Waking up is a cruelty of its own, that soft warm moment just before 
memory arrives to crush the needless breaths out of his chest all over 
again. Alexander wants to stay unmoving, just for a little while, just until 
he recovers from that new blow of grief, but he can feel the first stirrings 
of consciousness in the movements of the body against his.

Alexander lifts his head, the distant part of him feeling mute surprise 
that he can be so calm when every part of him is screaming, and rests his 
palm lightly on Tim's cheek. Tim's mouth curls in a sleepy half-awake 
smile, and Alexander's very bones feel as if they're made of ash and 
razors, and then Timothy opens his eyes.

Words choked but determined in his mouth, Alex speaks softly. "You 
are safe, and you are loved," he tells Tim, in the lost old Eastern 
European dialect of Timothy's human life. It'll be the only language Tim 
knows, now. At least the experience of going through all this before has 
given Alexander knowledge enough to speak words Tim will understand, 
this time around.

Timothy's eyes lose their unfocused look as he wakes up properly. His 
eyes are still beautiful. Alexander can't imagine a world where Timothy's 
eyes aren't beautiful. Delicate, threadlike crow's feet appear at the 
corners of his lashes as his smile broadens, just a little.

There is still a pale criss-cross of scars across the new skin where the 
bullet left its wake.

"Alex, it's me."

Alexander can't move. The shock is so large he almost can't understand 
it, can't make the shape of it fit within the world he comprehends. Tim's 
own hand comes up to cup Alexander's cheek, mirroring Alex's own 
position, the two of them lying face-to-face, unmoving, for a long and 
frozen second.

"Tim?" Alex asks, afraid to believe. His voice is hoarse and sounds so 
young, so roughened from sobs and so terribly wary. As if he's the one 
reset back to who he was to that moment when he first died. The dark 
oceans of loss inside him are churning.

"Alex," Tim says again, as confirmation, his smile widening a little, a 
gentle curve over the sharp teeth Alexander knows lurk just behind.
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And then, without registering that he is going to move at all, Alexander 
is clinging to him, holding on so tight it's sure to hurt the tender flesh of 
Tim's healing body, but Alexander can't make himself loosen his grip 
even for that. He clutches at Tim and buries his face in the crook of that 
beloved throat and the sound that comes from him then isn't even close 
to human, to joy or happiness, it's a keening, howling, pre-verbal wail of 
agony.

It seems strange to him, even as he's doing it, to be reacting like this. 
He's happy, he's so happy he feels like he might shatter from it, the loss 
inside him gone so fast his head is dizzy. But instead of laughter it's sobs 
which rise up in his throat, robbing him of all the words that want to 
tumble out.

"I'm here. I'm here," Tim repeats over and over, remaining still while 
Alex cries. "It's all right."

"I love you, I love you," Alex answers, palms splayed now against Tim's 
back, against Tim's skin where it stretches over his dear ribs, those dear 
ribs which cage and shell his dear viscera and lungs and blood and every 
other part of him that Alexander adores, that Alexander will adore until 
the end of the world, and it seems so strange for him to be grateful for 
these physical things with such force right now, when those weren't the 
things he thought he'd lost. He presses his damp mouth to one of Tim's 
eyelids and then the other, leaving soft and frantic kisses, marveling that 
the mind inside that precious brain has managed to survive.

"Shh. It's all right." Tim smooths the worst of Alexander's tears away 
with the pads of his thumbs, stroking with aching tenderness against 
Alexander's face.

"I thought I'd lost you. I didn’t... I didn’t even think to hope, there 
didn’t seem any chance...” Alex says, knowing he’s babbling a little, that 
his viciously guarded composure is crumbled completely. But it doesn’t 
matter. Nothing matters, because Tim is still here.

The door opens with a crash, Ash standing there with her hair in a 
ridiculous sleep-knotted tangle, her eyes still smeared with mascara from 
the night before, dressed in the short night-dress she sleeps in that leaves 
the scars on her legs and shoulders bare. 

She runs at Tim, barely giving him a second to sit up before she’s 
clinging to him like a child seeking a parent after a nightmare. Hot on her 
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heels are Blake and Jay and Bette, who wear matching expressions of 
shocked relief. There’s a sickly cast to Blake’s features, but that’s to be 
expected – none of them are looking their best right now, and Alexander 
doesn’t care in the least.

Cora’s purpose may have ostensibly been to make Alex too afraid and 
wounded to dare go against her again, but Alexander’s not an idiot. He 
knows it’s just as likely that she was making a deliberately obvious goad, 
to try to push him into some kind of extreme retaliation. No matter what 
he does, there’s a good chance that he’s playing directly into her hand. 

But, like it or not, there’s only one course of response he can even 
contemplate taking. She tried to hurt Tim, and Alexander cannot let that 
stand. 

“Cora’s games are absolutely at an end,” he says to Blake in an even 
voice.

Blake’s only answer is a curt nod, his smile folding into a grim line for a 
moment as he offers the agreement. 

~

That night, they stay close to home. Tim is still too weakened to mount 
much of a protest against everyone's fussing, and so he soon gives up and 
submits to a marathon round of first-person shooter games against Jay 
and Bette on his collection of vintage console systems.

They sit on the bed, all in a line with Tim in the centre, their gazes 
intent on the television screen. Alexander can hardly bear to tear his eyes 
away.

Unlike Blake, Alexander believes in the usefulness of delegation, so he 
calls his usual real estate broker and requests a list of properties. While 
he's waiting for that to come through he checks his emails, which are the 
usual mix of personal and professional messages. Tim's always at him to 
make seperate accounts for the two types, but Alex doesn't see the point. 
One can become the other so easily, and then the problem of how to 
divide them up becomes just one more thing to think about.

"Anything interesting?" Tim asks, sitting on Alex's desk next to the 
computer and prodding at Alex's hands as he tries to type.

"You're as bad as the cat," Alex says, swatting gently at him.

"Where do you think I learned all my tricks from?" Tim replies.
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"Weren't you playing your games? Invalids are meant to stay in bed and 
be doted on."

"Bette and Jay got a sudden death round," Tim answers, then looks 
contrite as Alexander tries not to flinch. "Sorry."

Alex just holds Tim's hand in his own, grasping tight. They look at one 
another, happy to just be together for a long moment.

"Nicole says hello," Alexander says, when he returns to the task of 
going through his inbox. "She's sent some photos of the new horses 
they've brought in."

"You should invite her to come visit," suggests Tim. "I'd like to see her 
again, and... well, let's just say that right now I'm in a 'sieze the day' kind 
of mood."

"She might have something more practical than optimism to offer on 
the Min situation, too," Alex muses as he types the invitation. He knows 
that isn't really fair to Jenny; she's the best human carer a girl like Min 
could possibly hope for. But sometimes even the best human isn't 
enough.

The property list arrives in an email, but none of the houses are what 
Alex is looking for, and he's not in a mood to make compromises. He 
calls the realtor.

"There's a house in Kenilworth that would be tied up in a deceased 
estate as of a few days ago. I don't need anything refurbished, but get 
some quotes from security companies for new systems...Yes, that's fine, 
take whatever you need from the usual accounts."

"I'm changing any plans we had in place," Alexander explains to 
Timothy when he's off the phone. "Just in case any of them have filtered 
back to Cora. So I'm getting a new place to use for meeting our recent 
university stalkers. I liked that house we hunted in the other night."

Tim nods. "Good idea. And the security ugrades are because if it's one 
that you can crack -"

"It's one that Cora can crack," Alexander finishes.

Jay raps his knuckles against the doorframe and holds his phone out to 
Alexander. "Call for you," he says, and Alexander can hear the subtle 
warning in the flat tone. He takes the cell from Jay.
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"Did you like your present?" Cora asks, her voice bright and bubbly.

"You're going to die," Alexander answers calmly.

"Well, yes. All systems tending toward entropy means that everyone 
does, sooner or later. But did you like your present?"

"And what present is that?"

"Timothy, of course. I bet you've never loved him more, or been more 
grateful for him, than you are right now. All the small everyday irritations 
are gone. I did a beautiful thing for you, and it was hard work too. I hope 
you appreciate it." A dark, venom-bright edge has crept into her words. 
"It wasn't easy at all. Do you have any idea how many times I had to 
shoot some of my test subjects before I found exactly the right angle to 
hit them, the angle that wouldn't damage their memories? Still, if a gift's 
worth doing, it's worth doing properly."

"Why are you doing this?" It seems a trite question to ask, but 
Alexander is genuinely curious, and the words are said without a 
rhetorical note to them.

"What I want or don't want in the world has never mattered. It was 
always only the things that would make Blake happy that mattered, wasn't 
it? So I thought I might as well do exactly what he made me for. 
Everything I'm doing, everything I'm going to do, is only whatever what 
will make all of you happy. Everything you ever wanted." Cora gives a 
husky, secretive laugh. "Well, almost everything I'm doing. Taunting Will 
in his warehouse, when you caught me -- that was just for fun. But we all 
need our little pleasures, don't we? You with your watches, Timothy with 
his cat, Nicole with her horses."

Nicole. Several unconnected events suddenly click together into a 
pattern in Alex's mind. It had been Cora who'd told a group of 
Alexander's business associates to give him Min. Tim's injuries -- again, 
Cora's handiwork -- had given him the impetus to invite Nicole to make 
one of her infrequent visits to Chicago, and Min offered a good reason 
for them to ask Nicole to make the trip.

"Not the cleverest of plans, whatever it is you're doing," he tells Cora. 
"Underestimating Nicole is, I hear, a very efficient method of ending up 
dead."
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"She isn't the only one that's true of," Cora answers blithely. "And what 
I said before remains in place: don't cross me again. I gave you your 
present early. Stay out of the rest of the game."

The line goes dead.

~

Dear Tim

Thank you for the exquisite new watch, and its tender engraving. I maintain that  
I love you more than you could possibly hope to return back, but I accept that you  
feel otherwise.

Bosie (Oscar's latest true love; I have no especial liking for him myself an so will  
hold off from telling you about him for now, in case the true love proves short-
lived and I'm saved the trouble) and Oscar and Blake are currently engaged in a  
discussion that they clearly think is very clever on the other side of the room while  
I write. It's something about a Greek myth, a piece of writing Bosie is working on. 
A woman, Helen, is said to be like a lion cub: welcomed into the house of a lord  
and, at first, returning all affection in kind, but later growing up and devouring  
the lord's children.

Blake has just remarked that he rather likes the idea of being compared to a cat.

"Oh, no, my boy," Oscar's just replied. "You're some other creature, a wolf  
perhaps, or the smiling hyena."

As you can see, you are better off being well away from this collection of so-called  
'wits'.

Nell has been in one of her bleak moods of late. They come, I've realised, in  
conjunction with Blake's bloodthirstier phases. A few nights ago, when the pair of  
us were out hunting together, I finally asked her if I could know why this was so.

"I fall in love easily and deeply. That's just always been my way," she told me. 
"My heart is a fierce and hungry thing. But you know already that I don't turn  
all those that I fall in love with. Some I love because of how in love with life they  
are, how vital and changing and connected to the world they seem.

"The ones I turn, I love them too. I love them as surely as I love those Persephones  
whom I find too lovely to drag to Hades. These ares are no less beautiful, but their  
own lives are all but over. They stay alive to remember the dead.

"I didn't make Quinn into a vampire, but he's an excellent example of the type  
I'm speaking of. It's why he and I are so close. Quinn's sister died while they were  
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growing up. They lived in a village in France, she was a shepherdess, there were  
wolves. I'd come through much the same with my own brother, lost when I was  
young, and so I understood completely when Quinn told me of how hard it was for  
him after she was gone.

"The pragmatism of the peasant way is too acquainted with death's part in the  
everyday to give much time over to grief. There's too much else to do. Quinn  
couldn't shake his pall so simply, though. He missed her too much. He found that  
the only real reason he even bothered to go on was because he couldn't bear the  
idea of her memory fading, becoming another old thread in the tapestry of the  
forgotten legions of the past. He stayed alive for the dead, not the living.

"The restless spark that keeps us vital no matter how many centuries we endure  
keeps us travelling. Never trust a vampire who is content to stay shut up in the  
same castle as the centuries pass, Alex: he has forgotten what it is to be in the  
world. To be hungry for experience. And a vampire who is not hungry is an  
unnatural creature indeed.

"Quinn traveled. Even before his death, he traveled. He secured passage on a ship  
to the new world, the same ship which luck saw fit to populate with a vampire  
among its motley passengers. Liam saw something in Quinn which yearned to be  
immortal, or maybe Quinn's curiosity about the working of the ship intrigued him, 
or perhaps it was just the way the candle-light caught Quinn's sandy lashes while  
he read. Whatever it was, it was reason enough for Liam to make Quinn into a  
vampire shortly before their ship reached what would later become America. He  
took to his new existence quickly and without difficulty, because there had been so  
little keeping him tethered to the daylight world.

"But Blake... it had only been a few years since Paulette. Since she'd almost been  
the death of me. And only a few years since... since I did what I did, after. I felt  
like I had lost a part of myself along the way, and then Blake... it was inexcusable. 
But he made me laugh, Alex. He was so alive, and I thought: just this once.

"I thought he'd be all right."

I tried to tell her that she'd been correct, because Blake is so adept at vampirism  
that he might as well have been born to it. But Nell just shook her head.

"He wasn't finished being alive. To deny him the life he had ahead was a terrible  
thing for me to do. What if he never changes enough from who he is now to be  
capable of falling in love? What if I've denied him that? How monstrous am I to  
have done that to him?"
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None of the consolations and assurances I offered her made any difference. I hope  
some day, Blake himself proves her worries wrong, and gives her troubled heart the  
justifications it seeks.
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MICHELLE

Tommy gets one of his fucking awful asthma attacks just as first period 
ends. Michelle goes with him to the nurse's office, because he can't get a 
full sentence out without pausing to wheeze in a breath. So then it's peak 
flow meters and inhalers and Michelle doing her best to be useful and 
helpful, because while she's useful and helpful she doesn't have to think 
about how many thousands of kids die of asthma every year or how cold 
Tommy's hands get or how horrible it is when someone's body doesn't 
want them in it, like how Michelle's brain doesn't want her around 
either.

The nurse decides Tommy needs to go home and get proper rest, and 
pages Rose over the school intercom system. She looks worried when 
she comes in, which isn't surprising considering how wrung out and 
weak Tommy's looking, even if the worst has passed.

"You always gotta steal my thunder, don't you?" Rose jokes gently. The 
art show's opening is tonight and Michelle can see the disappointment 
and regret bloom on Tommy's face as he remembers that.

"Shit, Rosie, I'm sorry," he says in his quiet rasp of a voice. Rose rolls 
her eyes.

"Like you did this on purpose, dipshit. You just look after yourself, ok?" 
Turning to Michelle, Rose asks "You going home with him?"

Michelle nods, holding her cellphone up to show that she's just gotten a 
message. "Yeah, Jay says he's coming too."

The four of them go back to Tommy and Rose's house, and get Tommy 
set up and comfortable in the living room on the couch in front of the TV 
with a bunch of DVDs. Michelle thinks it's funny that there's all those 
people who spout off crap about how illnesses like asthma are happening 
more and more because people are living cleaner and cleaner -- comfy 
houses and warm clothes mean that bodies get less tough, and so end up 
with allergies and problems they wouldn't have otherwise. Michelle 
doesn't have medical training, but she's pretty sure it's a load of bull, 
because Tommy is one of the messiest people ever, and his hair's always 
kind of stringy and oily and gross. She's pretty sure he's as germ-resistant 
as they come.

They decide to have a Hitchcock marathon to pass the time, starting out 
with Psycho as the obvious choice. They're almost at the end when Rose 
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emerges from her basement to head off to her art show opening. She's 
dressed in black suit pants and a matching vest, with a crisp white shirt 
underneath and a black-and-white striped tie. She smiles self-consciously 
and spins on one foot so they get a look at her back.

"Do I look okay?"

Michelle gives the best, and most truthful, compliment she can think of. 
"You look like you like who you are."

Rose looks surprised at the answer, and offers a faintly sardonic smile. 
"I guess being in that musical taught us how to act after all, then." She 
turns to Tommy. "Call me if you have another attack, obviously. Or get 
Michelle or Jay to call me, I guess, since you'll be busy breathing. I'll be 
home pretty late, but you're more important than any art gig, so don't 
hold off calling if anything happens or I swear, I will kick your sickly little 
ass so hard."

And with that, she's out the door.

"Whirlwind," says Michelle.

"Trainwreck," corrects Tommy.

After Psycho they watch The Birds. Michelle thinks that these movies are 
some of the scariest she's ever seen because of how the scary parts are all 
mixed in with real people doing real things, things that have nothing to 
do with the monster part of the movie. It's like the people in the movies 
think they're ordinary, that their lives are ordinary. They don't know that 
they're characters getting set up for awful things.

When there's a knock at the door a little while after nightfall, Michelle 
jumps in surprise, almost spilling her glass of Coke on herself. Jay laughs 
at her.

"Watch out, Chelle, it's a flock of killer blackbirds at the door," he 
teases. She drops an ice cube from her drink down the back of his shirt 
and goes to open the door, laughing at his yelp of reaction to the cold.

It's a girl, about sixteen years old or so, and a young man of about 25. 
The girl's wearing an eyepatch, which means that Michelle is absolutely 
unsurprised when she smiles and says "Hi, I'm a friend of Rose's. I'm 
Gretchen."
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"Hi. Rose isn't here at the moment. She's got her art show thing on 
tonight," Michelle explains. "Have you got her phone number? She won't 
be home for hours."

"I know about the art show," Gretchen says with a too-sharp smile. "I 
funded it myself. Don't tell her that, though. I wouldn't want her feelings 
hurt. Let me in, now, please."

Terrified, Michelle steps aside from the door so Gretchen and the 
young man can step past her. Michelle doesn't know what to do and she's 
more frightened than she can ever remember being in her whole life 
before.

At the sight of the newcomers, Jay's posture has shifted, and Michelle 
knows that he's trying to prepare himself if he needs to fight or run away. 
He knows so much better than Michelle what to do. She's so useless. 
She's never felt so useless. Tommy, still pale and utterly exhausted, looks 
warily at the pair.

"It's excellent luck that you're unwell this evening," Gretchen tells him, 
sitting herself down on one of the arms of the nearest chair. The young 
man stands behind her, like he's her security guard. Maybe he is. "I 
wanted an opportunity to talk to you before I saw Rose, and now I can 
get that out of my way on my first night in town."

Michelle remembers Gretchen, vaguely, from when her band supported 
Remember the Stars one time. Mostly, the support acts begin to blur 
into one indistinct, interchangable memory of disinterest and noise and 
boredom. Sometimes Michelle feels like she's spent half her life feeling 
bored, at least. Waiting for something to happen, certain that nothing 
will.

She vows silently to herself that she'll never make that mistake again. As 
soon as morning comes, if they make it to morning, Michelle is going to 
find Anna and learn things to do when faced with a vampire; things that 
are better than being afraid. Dangerous, powerful things.

Michelle's memory of seeing Gretchen, even though it's less than a year 
ago, doesn't match up very much at all with the young woman in front of 
her now. That other Gretchen had been a girl, in fishnet stockings and 
uneven pigtails tied with rubber bands and dark leather boots. But this 
new Gretchen isn't a girl. She's something much older, sparer, less 
frivolous.
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Part of that is because now Michelle's perceptions have shifted, and she 
can recognise the tell-tale signs that give Gretchen away as a vampire: the 
subtle points of her eyeteeth, the pallor of her skin that's outside the 
range of healthy paleness, the sharpness of her fingernails under their 
glossy purple polish, the deceptively casual posture of her body as she 
stands at ease -- this last one reminds Michelle a little bit of cats, 
somehow. Cats are always ready to fight back, even when they seem 
relaxed.

Last time Michelle saw her, Gretchen had blue eyes and long black hair. 
Michelle remembers this, because she remembers thinking how striking 
that coloring combination always looked on pale people. Now Gretchen's 
dark hair is even longer, braided into two loose plaits which twist down 
her back to her slim waist, stray shorter curls held back from her face by 
antique-looking silver hair slides.

The one eye Michelle can see is the same deep, heart-blood red of all 
vampire's eyes. The patch covering the other eye is a soft black leather 
triangle tied by a black velvet ribbon, as if Gretchen's some kind of 
especially stylish pirate.

In an echo of Rose's outfit from earlier, Gretchen wears a simple suit of 
black pinstripe pants and a matching waistcoat, with a jewel-green blouse 
underneath and a leather jacket. The dark, rich shades of the outfit make 
hers whiteness even more striking, make it even more obvious that this is 
no ordinary girl.

Gretchen's leather jacket is impeccably tailored and looks almost too 
soft to be leather, but Michelle knows a lot about clothes. There are 
animals with skins that soft. Young animals, like lambs and calves. It feels 
kind of fitting to Michelle that Gretchen would wear something made of 
that kind of leather. For her to have become the person standing in front 
of Michelle right now, at least one soft young creature had to die: the 
living human girl that Gretchen had been, once upon a time. It makes 
sense that other creatures should fall in service to the same end.

This is what vampires look like when they don't care about passing as human, 
Michelle thinks to herself. Even to somebody who didn't believe in 
vampires, Gretchen would look like something dangerous and beautiful, 
something other.

The thought puts Michelle at ease, a little, because it makes her 
remember the times when she and Tommy and Jay have gone to gay 
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clubs. The music that mostly gets played in those places isn't really their 
thing, which is why they usually stick to other clubs, but sometimes they 
go to the gay places anyway because there's something electric about 
being among people who aren't hiding, who don't care about looking 
straight or ordinary or everyday. They let who they really are come out, 
and Michelle's never been the least bit frightened of that.

On the contrary, it's made her feel sure that nothing will ever scare her 
again, not while there's somewhere safe in the world, somewhere that 
people can go to and take their masks off, or wear the masks that suit 
them better.

"Were you a vampire last time you were here? You look different now," 
Michelle asks. She still can't tell for absolutely certain when someone's a 
vampire or not, most of the time. With Gretchen, right now, it’s easy, but 
sometimes vampires don't look so different from people. Michelle wants 
to learn to see the difference anyway. She wonders if that's even possible.

"Yes. I've been a vampire for a long time," Gretchen answers. "But I 
was living a human life, sort of, then. I'm not now."

"What do you mean?"

"An old lover of mine asked me to stay. To be a part of his family until 
he died. So I created somebody I could be, and played at being her until 
his life was done. Then I let her die, too. When you saw me play in the 
band that night, those two boys onstage, they were his grandsons. I 
suppose they'll expect me to visit while I'm in the city. Hm." Gretchen 
tilts her head to one side. "I hadn't even thought of that."

Michelle feels a chill shiver run up her spine. The expression on 
Gretchen's face is alien, predatory, distracted. Michelle gets the feeling 
that there's not enough left of the affection Gretchen felt for her old 
lover to save his family, if Gretchen does go for a visit. The Gretchen they 
knew doesn't have any ties to any family in this city, not anymore.

"Why are you here now?" Michelle asks.

"Protecting our privacy," the young man says. His voice isn't rude or 
cold -- he says it like he knows that the answer is a bit funny, a bit ironic. 
Like he's entertained by telling her that. Somehow, that's much, much 
worse than if he'd been straight-up evil. "I'm Quinn."
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Clearly, if there was anything which Chicago was lacking at this point, it 
was more creepy-as-fuck vampires. Michelle sure is glad that Gretchen 
and Quinn decided to fix that.

"Oh. I'm Michelle," Michelle answers, because maybe, just maybe, if 
they know her name then they won't kill her. To Gretchen, she says "You 
remember me from the show? Really? But we didn't talk or anything."

Gretchen's cool snake-smile returns. "You were with Rose's brother. I 
remember Rose, and so I remember you."

Michelle really has to learn to stop asking questions which she doesn't 
actually want any kind of answer to. "Oh," she replies, echoing herself. 
Tommy's sister needs more creepy-as-fuck vampires in her life just about 
as much as Chicago does.

Maybe Gretchen will get distracted by something else and forget about 
Rose, though. Michelle hopes that happens. Just so long as she's not the 
distraction, anyway.

"Anyway." Gretchen shakes her head, attention returning to the 
present, giving the three of them a long, unblinking look. Michelle forces 
herself not to flinch under that carnivore gaze. "I'm here to talk to you, 
Tommy, because very soon I am going to kill your sister. And once upon a 
time -- a long, long time ago -- I lost my brother, and felt that loss all 
through the years since. I want to spare Rose that, so I'm offering you the 
opportunity to come too, to become a vampire along with her."

She turns to Jay, and her smile is suddenly so warm and happy and so 
human that Michelle feels like reality is a record that's just jumped a 
groove. "It's because of you that any of this is even possible, Jason. I can't 
thank you enough for what you've given Blake. You've given him 
something I was worried he'd never have. I hope that you let Blake turn 
you, or that you forgive Blake when he does it."

Before Jay has a chance to respond, Gretchen's attention has shifted to 
Michelle. "You can come too if you want, if Tom and Jason both become 
vampires. You can be just as you are, have evenings just like this, forever 
and ever."

Michelle bristles and feels her spine straighten. She's nobody's fucking 
afterthought.

"Anyway." Gretchen rises to her feet smoothly, as if they've been having 
a friendly chat over coffee and now she has to get going. "Don't say a 
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word of this to Rose, of course. It would be a very, very bad idea for you 
to do that. Just think on what I've said, and I'll get in touch again soon. 
We can let ourselves out."

The front door has barely clicked closed behind them when Tommy is 
struggling to get up off the couch, Michelle and Jay rushing to support 
him as he stands.

"Art gallery?" Jay asks. As if there's even the slightest chance that 
they're not all thinking exactly the same thing.

"Art gallery," Michelle and Tommy agree.
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ALEXANDER

"I'm dying, Alex," Blake complains, sitting in the living room still 
dressed in his pajamas, cat on his lap. The only evidence of any imminent 
demise that Alex can see is that Blake is, maybe, a few shades paler than 
usual, and a little gaunt. "Ashley, how do you stand to drink those 
smoothies regularly? I've had plenty of blood since I tried one, and I'm 
still being destroyed internally by its toxicity."

"Because I am much tougher than you," Ash replies unsympathetically, 
sorting through the day's mail. "I think Will and Lily have signed us up to 
direct-mail catalog campaigns. Which, as tactics in the eternal battle 
between the living and the dead go, is kind of a half-assed effort. Look at 
this one! It's a set of little plastic stairs that you put by your bed, so your 
pet doesn't have to jump." She holds the home-shopping pamphlet up so 
that Alexander can have a look. 

"The cat does not need a set of little plastic stairs," he tells them both, 
before anyone can get ideas. "And any uplifting and inspiring 
motivational posters anybody sees fit to buy are to be pinned up in their 
own rooms, where I don't have to see them, because seeing them will 
cause me to vomit."

Blake puts the back of his hand to his own forehead, miming a sickly 
swoon. "Don't talk about vomiting. I'm already at death's door."

"You went through death's door nearly two centuries ago," Alexander 
reminds him, distracted by the sound of the landline phone in his 
bedroom ringing, and Tim answering. He has a moment of concern that 
it might be Cora demanding attention again, but doubts it. This early in 
the evening, their calls are usually from humans who've been waiting for 
a polite hour to telephone. Vampires tend to call much later in the night.

"You'll feel better if I get you this clock made out of golf balls," Ashley 
suggests. 

"I'm going to go find Lily or Will tonight," Blake declares, rising to his 
feet and letting the cat take possession of his vacated seat. "They're 
always invigorating."   

"Tell them thanks for the catalogs," says Ash as Alex goes back into his 
room. 

Tim's off the telephone and sitting up in bed, clearly working himself 
up to the task of actually rising in stages. "That was Chloe," he tells 
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Alexander. "She says that our stalkers want to meet us tomorrow night. I 
said that's fine, and gave her the new address. Is that okay?"

Alexander nods, sitting down on the edge of the bed beside him. 
"That's fine. Are you sure you're up to this?"

Tim smiles. His residual scars are less prominent, but still noticeable on 
his face. It might be months before they vanish entirely. "I'm fine, Alex. 
It's not even the first time I've been shot this past year."

"Don't remind me. I'll end up keeping you locked in these rooms like 
Rapunzel, if you keep getting yourself hurt."

Tim laughs. "I'd like to see you try."

"Are you going out tonight?" Alexander asks. Tim shakes his head.

"No, Phenex is coming by to do some track work down in the studio. 
You remember her? She's the one who was in a car accident a few years 
ago. Walks with a cane, likes arguing about obscure French cinema, great 
fingernails?"

There are several of Tim's friends which Alexander can think of who 
approximately fit that description. He just smiles and nods. "Tell her I 
said hello. I'm going to go see another of our pet artists; Rose is having 
some of her work shown in a gallery in the city."

"Don't let Bette know you're going," Tim cautions. "She'll sigh and look 
wistful and sad for days if you let her know."

"Why do think I'm rushing off so early?" Alexander answers with a 
laugh, standing up again and leaning down to give Tim a goodbye kiss. 
"Have a good night. I'll see you later."

~

There's a consistency of style in Rose's art already; she's found 
confidence at a younger age than Alexander would have predicted for her. 
The girl's hesitancy and awkwardness is less pronounced than it was back 
around the time when Bette died, but there is still the air of 
incompleteness about her movements and her manner. And yet Rose's 
paintings are absolutely sure of what they are.  

There are individual pictures and diptychs and triptychs, babies which 
become squid below the waist and androgynes trapped by sinister 
corsetry, girls wrapped in fire and in wire.  
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The series of three paintings Alexander lingers at for longest is done in 
soft, slightly muted colors, the jeweled autumn tones of firelight in 
evening rooms. In the left-hand panel a man stands before a portrait. 
He's golden-haired and flawlessly handsome, his fair cheeks flushed with 
life and youth -- the Dorian Gray that Oscar described. And in the 
portrait, an older Dorian, but rather than the monstrous sinner from 
Oscar's little novel, Rose's painting-within-a-painting shows a man who 
is a little worn, a little weary, but who wears a smile with wisdom in its 
tired corners. Beside him in the portrait is a little girl, her own coloring 
lily-gold like the younger Dorian's. Those inside the portrait and the 
Dorian outside it are pointedly looking in opposite directions from one 
another, as if they dare not risk eye contact. 

The central canvas of the three is candle-lit, like the first. Wendy 
Darling sits with her back to a shut and bolted nursery window, her 
hands busy with the task of stitching two pieces of a patchwork heart 
together. There is a metal bolt peeking from one of the valves of the 
heart, giving it the look of a prop from a 1930s monster movie. Peter 
Pan hovers outside the window, watching her, the soles of his feet sliced 
open where they've been cut away from the feet of his shadow. The 
shadow itself is a flickering suggestion on the carpet inside, frozen in the 
act of dancing with Wendy's own shadow in the moment Rose has 
captured with her paint.  

And in the third, a bedroom in a state of disarray, the corners and the 
ceiling thrown into shadow by the lamplight from a table. The bedclothes 
are rumpled and there is a set of antique medical equipment strewn 
bloodily across it, the remnants of a transfusion. In the darkest of the 
corners lurks a white-gowned girl, her hair long and dark and heavy 
around her young face with its dead-white skin and bloodied mouth. 
Around the lamplit table three men stand, their elbows wrapped in 
matching rings of bandages, stakes and hammers in their hands. They 
don't seem to be aware of the girl lurking in her corner, but she stares at 
them with sadness and hunger.  

Beside the pictures, in Rose's neatest handwriting, is a card with the 
title. Life Goes On.  

Alex can see Rose standing with some of the other artists, a little way 
deeper into the gallery space, talking and laughing. She practically glows 
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with pride and confidence, her thoughts as clear and edged as shards of 
glass: I could die in this moment and be happy.

It's one of the world's stranger truths, Alexander muses. Joyful and 
stricken alike, the strongest moments of life are the ones when death 
seems least fearful.

Rose's brother, looking very much the worse for wear, goes up to her. 
He's flanked by his girlfriend and Jay, all three wearing worried frowns. 

"What's wrong? Are you okay?" Rose asks immediately, breaking off 
from the group she was chatting to. "Did Bette do something?"

"It's not Bette," Jay assures her. "But we need to go somewhere and 
talk, because it's -" His usually quiet voice drops even quieter. "Other 
vampires."

"You should still be lying down," Rose tells Tommy accusatorially. "My 
stupid vampire bullshit isn't important enough to put your health in 
danger."

"We're all in danger, Rosie," Tommy replies. "One of them -- two of 
them, actually -- came to the house."

"Who?"

"C'mon, let's go somewh-" Michelle starts to say, laying her hand on 
Rose's arm, but Rose just looks more insistent. 

"Who?"

"Gretchen. It was Gretchen. I'm sorry, Rose," Michelle says quietly. 
Alexander raises his eyebrows. Curiouser and curiouser. Gretchen 
coming to town just as Cora has manipulated events into getting Nicole 
to visit. 

Alexander highly doubts that Cora played any part in Gretchen's arrival, 
though: Gretchen is close to impossible to manipulate and getting her in 
the same place as Nicole is nobody's recipe for happiness, not even Cora's 
current twisted definition of the term.

"She wants to make you a vampire," continues Michelle. "And came to 
offer it to Tommy too, if he wants it. So you won't miss him."

"She threatened you?"
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Michelle nods. Rose closes her eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath, 
then opens her eyes and locks her gaze on Alexander's. "Wait here a 
second," she says to the others, approaching him.

"Do you have one of those stupid town cars here?" she asks. 

"I walked."

"Call a car. My brother isn't well; he should get home. You should come 
too, so the others aren't scared by other vampires showing up."

Alexander smirks. "What if I have other plans?"

"I'm not in the fucking mood," Rose snaps, her voice even and 
absolutely humourless. "Call a car."

Alexander does so, and the five of them go outside to wait for it. Rose 
takes Tommy's cellphone from him without asking and enters a number, 
taking a few steps away from them and turning her back for the illusion 
of privacy.

"You fucking jackass," she says as soon as the call is picked up, her voice 
furious. "Get back to my house right now." She ends the call without 
waiting for a reply.

"You don't seem as intimidated as everyone else," Alexander notes as 
she rejoins them. 

"I'm not. I'm fucking pissed," Rose answers.

~

Gretchen and Quinn are already waiting by the front door of the 
suburban home when the town car arrives there. Tommy and Michelle 
look very afraid, in their special too-cool-for-facial-expressions way. 
Even Jay, rarely fazed by vampires, looks worried. Alexander nods a hello 
to the pair and receives nods in return.

"Inside," Rose orders everyone, and sounds so deadly serious that even 
Alex thinks it would probably be wisest to obey.

Rose ignores Gretchen and Quinn until Tommy is settled on the couch 
to her satisfaction, then turns and glares at Gretchen. 

"You are a fucking coward," Rose bites out, every word a snap of her 
teeth. To Alex's surprise, Gretchen is the one who breaks the eye contact, 
looking down. The eyepatch is an interesting look for her; he'll ask her 
about it when he gets an opportunity.
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"I didn't know how to tell you," Gretchen says.

Rose looks like it's talking all the restraint she has not to slap Gretchen, 
and that she's only bothering to hold herself back because she knows it 
would hurt her hand more than it would hurt Gretchen's face.

"A letter. Email. The phone. Carrier pigeon. Morse code. Any way but  
this would have been okay!" Rose yells. "I could care less that you're --"

"It's 'couldn't care less'. A mistake a lot of young people make. 'Could 
care less' would mean --"

"Shut up, Alexander!" Gretchen and Rose both say at the same 
moment. Alexander shuts up.

"I wouldn't have cared at all," Rose begins again. "Atheist, religious, 
gay, straight, vampire, human -- what would ever have made you think 
I'd've changed my opinion about you the slightest fucking bit? You 
couldn't just fucking tell me? You had to scare the shit out of my fucking 
brother just so someone who wasn't you would be the one to break the 
news?"

"It wasn't just that," Gretchen mutters, not looking at Rose. Alexander 
has had his fair share of arguments with Gretchen, back in the 1930s 
when she was Anastasja and he thought her ways of interacting with 
humans she loved were ridiculous. She clearly hasn't gotten any better at 
it, but he can't remember ever seeing her so cowed before. 

Rose gives an unamused laugh. "You mean that bullshit about making 
me a vampire, offering it to Tom? Are you fucking high? I might not go 
out hunting vampires anymore but trust me, if you touch my brother, if 
you even think of touching my brother, I will destroy you."

Gretchen doesn't look intimidated, which doesn't surprise Alex -- no 
matter how impassioned or determined, Rose wouldn't stand a chance in 
a true fight with Gretchen. Only one hunter has ever come even close to 
killing her, and Paulette was a long, long time ago. 

"I used to think that turning people while they still had so much to live 
for was a terrible thing to do. That even losing them was better than 
doing that," Gretchen says. "But it's all come right. Blake's found --"

"Oh no." This time it's Jay's flinty voice which interrupts, even as the 
boy stays well apart from the rest of the participants in the argument. 
"You aren't using me as an excuse. And at least Blake knows better than 
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to turn me against my will and then rely on the power of love to make 
me forgive him."

Gretchen just raises her eyebrows, clearly not believing Jay's words at 
all. He stares right back. 

"I can't even... you two should go now. I'll talk to you in a few days, 
when I'm not so fucking angry at you," Rose says, breaking the silence 
and walking back toward the door. Alexander follows her, along with 
Gretchen and Quinn.

"You look lovely," Gretchen tells her quietly as they leave the house. 
Rose doesn't look mollified, but that doesn't stop the spark of attraction 
Alexander can see in her eyes. He has to stop himself from sighing. 
Teenagers are so complicated.

"You won't be able to stop her, if she's put her mind to having you," he 
warns Rose as they watch Quinn and Gretchen walk away. 

"No," Rose agrees wearily. "But Bette will."
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MICHELLE

Michelle and Jay decide to skip the next day of school. Tommy won't be 
there, since he's still recovering, and Jay's been sufficiently spooked by 
Rose's creepy friend that he wants to spent the day hanging around with 
his vampires.

"Isn't that boring, though? Like being the first one awake after a 
sleepover, trying to kill time while everyone else is asleep?" Michelle asks 
him, over video chat on their computers when they're both back at their 
respective homes.

"Not really. They don't sleep much; they just don't go in the sunlight if 
they can help it," he explains. Which is yet another thing to add to the 
steadily lengthening list of reasons why Michelle has no idea why anyone 
would want to be a vampire. Sleep is one of the most excellent 
inventions in history, in Michelle's opinion, and the more the better.

She spends the morning thinking about all the homework she should be 
doing and isn't, flicking through all the channels of nothing to watch on 
the TV. She thinks about calling Ash, seeing if Michelle can go hang out 
with her, but Michelle is kind of overdosed on vampires for the time 
being.

Like an especially irritating psychic, Lily calls at the exact moment 
when Michelle decides she doesn't want to interact with any undead 
creatures of the night today.

"You gotta cut back on this whole stalking business. It's creeping me 
out," Michelle tells her.

Lily's laugh is obnoxiously smug. "How many fans get the chance to say 
that to a member of their favourite band? You should be grateful."

"Yeah, I'm grateful that you haven't kidnapped me and made my skin 
into a suit, that's exactly the emotion all bands dream of generating in 
their fanbase," Michelle retorts. "How come you're calling now? 
Shouldn't you be lying in a coffin somewhere?"

"Shouldn't you be at school?"

"Okay, you have a point."

"I couldn't sleep. I figured it was worth giving you a shot -- it's not like 
skipping school is a rare event for you."
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"You need to get some friends your own age," Michelle tells her. 
"Seriously, I cannot tell you how incredibly pathetic you are right now."

"That's easy for you to say now, but what'm I supposed to do in a 
hundred years? The only people as old as me then will be vampires, and 
vampires are jerks."

"Actually, it's good you called," says Michelle, suddenly thoughtful. 
"Do you have Anna's number, or an address I can reach her at?"

Lily's silent for a few seconds. When she speaks again, she sounds sad 
and a little hurt. "I don't, no. But I know she works in that same bar 
where you talked to her. I think she's there now."

Michelle feels bad about ruining Lily's mood, but she can't put 
consideration for something like that above what she needs from Anna. 
"Thanks, dude. Go get some sleep, okay?"

"Bye," Lily says, and hangs up. Michelle mutters a variety of curses 
under her breath, and goes to find Anna.

~

As expected, the bar is basically a ghost town during the day -- there's 
maybe three other people in the entire place apart from Anna and 
Michelle, and the thin strains of early afternoon sunlight that make it 
through the grimy windows don't do much to illuminate the place.

"The tips are shitty during the day," Anna says, getting her a glass of 
coke. "But it leaves my nights open. Why are you here?"

"I might just be stalking you. I do have about a zillion pictures of you on 
my camera and hard drive at home, you know," Michelle answers, 
sipping the drink. Anna doesn't seem that surprised to see her, but it 
probably takes a hell of a lot to surprise Anna these days.

Anna just folds her arms, waiting. Michelle shrugs one shoulder.

"You were the best person I could think of for teaching me to fight 
vampires."

"You want to fight vampires?" Anna looks skeptical. "Really? Aren't they 
the latest fan club you've joined up with?"

"I'm not going to go charging out onto the streets with a stake in my 
pocket, no," concedes Michelle. "But I want to be able to, if I had to. I 
want to know how to fight back."
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The look Anna gives her is almost as uncomfortable for Michelle as 
Gretchen's unblinking stare. She hates being scrutinised so intently, no 
matter who's doing it.

Finally, Anna sighs. "Okay, sure. I get off in another hour. Let me know 
if you need another Coke before then."

~

Anna has a beat-up car and an extremely nice, spacious loft apartment. 
Light fills it from corner to corner, the pale-colored walls unadorned and 
spotless. There's hardly any furniture, just a futon mattress on the floor 
and a coffee table with a couple of cushions arranged as seats around it, 
an old take-out box with the chopsticks still sticking out of it resting on 
the top. In the kitchen area, a sleek and elaborate chemistry set has been 
assembled beside the sink, and there are a few bottles of lethal-looking 
herbs and chemicals arranged on the otherwise-empty spice rack. The 
space for a fridge is unoccupied.

"This place is amazing," Michelle says, looking out the wide panes of 
one of the huge, numerous windows.

"Well, it's not like I have to save my cash to fund my retirement," Anna 
answers with a hard smirk. "Might as well live well for a couple of 
months and get some use out of it." She puts her hands on her hips. 
"Okay, today we'll just talk absolute basics. Vampires are stronger than us 
and faster than us, so the only way to beat them is by fighting dirty and 
by being smarter than them. They're all arrogant assholes, so use that to 
your advantage -- they're going to underestimate you. Prove them 
wrong."

Anna beckons Michelle to come closer to her, over to where the futon 
mattress offers them something to land on when they're tripped. "This is 
stuff you'd learn in any self-defence class, but it's worth going over 
before we get to the other stuff. Lesson one: always go for their eyes."

~

They keep at it until nightfall. Michelle's not afraid of pain, not like this, 
and she's determined to match every level of skill that Anna sets for her. 
Whenever her legs start to ache or her arms cramp up, Michelle forces 
herself to remember that moment when Gretchen said that she could 
become a vampire too if she wanted, since Tommy and Jay would be.
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Her life is worth more than that, more than an idle why-not by a 
distracted vampire. She has to make it worth more than that. She has to 
learn to be ready.

When it's almost dark, Anna holds her hands up and steps away from 
Michelle.

"Okay, that's enough for now. You should get home."

Michelle glares. "No. More. C'mon, I can take it."

Anna shakes her head, scraping her sweaty hair back into a ponytail 
completely unlike her usual perfect coifs. "You can't learn all of it in one 
day. If you want this, you have to trust me."

Michelle sits down on the futon mattress, letting the hot fire of exertion 
drain out of her. "I need to be good."

"Why?" Anna asks, sounding almost gentle as she sits down opposite 
Michelle. "What happened?"

And to her own surprise, Michelle tells her. All of it, from Tommy's 
asthma attack right through to when Rose ordered Gretchen and Quinn 
to leave.

Michelle knows that the others wouldn't want her to tell Anna all of 
that, to give Anna so much knowledge about the goings-on amongst the 
vampires. But the others weren't the ones who got treated like an 
afterthought. The others weren't the ones whose lives weren't worth 
anything except a shrug.

When Michelle's done talking, Anna doesn't respond right away. She 
looks at Michelle like she hasn't properly seen her before, like she has to 
learn to recognise her all over again.

"I always thought they were kind of, I don't know, sexy," Michelle 
admits. "Before now. Exotic. Alluring. They go off to forests and deserts 
and all kinds of places, out in the wild, while we stay in suburbia. It 
seemed like something better than human, you know? But then... it 
wasn't. It wasn't better. It wasn't anything to do with 'human' at all."

"They didn't name those places," Anna replies. "The forests and the 
deserts. They can only go there if we've gone there first. They're 
parasites, and we're the host. They seemed like freedom, a break out of 
conformist life, but they aren't. They're death. They're the absence of any 
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choices. They take your choices away. They kill all the possibilities of what 
you could be."

Anna looks away from Michelle, up toward the windows that now offer 
a sprawling view of the night cityscape. "I never thought I had any 
possibilities at all until I met Lily. I was in juvenile detention when I met 
her. It wasn't the first time I'd been there, either.

"The other kids in there were hard. I could recognise that in them 
because it was in me, too. I was just another damaged kid who was a little 
too mean, a little too brittle. Nothing special. None of us were anything 
special. That was what made us so different from the ordinary kids: the 
world told them over and over how special they all were, how 
remarkable, how every one of them was going to grow up to be the top 
of the heap. But we'd learned the lie early, the lie that's bigger than Santa 
Claus. The one that says that everything's going to turn out okay. We all 
knew that. That's what got us locked up, what broke us deep enough 
inside that we smashed windows or stole cars or painted our names on 
walls. Knowing how meaningless and worthless we were to everyone in 
the world. And if you don't mean anything to anyone, you don't really 
mean anything at all, do you?

"That's what Lily was in for. Painting her name, I mean. She'd been 
caught out by her mom with spray cans in her room for about the 
millionth time -- she used to sneak out at night and mark her territory on 
every underpass and wall she could find. Her mom had run out of 
patience this time, and so here Lily was, stuck in kiddie jail with the rest 
of us.

"She wasn't hard. She was as mean as any of us, when she needed to be, 
but she wasn't hard. She was golden. She was this crazy, charming, short 
little freak with a pretty face and a dorky grin who got into fights all the 
time and laughed at her own stupid jokes and she was just... golden. And 
when she looked at me, I felt golden too, you know? Like, to her, I was 
worth something.

"I wish I could have told her that. I wish there was a way I could have let 
her know how much that meant to me. How those stupid jokes and her 
dorky grin, I guess they pretty much saved my life, because suddenly I 
wasn't hopeless. I wasn't useless. Just being her friend, treated like a 
human being by her... that was enough to change my whole fucking 
world."
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Anna smiles at Michelle when she's done speaking, a crooked, wry half-
grin. "I guess I just made the mistake of thinking that the change was 
going to be for the better."
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ALEXANDER

"Alexander. Alex, wake up."

It's the frantic note in Jay's voice, more than the hand shaking his 
shoulder, which brings Alexander awake quickly. 'Jay's voice' and 'vocal 
emotions' rarely have anything in common.

"What's wrong?" Alexander asks, sitting up. Timothy's awake too by 
now, looking up at Jay with worry.

"It's Blake. He's. It's like. If he was human, I'd've said he had mono or 
chronic fatigue or something. I don't know what to do."

Alexander gets out of bed and goes to Blake's room. He's just as Jay 
described him, pale and drawn against the pillows, his hair a dull tangle 
and his eyes fever-bright.

"If I lacked compassion, I'd take this opportunity to remind you of the 
fable about the little shepherd boy, who cried wolf so often than when 
the wolf really came, nobody attended his cries," Alexander says, lifting 
Blake's chill wrist to check the pulse, which is as faint as he feared it 
would be. "If you didn't treat every passing ill feeling as if you'd gone and 
caught the Black Death, somebody might have taken this seriously before 
you got this bad. You might have taken this seriously before you got this 
bad."

"'If'? There are sharks with more compassion than you," Blake says in 
reply, with a weak attempt at a smirk.

"Well, I am a vampire," Alexander points out with a shrug. Then, in a 
more serious tone, he says "I think you already know what I'm going to 
say here. You really do have a talent for having the most difficult and 
complicated life possible. I'm almost in awe."

Blake sighs, closing his eyes for a long moment. The shadows below 
them are bruise-dark. "Agheazma."

"What's that?" Jay asks, stepping forward to Alexander's side. "What's 
wrong with him?"

The boy looks so afraid. Alex feels a wave of sympathy and empathy for 
his position; to be the one standing by is in some ways much worse than 
being the one suffering through illness and injury. Not in all ways, of 
course. But in some. And until this moment, Alexander doubts that Jay 
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had any idea that vampires could even suffer illnesses like the one 
currently striking at Blake.

Blake has fear in his expression too, which is an even rarer sight than 
Jay's display of emotion. The constant aplomb that Blake puts up as a 
front makes him seem invulnerable. Jay breached that soon enough, as far 
as Blake's feelings went, but to be physically weak as well in front of his 
human lover is a new challenge. What if, after all, it turns out that Jay's 
attraction to Blake stems largely from how invincible Blake seems to be, 
how unkillable he is compared to the world that has taken so much away 
from Jay in the past?

Alexander shakes his head in disbelief. "Typical. You're dying, and you're 
still too busy creating absurd romantic dramas to pay it any attention," 
he says to Blake.

Jay stiffens, eyes going even wider with fear. "Dying?" he chokes.

"Not quite yet," Blake assures him. "Alexander just enjoys making me 
feel as guilty as he can. I can be cured."

"If you're lucky," Alexander reminds Blake, before turning to Jay. "I'm 
going to go fetch Will. I'll be back soon. Try to get him to swallow a little 
of your blood, if you can." He lays a hand on Jay's shoulder. "Don't 
worry. Blake is far too irritating to die this easily, I assure you."

"Your face is far too irritating," Blake grumbles in retort. Alexander 
gives him an unimpressed look.

"When you recover from this, we're going to have a long discussion 
about not picking up incomprehensible slang," he warns.

Alex and Tim head down the stairs and out of the townhouse, careful 
not to make any mention of Blake's condition when they're in earshot of 
the vampires on the ground floor. There's no reason to cause panic and 
gossip, not yet.

Alexander calls Rose as soon as they're outside. "Can I have Gretchen's 
phone number, please? It's a matter of some urgency."

"It is ever anything but?" Rose asks, clearly trying for world-weary in 
her tone but coming out closer to cranky and petulant. Still, she gives 
Alexander the number, so he resolves to be more charitable in his 
thoughts.
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Nobody answers when he calls, and the voicemail message is just the 
generic greeting of the phone company.

"Nell, it's Alex. Blake's managed to get himself poisoned. I know a 
chemist who should be able to make the treatment, but since you're in 
town I'd be grateful if you could lend your experience to the situation. 
Call me as soon as you can."

Ending the call, Alex turns to Tim.

"Do you remember, when we bought Bette her nightclub, I told you 
about Anastasja, who became Gretchen?" he asks as they set off in the 
direction of the warehouse Will and Lily share. Tim nods. "I met her 
before then, too," Alexander explains. "When she wore a different name 
again. She's had so many. I wonder if they ever weigh on her, in the 
stillness when she tries to sleep. I think they'd weigh on me, if I tried to 
live in such... eras of myself. It's hard enough to survive the guilts and 
regrets which one version affords us; I can't imagine how she manages 
with so many past editions of herself behind her."

Tim is quiet. Alexander finds the thought of going silent unbearable. 
Perhaps he is more worried for Blake than he wants to admit.

"She'd been poisoned, and almost died," he goes on. "Before I knew 
her. And after you were hurt, that first and worst time, I couldn't bring 
myself to talk about it. Even thinking of what had happened to her hurt 
me, because it made me think of her three... she called them her 
brothers, sometimes. They... she reminded me of you. She always 
reminded me of you. So thinking of how close they came to losing her 
made me think of losing you."

"The poison, Alex," Tim prompts gently. "Tell me about that."

The streets are cold and dark. They stay away from the thoroughfares 
where they'd encounter too much foot traffic. Alexander speaks.

"The hunter's name was Paulette. Nell... Gretchen had killed a French 
stable owner some years before, but left his young wife alive because she 
was pregnant. Paulette had never forgotten, and certainly never forgiven. 
After ten years, she got her revenge on the vampire that had killed her 
husband.

"Agheazma was named a long time ago. I don't know who named it, or 
why. Vampires so rarely write down coherent, complete histories. I think, 
based on what I've learned of pharmacy this century, that it's a 
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pathogenic organism, causing something quite similar to blood poisoning. 
Lucky for us, it's extremely difficult to create -- the key ingredient comes 
from the blood of a rare bird. But Paulette created it, and slipped it into 
the food and drink of humans in the neighborhood where Gretchen was 
hunting. Gretchen fell ill, as Blake's fallen ill now.

 "It takes a few days for the poisoning to show -- that's why Blake's been 
complaining of feeling ill; it wasn't the blood-replacement blend he tried 
at all.

"It made Gretchen haggard and tired at first, just as it's done with 
Blake. Owen, the oldest of Gretchen's companions, recognized the 
symptoms, because he'd seen it strike, and kill, before. It stops vampires 
metabolizing blood in their system correctly -- essentially, Blake is going 
into a kind of vampiric septic shock; his body is deoxygenated. He isn't at 
death's door -- Gretchen was ill for several nights at the severity he's only 
just reached -- but the longer it is before he's treated, the longer it will 
take for him to recover. Gretchen took some years."

"Shit," Timothy says.

"But Gretchen's brothers weren't nearly as familiar as vampire 
physiology as Will is. Everything will be all right," Alexander says, 
determined to see that prediction proved correct.

~

"He killed us," says Lily. "Why should we save him?"

Alexander's glare is sharp and vicious. "Because that's what you do. Your 
whole stupid game is that you think you're heroes, isn't it? You save 
people."

"People. Blake isn't a person. And this isn't a fucking game, either, 
asshole."

"Everyone calm down," Timothy suggests coolly, his good-cop act on in 
full force. Which is a good thing, as Alexander tends to fall naturally into 
antagonist mode around Lily and Will.

"Lily," Tim goes on in a level voice. "If you allow Blake to die now, 
you're inviting chaos back into the city. His gang is the largest and most 
deadly, and it -" The limits of Tim's ability to pretend he has no side in 
this begin to strain, a frown pulling at his mouth. "And we keep the rest 
in check. Saving him is the lesser of two evils."
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She doesn't look convinced, though Will's expression is nowhere near as 
sure. Alexander feels as if he's choking on a knot of frustration and fear.

"If you let him die," Alexander says. "Bette will have lost the person she 
looks to for guidance and advice. Do you think Rose will be safe, if that 
happens?"

That makes Will and Lily's expressions wear a matching flicker of 
concern. Rose is their protégé, almost like their foster child. She's 
stopped hunting since the night she found the bodies of two of Ash's kills, 
but that doesn't mean Will and Lily's sense of responsibility towards her 
is in any way diminished. Rose is the best, perhaps only, reason they have 
to help Blake now, as far as Alexander can see.

Will and Lily communicate silently for a moment, in the way that lovers 
have of doing so, but Alexander can guess at their thoughts easily enough 
even without attempting to hear them.

Will is the one to answer. He holds his palms up, as if to show how 
hopeless and helpless the situation they're in is, how few options they 
have for what to answer.

"All right," he says. "We'll help."
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MICHELLE

Despite Anna’s firm refusal to teach her anything else for now, Michelle 
stays at Anna’s as the evening deepens into nightfall. Probably that’s 
because Michelle’s always been kind of obsessive, and right now the focus 
of that is her desire to be as hard on the outside as she sometimes feels on 
the inside. There’s a tight little knot of something tough and angry inside 
Michelle, and she can feel it coiling ever tighter. Sparring with Anna, 
learning stances and throws and techniques, is an outlet for some of that 
rage. Not much of it, but some. It stops her feeling so useless. And if she 
goes home, she’ll feel useless again. 

The trade-off for Anna seems to be the chance to have someone to talk 
to. Michelle’s not usually the most talkative person on earth – far from it 
– but she’s never had to be alone when she doesn’t want to be. There’s 
always someone to hang out with, something to do. Being as solitary as 
Anna has made herself would be incredibly lonely, Michelle thinks. The 
least she can do is listen while Anna talks, while Michelle sits there with 
new bruises and ice packs against her aching muscles. 

“My name wasn’t Anna when I was a kid,” Anna says, unwrapping and 
re-wrapping the binding across her hands. “I picked it when I was 
arrested for the last time, when I ended up in juvie and met Lily, and 
because of that - because of her - it ended up being the one that stuck.”

She gives Michelle a rueful smirk. “The funny part was that it was… it 
was just a name, it wasn't meant to be the name. Kind of like how 
Remember the Stars was just a band, it wasn't meant to be the band. 
That's how we always thought of it. We'd talk about it sometimes, how 
funny and random it was that this was the thing that clicked. I've always 
sort of felt that about my name, too. Anna, I mean.  

“Russ knew my real name, eventually. I told him when we were in 
California, when everything had narrowed down to just the two of us 
against the darkness of the world. But he never called me by it. Always 
kept calling me Anna. I was glad of that. I don't feel like her anymore. The 
other person I was. I made myself into someone new.”

She goes quiet and sad for a while after that, and Michelle sits and sips 
at a glass of water, and thinks about the question Anna asked her in the 
bar that night after the show. About whether she’d use up the last bits of 
herself on revenge, or if she’d go out and start from zero again. Michelle 
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wonders if the prospect of starting from zero seems less horrible when 
you’ve had to do it before, or if that just makes it worse. 

“I'm older than Lily and Will,” Anna tells her, breaking the sad quiet 
with sad words. “They don't know that. They never knew that. And I'm 
just going to get older and older than them now, I suppose, since they're 
going to stay exactly as they are forever. Well... they're going to keep 
looking the same, anyway. Even as the people they were inside keep 
fading away. They can’t tell it’s happening. But I can tell. That’s what 
happens. 

“I'm older but I don't look it, because for a while when I was a kid I 
didn't grow much. Like your friend Sofie, but I got hit a little bit older.” 

Anna’s over at the window now, looking out at the view that she can 
only afford because she doesn’t think there’s any future to save her 
money for. If she wasn’t still talking, Michelle would think that Anna had 
forgotten that Michelle was there. 

“I'd already reached puberty when I got bitten by a vampire when I was 
ten years old,” says Anna. “It was a near thing, but I shook the infection 
off eventually. Then I got bitten again. He was my stepdad; who would 
believe me? Not my mom, who didn't even know what he was. I don't 
know why he lived like that. Pretending to be human. Having all the 
trappings of a normal life when he was this disgusting thing. Working a 
fucking night shift as a hospital security guard, a wife and stepdaughter 
and we probably would have even had a fucking dog if dogs couldn't 
sense how wrong he was, how sick and dangerous.

“That's why I've never liked how Will and Lily... It doesn't work like 
that. Playing house and going through the motions doesn't make you 
human. It makes you a monster wearing a mask, if you're like... like he 
was.

“So I ran away. Ditched my name, my past, everything. When I started 
growing normally again, I was about three years behind where I would 
have been, so I just shaved those years off the age I told people. Those 
years... it was like I could make them vanish completely. They didn't have 
to have happened at all. I was fourteen but I looked eleven, so who's to 
say I wasn't eleven? Couldn't I live those years over again, without the 
bad things this time? Even foster homes and squats and sleeping in the 
sheds behind churches where the wall was warm from the heaters inside 
was a better way to grow up. So much better.
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“I never even thought about vampires. I didn't think about them at all. 
I'd gone through it once. I'd had my share of the pain they bring, as far as 
I could see. It didn't have to be anything to do with me ever again. They'd 
taken enough from me. I was keeping the rest of my life for myself.

“And then eventually I met Lil, and she was so... she made me laugh. I 
never laughed much, before I knew her. And she had so much anger 
inside her, this miserable half-hopeless anger that she channelled outward 
as much as she could. I loved that. I loved that she'd rather spraypaint a 
wall for hours through the night than sit and hate herself, that she'd 
rather fill a supermarket cart with newspaper and set it on fire in a 
parking lot than think too much about the darkness inside her. She was 
like me: maybe if she never stopped moving, the things inside her head 
would never manage to catch up.

“And then... and then. And then, when I thought I'd finally done it, left 
that old me and her lost years and all the rest in the past, found myself 
somebody new to be and a new life to have. That's when the vampires 
came back into the story. Lily and Will saw one of them kill a girl at a 
school dance, and when they told me all about it, it was so weird. It was 
like I was made of stone, almost. Like I was a stone carving of me, with a 
little shelf cut into my chest, and they'd reached into that little shelf and 
dropped this ugly, awful, rotten, foul thing in there, just by saying what 
they'd seen at their school dance. I was still me, I was just the same, I was 
made of stone and I didn't even move or flick an eyelash, but now there 
was this rotten thing inside my chest. I swear I could feel it settle there, I 
really could.

“So I gave up... no, I didn't give up any of my new life, not really. We 
just made choices we wouldn't have made. Learning to fight. Moving into 
the warehouse. Giving up our dreams of being rock stars, which had 
been safe dreams when it looked like it would never happen, but stopped 
being safe the more popular we got. It wasn't safe to aspire that high, not 
when the gutters were still overrun with vampires.

"It was funny. Hearing Rose say Jamie and Russ are dead. I remember 
thinking how it was funny, because I couldn't remember telling Rose my 
real name. I wondered how she knew it. I was always waiting for 
someone at shows to call me that, especially when we played in Detroit. 
A lot of people knew me by my old name in Detroit. But I didn't think 
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Rose knew it, so when she told me that was the first thing I thought. How 
funny."

Anna scrubs the back of her hand over her eyes and draws in a long, 
ragged breath. “You’d better go now. The vampires will be out soon. 
Sometimes they go out early in the night.” 

She doesn’t look at Michelle. Michelle puts her empty water glass down 
by the sink, and the slowly melting ice pack inside the sink itself. 

“Bye, Anna,” she says quietly, closing the door behind her as she goes. 

~

Michelle makes it home with no problem, only to find Bette waiting for 
her on the front porch of her house, smoking a cigarette as she perches 
on the railing and swings her booted legs. 

“I didn’t know vampires could smoke,” Michelle says. It’s too exhausting 
to be frightened of Bette. Michelle doesn’t have enough fear to go 
around, and Bette’s not as scary as most of the other vampires. 

Not because she’s any less deadly, or strange. It’s just because... Because 
she’s Bette. It’s hard to be afraid of anybody who’s such a goofy dork. 

“We can’t,” Bette answers, exhaling a thin stream of smoke from 
between her garnet-red lips. “It’s habit, mostly.” She spins her lighter 
between her fingertips. It’s just a cheap black one, decorated with a 
sketchy little picture done in silvery paint, a tiny winged skeleton. 

“Rose draw that?” Michelle asks. She can recognise the art style. Bette 
looks down at the lighter, then nods.

“Mm-hmm. We had matching ones. I don’t know if she still uses hers,” 
Bette answers. “You been training with Anna?”

Michelle doesn’t see the point in trying to deny it. If the bruises and 
scrapes have already given her away, then lying isn’t going to save the 
situation. “Yeah.”

“Okay. You gonna be trying to kill me or anything?”

Michelle thinks about it before answering, because it seems like the 
kind of thing she should think about. “No.”

“Okay.”
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Michelle shifts her weight from foot to foot, feeling at a loss as to what 
she’s supposed to do. Bette finishes her cigarette and piches out the 
cherry with her thumb and forefinger. A tiny scowl appears between her 
eyebrows as the heat burns her. 

“You’re so fucked up,” Michelle says, almost meaning it like a 
compliment. “Do you wanna come in?”

“I don’t need an invitation. It’s not like in movies,” Bette replies, but 
comes in anyway. There’s fresh sushi in the fridge, left by the 
housekeeper. Michelle suddenly realises how ravenously hungry she is. 

“You don’t mind if I eat, do you?” she asks Bette, who shrugs. Michelle 
takes the plate of sushi over to the dining room table and sits down, 
gesturing for Bette to join her. 

“I trained with them for a while. Before I died,” Bette says. “Back when 
they were all still alive. They made me stop. Said I should have a normal 
life. Then I got killed anyway, so I guess they don’t bother saying that 
anymore. And I guess ‘they’ is just Anna now.”

Michelle eats another piece of sushi and doesn’t answer. Bette spins the 
lighter on the tabletop, making the silver paint design vanish in a whirl. 

“Russ told me some seriously fucked-up stuff about how he’d become a 
vampire hunter in the first place,” Bette goes on. “About how his little 
brother got bit by some creep, and how his sister saved his little brother 
by giving him blood when he was dying. Making the infection take hold 
enough to bring him back, I guess. How fucked up is that, a little kid 
getting made into a vampire?” 

“Anna’s had bad stuff happen to her, too,” Michelle agrees. She doesn’t 
think it’s her place to retell the story Anna shared with her, but the bare 
bones of it are probably okay to tell Bette. It’s not like it’s a great 
revelation or anything. Nobody ends up in the kind of place they’re all in 
without something bad happening on the way. 

“We’re not immoral, you know,” Bette says. “We’re amoral. It’s not the 
same thing.” 

Michelle snorts. “You have no idea what you just said, do you?”

Bette grins and shakes her head. “Nah. But it sounded good, right?” 

“It sounded like the kind of shit Jay says Blake’s always saying,” Michelle 
answers, with a smile of her own. Then she goes serious again. “It’s not 
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you guys. That’s not why I went to Anna. I don’t want you to... did 
Tommy tell you what happened?”

Bette looks puzzled. “I haven’t spoken to Tommy. I slept at the club 
today, because Ash and I were working stuff out and stayed too late, and 
then I came around to your place when it was dark enough to go out. 
What happened? Is Rose okay?”

Michelle wants to rolls her eyes. “Oh my god, you are so predictable. 
Rose is fine. I guess. As fine as me and Tommy and Jay are, anyway. That 
Gretchen girl came to Tommy and Rose’s house and did this whole stupid 
evil-vampire thing about how she was going to turn Rose into a vampire 
and we could all come along too if we wanted. It was –“ Michelle’s 
dismissive tone wavers and stutters in her throat. She looks down at her 
plate, swallowing back a sudden wave of sickness. “It was fucking scary, 
to tell the truth.” 

Bette doesn’t say anything. After a few seconds, Michelle looks up. 
Bette’s expression is terrifyingly still and calm. 

“So it was her,” Michelle goes on. “It was her who made me go to Anna.”

“Do you know where she is now?”

Michelle shakes her head. “No. But Rose might.”

“Call her.” Bette’s voice is icy and furious. Michelle wonders if maybe it 
was a bad idea to put Bette in the ‘goofy dork’ category. Right now, she’s 
as scary as any vampire Michelle has met. 

Michelle gets her phone out and picks Rose’s name out of the address 
book. It rings a few times before being picked up. “Michelle?”

“Hey, Rose. Can I... um, could you give me... someone here wants 
Gretchen’s number. Can I have it?”

Rose is silent for a long beat. “Is it Bette?”

Michelle sighs. This crap is so stupid. She gets enough dating drama from 
her own life and her relationship with Tommy. The last thing she needs is 
to play proxy to Rose and Bette’s whole thing as well.  “Can I have the 
number or not?”

“Fine,” Rose grumbles. “Everyone wants her tonight. Alexander called 
for it earlier.” 
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“Well, she didn’t make exactly a quiet entrance into the scene,” 
Michelle points out. “No wonder everyone wants to yell at her.”

“Don’t let... don’t let them hurt each other. Her and Bette,” Rose says, 
ending the call before Michelle can think of a reply.   

A few seconds later a text with the number comes through to 
Michelle's phone. She hands it over to Bette, who promptly presses 'call' 
without asking. 

"What if I didn't have any credit on my phone?" Michelle asks, pursing 
her lips. Bette's steely expression vanishes, just for a second, and she 
looks amused.

"Please. You'll have credit on your phone when the apocalypse comes 
and we all live in bunkers. How else will you and Tommy be able to 
discuss which bands used to be cool and aren't anymore?"

Michelle would object, but Bette kind of has a point, so she stays quiet. 

"Gretchen. It's Bette," Bette says in a cool voice. "I think we need to 
talk... no, I'm not going to yell at you, but dude, you can't be surprised 
that... she did, really? That's... okay, yeah, you come here. I'll text you 
the address."

"No you will not text her the address!" Michelle says, her eyes 
widening as she tries to grab her phone back off Bette. "I just spent hours 
getting my ass handed to me by a vampire hunter because I'm scared of 
this girl and now you want to give her my address? When you died, did 
your brain get oxygen deprived for longer than it's meant to or 
something?" 

"Stop being a drama queen," Bette replies. "I'll give her the address of a 
coffee place or something if you're going to be such a pill about it, 
Christ."

"Fucking vampires," Michelle mutters, crossing her arms. "You guys 
are all such dickbags, you know that, right?"

"Yeah, I know," Bette agrees distractedly, texting Gretchen. "Come on, 
let's go meet her."

"What? I'm not going!" 

"Come on. You'll see, she's not that scary."
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"Trust me, she fucking well is that scary," Michelle snipes back. "And 
I'm not going to meet her!"

Bette gives her a sharp smile. "I can make you come meet her, if I want 
to."

Michelle's about to get afraid again when Bette spoils the effect of her 
own menace by stamping her foot and whining. "Come on, I totally 
promise you're not gonna get hurt, okay? Vampire's honor."

The plea is so ridiculous that Michelle sighs and nods her head. "Okay. 
But you gotta be my bodyguard."

~

Gretchen looks less fearsome this time, but Michelle's not fooled. A 
scrappy ponytail and an old cardigan over a t-shirt and jeans might make 
someone look normal, but even those things can't take away from the 
subtle points of Gretchen's fangs, or the patch covering one eye, or the 
deep red iris of the other. A wolf is still a wolf, even in sheep's clothing. 

"I ordered coffee. They don't do tea," Gretchen says to them as they 
approach the booth where she sits. 

"What happened to your eye?" Bette asks, not sitting down. Michelle 
stays standing as well. Gretchen shrugs, pulling at a loose lock of her hair, 
partially obscuring the patch.

"A quarrel. Nothing to worry about. The socket was cauterized, 
though, so the eye will take some time to grow back. It's annoying," 
Gretchen answers. 

"Gross," Bette says appreciatively, sitting down opposite Gretchen, 
sliding along so there's room for Michelle as well. "Can I see?"

"I really hate you," Michelle tells Bette. Bette doesn't look bothered. 
Gretchen, thankfully, does not lift her eyepatch to show Bette.

Their coffee arrives. Michelle adds sugar and cream to hers, just so 
she'll have something to do with her hands as she stirs the mixture. Bette 
and Gretchen both leave theirs black. 

"Michelle told me what you said about Rose," Bette says. Gretchen 
gives Michelle an unreadable look.

"Yes, it's amazing how many people have heard about something I 
expressly threatened those three not to tell anybody about," she remarks, 
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but she doesn't say it in a way that's especially threatening. Which is good, 
because if she sounded threatening then Michelle would probably wet 
herself. 

"Don't you touch her," Bette says, and she does sound threatening. The 
words are pure venom. "You lay a hand on Rose and I'll kill you myself."

"You would be dead before you'd moved an inch if you came after me," 
Gretchen says calmly. Michelle holds her coffee cup and tries to 
remember to breathe. 

"Don't hurt her. Please. She deserves --"

"There's no such thing as 'deserves', Bette." Gretchen's voice reminds 
Michelle of school teachers, when they explain something fundamental 
about a topic for the first time. Clear and precise, so that everybody will 
understand. "I'm sure you remember that I left the city in order to give 
you and Rose a chance to have ordinary human lives. That was clearly not 
a plan that turned out the way any of us expected. So now I have a new 
plan."

Bette presses her lips together in a frown for a long moment before 
speaking. "You're the one who... it was your bite. Did you know that?" 

Gretchen shakes her head. "No. I didn't know that." There's a soft, 
happy smile on her mouth, and it changes the whole aspect of her face. 
Like this, it's difficult to remember just how dangerous this sweet-
looking teenage girl really is. 

"Like I said back at your place, it's not like the movies," Bette explains 
to Michelle. "You don't become a vampire by getting drained and then 
drinking somebody's blood. When a vampire bites you, you get infected 
with, I don't know, I guess it's a kind of virus. It makes you want. It makes 
you itch deep down under your skin. But after a while, if you keep it in 
check, it fades away and you go back to normal. But if you die while the 
bite's still in your system, if the bite's strong enough, then you come 
back. When the others killed Lily, I had the bad luck to run into her 
when she was only just awake again. She attacked me and killed me. But I 
came back. I came back because I'd let Gretchen bite me."

These last words, though ostensibly addressed to Michelle, are said 
quietly by Bette as she looks at Gretchen across the table. Michelle can't 
tell if the expression on Bette's face is more gratitude or resentment. 
Maybe it's both. Gretchen just looks pleased. 
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"I left to protect you, but in the end it was the harm I'd already done 
that saved you," she says. 

"Please don't hurt Rose," Bette begs. 

"You say that, but you know it's not what you really want," Gretchen 
counters. "The road to hell's paved with good intentions, Bette."

The waiter comes to the table, refilling their coffees. They all sit in 
silence for several long minutes, an awkward bubble of quiet in the noisy 
room around them. 

Michelle gives Gretchen's eyepatch a glance. "I never thought much 
before about how... how vulnerable vampires are," she remarks. "Just 
because you live forever, and survive things that'd kill an alive person. 
But vampires get hurt, hurt badly, all the time." 

Gretchen nods. "I actually think we're more fragile than humans. 
Because we heal. Think about the human heart -- would it seem nearly so 
vulnerable if the first heartbreaks of life shattered it forever? Of course 
not. You'd adapt and go on, as a human does when they lose an eye, or a 
hand, or a lung or a leg or their hearing or any other thing. You lose it 
once and you learn to live without. But the human heart seems more 
vulnerable than all of these, because it heals. It loves again, and breaks 
again, over and over. No matter how many time I lose my eye, it will 
never learn how to be blinded. Humans only have one death to be afraid 
of; we have so many more than that." 

"So why force Rose into that?" Michelle asks. It isn't like she's not 
already on Gretchen's shit list; a little debate can hardly make her 
chances of survival any worse at this point."What's so great about what 
you've got, that you need to make her the same as you?" 

Gretchen honest-to-hell chuckles at that, a deep sweet laugh that would 
be utterly endearing if Michelle wasn't terrified of her. 

Before Gretchen says anything, however, her phone rings. The ring-tone 
is the White Stripes' cover of Dolly Parton's Jolene, which makes Michelle 
understand a little better why everyone seems to think Gretchen is 
pretty cool. If she hadn't acted like a total psychopath, Michelle would 
probably like her too. 

"Hey, how're... no, I haven't checked my messages. Because I didn't 
know I had any... yes, I realise I can't know if I have any unless I check 
them, what's your poi... is he all right? All right, I'll come to you now. 
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We'll have to reschedule that other business for another night, can you 
call... I knew there was a reason I kept you around." Her voice is teasing 
and warm. Friendly. Michelle doesn't but it for a second. "See you 
soon."

"That was Quinn," Gretchen explains to them both, returning the 
cellphone to her pocket. "Blake's managed to get himself into trouble 
with poison. That boy is more trouble than he's worth."

"Is he going to be all right?" Bette asks, worry furrowing her brows and 
making her look, just for a moment, painfully young and human. 

"Quinn says yes," assures Gretchen. "We'll go there now, though, so 
you can see for yourself."

 Michelle doesn't know why she decides to tag along with them. Maybe 
because it seems stupid to leave now, when she's come this far. Whatever 
the reason is, she follows Bette and Gretchen out of the coffee shop, into 
the night outside. 
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ALEXANDER

Quinn meets up with them as they return to the townhouse. There's a 
flash of recognition in Will's eyes, which Quinn confirms with a nod.

"We met. Briefly."

"When I was traveling," Will explains to Lily, with deliberate 
dismissiveness in his voice. She doesn't quite manage to hide her frown. 
Alexander concentrates very hard on not smacking their heads together, 
slapstick-style. Timothy smirks, like he knows what Alex is thinking. 

"Gretchen will be along as soon as I can raise her on the phone," Quinn 
says to Alexander. "She rarely remembers to check our messages. But I've 
dealt with poisoning like this before; don't worry. Let's go see how he 
is."

Blake is looking much the same as he was when Alexander and Timothy 
left. Jay's wrist is wrapped in a dressing, but any blood that Blake's 
managed to swallow hasn't done him any visible good. 

"Leading vampire hunters into my sickroom. You're even worse at 
caring for invalids than I gave you credit for," Blake quips to Alexander 
upon seeing Lily and Will. Blake's voice sounds thin and ragged, like it 
hurts him more to speak than he'd ever voluntarily let on. 

Will rolls his eyes. "I've been here before, you know. But if you don't 
want our help, that's fine. We're happy to leave right now." 

"Oh, please. You're never happy," Blake fires back. "You expend massive 
and constant effort making sure of it."

"Okay, let's get you three somewhere where you can do chemistry 
stuff!" Timothy says with cartoonishly chipper brightness, pushing 
Quinn, Will and Lily out of the sick room. 

"Try not to antagonize them too much," Alexander suggests to Blake. "I 
know it's impossible to resist, but at least wait until they've cured you."

"All right," Blake says, raising one hand as if taking an oath. Alexander 
pretends not to see how it trembles. 

~

Because he knows he won't be able to get any useful work done until 
this crisis has been resolved, Alexander sits and watches Quinn, Will and 
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Lily at work. The mix has a lot of iron and zinc-rich ingredients, which 
gives the air the same kind of edge that comes just before violent storms. 

Quinn is explaining some of the basic points of vampire physiology to 
the pair. Which Alexander would object to -- however temporarily 
truced they might be, Lily and Will are still vampire hunters -- but is 
finding too interesting himself to put a stop to it. 

"Really, from the long view of it, what happens is a survival trait," 
Quinn says. "Almost no hunters know that the brain and the heart can 
both be regrown, if given the opportunity. They see the apparently dead 
body of the vampire they’ve maimed and assume that their job is 
accomplished."

"So hunters are still as bad as vampires at sharing knowledge, then," 
Lily says, crushing garlic with more vigor than the task really deserves. 
"Even with all the websites and messageboards we've got going."

A suspicion begins to grow in Alexander's mind. He leaves the three to 
their work, heading to Blake's office to make use of the computer there. 

He has logins at all the major hunter haunts, of course, but rarely 
bothers to lurk at any of them. There's always a heated discussion about 
religion, and one about going public, and numerous threads of male 
hunters being condescending asses to female hunters, and brags about 
weaponry or kills. Alexander would rather drive nails through his hands 
than spend any length of time at most of those boards. 

There are other, quieter websites, though. Where the interactions are 
clipped and to the point, and everything is efficient and serious. It's at 
one of those that he finds what he suspected: a short conversation 
between a username which he knows to be Anna's, and a recently 
registered user with the very covert and impossible-to-decipher name of 
RottenToTheCora. 

Alexander wonders if Anna knows that the recipe for poison came from 
a vampire. He wonders if she cares.

Tim raps his knuckles against the doorframe. "I called Chloe. Told her 
that we'd have to reschedule our meeting with the stalkers for another 
night."

"It's flattering to have such a high demand for the opportunity to kill 
us," Alexander says with a smirk, leaning back in the chair. "I guess 
they'll just have to wait their turn."
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"How're you doing?"

Alexander rakes his hand back through his hair. "Fine. Irritated. 
Whatever game Cora's playing, she's being meticulous about it. I feel like 
I'm trying to put a watch together and I've only been given the smallest 
cogs."

~

Blake unconscious looks slighter, thinner, younger than Blake awake. 
Alexander's always thought of the Blake as being older than himself, in 
appearance as well as age, but with the archness smoothed from his 
features he looks younger, barely beyond boyhood. He was so young 
when he died. 

"I've never thought of him as having once been a person," Will 
murmurs to himself, as if he too is struck by the different cast to Blake's 
features, with the vampire temporarily gone from them. 

They've refined the antidote down to powder and mixed it with 
purified water, and now Quinn injects it into one of the delicate blue 
veins visible on the inside of Blake's wrist. Blake's eyelids flutter and his 
lips part, but after a moment his face relaxes again, as still as a wax doll. 
Quinn injects another dose, with the same result. 

"He's not metabolising it," Quinn says, the edge of a French accent in 
his voice becoming more pronounced as his concern mounts. "Someone 
else will have to take it, and then we'll have to feed him their blood. 
That'll introduce it into his system and keep it circulating." 

"I'll do it," Jay says immediately, stepping forward. Quinn shakes his 
head.

"No, he'll need too much of your blood, and the solution may make you 
ill."

Alexander's about to step forward as the natural choice -- Tim is still 
too weak after Cora's gunshot, Bette and Ash are nowhere to be found, 
and the extensive clique of vampires downstairs don't need to know 
about this if it can be helped -- when Will takes the hypodermic from 
Quinn's hand and slips the needle into the vein at the crook of his own 
arm. 
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Lily stays quiet, as if she can't see anything odd in what Will's doing. 
Like she expected it. Will hands her the now-emptied syringe and bends 
his elbow up and down a few times, flexing his fingers. 

Alexander sees the small tattoo on Will's wrist just as Will raises it to his 
own mouth to tear the skin. Love is all you need. 

Will places the wound against Blake's lips, and they all stand unmoving 
around the bed, waiting, hushed. As if moving too much, or speaking, 
might somehow stop him from waking up. Blake's mouth opens. He 
begins to swallow.

They remain in their tableau for endless minutes, until finally Will 
wavers and sways on his feet, visibly paler, and Lily steps forward.

"That's enough," she declares in a rare moment of practicality, lifting 
Will's arm away from Blake's flushed mouth and guiding Will one step, 
then two, then three away from the bed, until the pair of them are 
positioned by the doorway. As close to being out of the room as is 
possible, while still being in the room.

Blake smiles, stretches languidly, then opens his eyes. “I knew it was 
you. Most people’s blood isn’t nearly so sweet,” he says to Will with a 
winning smile. 

Will scowls, and Lily flips Blake off. Jay wears a ghost of the pinched 
expression of envy that he used to get whenever Blake antagonised the 
pair. Alexander smirks. 

“Twenty minutes ago everyone wanted to save you, and now they’ve all 
remembered how much they want to slap you instead,” he says to Blake. 
“You must be on the mend already.”

Lily is feeding Will some of her blood from a cut on her wrist, giving 
him back a little colour and losing some herself in the process. Alexander 
can’t fault her reasoning – better to have two slightly unwell vampires 
than one near-drained one – and as she draws her arm away from Will’s 
mouth, he can see that she, too, has a tattoo on her wrist. 

She holds it beside Will’s now, as the wounds on their wrists each begin 
to knit closed with glacial slowness. 

“See? They’ll heal back just like they were,” Lily whispers to him. “Even 
after this.” 
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He looks at her in disbelief, like he can’t believe she still has time for 
him, still has care for him, when he’s just saved the life of the man who 
took so much from them. Lily’s eyes narrow, glinting with the firey anger 
she seems to constantly carry inside her, barely half-banked at the best of 
times. 

Alexander’s aware of Quinn and Timothy and Jay all speaking with 
Blake, discussing Nell’s eventual arrival and where the poison came from. 
Since Alexander’s already explained to Tim about the message board he 
found, he lets the conversation flow without him, and stays fixed on 
watching the tiny power-plays at work between the pair by the door. 

“You’re the one who left,” Lily is saying now, furiously, her voice hushed 
and harsh. “I never ran away from you. I won’t. No matter what.” 

"We don't fit anywhere," Will answers, in a voice that’s even quieter 
than hers. He sounds resigned and unhappy. "We could kid ourselves for 
a while, but we don't. We're hunters, but when there are other hunters 
around, we don't fit with them. We're vampires, but we don't fit with 
other vampires. We're --" 

"We fit here," Lily says, and holds Will close. "We fit here." 

She says it like she believes it's enough. 
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MICHELLE

Bette doesn’t just walk anywhere. She kicks stray empty bottles along 
the sidewalk, she balances along low fences, she runs ahead around 
corners and lags behind to look at things in gutters. This leaves Michelle 
to walk beside Gretchen with no intermediary.

Michelle decides that maybe she’s going to end up using the stuff she 
learns from Anna against Bette after all. No jury would convict her.  

“You’re right, of course.”

Michelle looks at Gretchen in surprise. “What?”

“About what I’m doing. I know it’s wrong. But I tried doing the right 
thing, and Bette still died, so what’s the point?”

Michelle huffs out a breath, which steams faintly in the air for a 
moment before it vanishes. Gretchen’s breath doesn’t steam. 

“I don’t know, isn’t there a saying about how virtue is its own reward?” 
Michelle offers. 

Gretchen makes a small amused noise. “I stopped looking for rewards 
from the universe a long time ago. You get what you take. That’s all.” 

Michelle doesn’t speak for a few minutes, scared as always of what 
Gretchen might do if she doesn’t like what Michelle’s got to say.

But Michelle thinks she maybe understands Gretchen, maybe better 
than most living people would. Because Michelle’s not quite human – 
not a normal human, anyway. Her brain doesn’t work like a human’s is 
meant to. 

She remembers hearing her mother talk with one of the doctors, once. 
Michelle’s mom had read an article in a magazine about the warning 
signs in kids who grew up to be psychopaths. Bed wetting, setting fires, 
lying, self-injury, stealing, difficulty playing well with others. She was 
scared Michelle was going to be a psychopath some day, some drooling 
nutcase who got true crime books written about the awful shit they did. 

All the doctor said in reply was “We don’t diagnose antisocial 
personality disorder until a child reaches 18”. Not “No, no, of course 
not. Michelle isn’t going to turn out like that”. Nothing so reassuring. 
Nothing to stop Michelle from lying awake at night, worrying that it was 
true, that she was going to just get weirder and weirder as she grew up.
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Later, when she read more about it, she knew that even worrying about 
it in the first place was an indicator that she wasn’t a total sociopath. But 
she’s never felt completely reassured – after all, she’s still not 18, so she 
can’t be certain that the worrying part of her isn’t going to fall away like 
a shed skin. 

All the books she found about it said one of the big flashing danger signs 
was substance abuse, too. And since Michelle and Tommy and Jay formed 
their tight-knit little trio (that doesn’t really count as ‘playing well with 
others’, Michelle thinks, because they’re as weird as she is), they’ve 
abused pretty much any substance they could find. 

Not because it’s fun, exactly. Just because it’s something different to 
feel, for a while. 

“If you really believed it was that simple, you wouldn’t bother with 
loving people,” Michelle says to Gretchen, thinking again of Tommy and 
Jay, of how important they are to her. She doesn’t really remember how 
to be Michelle without having the two of them there to be Tommy and 
Jay beside her. “They wouldn’t be worth the risk.”

Gretchen seems oddly satisfied with the retort, like Michelle’s 
confirmed something that Gretchen suspected. They walk together 
unspeaking for a while. Bette, apparently bored with her meandering, 
falls into step on Michelle’s other side. 

"Objectively, the most poignant aspect of living forever may well be 
how notoriously difficult all hearts are to destroy,” Gretchen says. “Even 
the human heart, comparatively fragile as it is. It survives fire, when so 
much else just burns.”

Michelle gets that vampires have eternity, but they’re all so fucking 
wordy about everything. She braces herself for another speech. 

"Artie was so much to me. Nobody will ever know how much. The 
rational mind isn't large enough to comprehend the true scope of love. 
That's what blood and chemicals and hearts and bones are for. And every 
drop of me, all the marrow and lightening I am made from, loved Artie 
with all that I am. 

"And yet I've healed from him. The heart grows back. That wound 
healed in less time than it will take for my eye to recover. A shiver of 
nerves, some pain, a few tears, and then the heart's restored. Forever can 
seem like such a long time, then. When it becomes apparent how 
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resilient we are when faced with the losses which by all rights should 
destroy us. 

“But we don't fall, we don't lie and rot and become nightmarish horror-
stains upon the dewy grass. We get up and walk on into the coming night, 
and the night after that, and the night after that, forever. Not even the 
loss of our hearts destroys us, for our hearts grow back." 

“Mine hasn’t,” Bette says.

“Oh, my darling girl.” Gretchen’s smile looks old on her young face. 
“You haven’t even lost it yet. That’s still to come.” 

“Then I don't think I want to be here to go through it,” Bette says, 
sounding like she knows exactly what her words imply and meaning 
every bit of it.  "How do we get up and talk and smile and pay for bus 
tickets and find matching socks and do all the rest when it hurts so 
fucking much to be alive? When every happiness is only sweet because we 
can already see the heartbreak lurking, the old withered cat-skeleton 
waiting inside the smallest kitten?" 

"This is why I can't live with Blake, right here," Gretchen says to 
Michelle with false levity, gesturing at Bette. "You stay here too long, and 
you start to talk like him." 

“I think you’re a little guilty of it too,” Michelle mutters, but is ignored. 

"It's too hard!" Bette snaps. Michelle feels her own eyes prickle, 
because she knows exactly how Bette feels, she knows what it's like to 
feel the sharp-needled teeth of being alive. 

It seems unfair that Bette feels that way, when Bette isn't even alive 
anymore. 

"Nobody ever said it would be this hard." Bette's voice is quieter now. 
Defeated. The light, icy wind makes her dark hair stir a little, listlessly, 
around her pale face. 

"Hard compared to what, exactly?" Gretchen asks, pausing mid-step 
and putting her hands on her hips. Bette and Michelle stop walking too. 

Gretchen’s voice is gentle but exasperated, like somebody scolding a 
small and unhappy child who's done something wrong. "This is all there 
is, dear heart. Living, dying -- that's it. This is as easy as it gets. So harden 
the fuck up." 
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She starts walking again. Bette, head bowed, makes as if to follow her. 
But Michelle’s had enough of this bullshit. She stands her ground. 

"You're not actually very good at talking people down off ledges." 

Gretchen glares at her. 

Michelle glares right back. "'Life sucks, get over it'? You can't do any 
better than that?" 

"It's the truth. That's the best anybody can offer," Gretchen replies. 

"It's your truth," retorts Michelle. "Here's mine. Bette, I know it's hard. 
And hell, maybe Gretchen's right and it only gets harder. But you never 
know for certain until it happens. Like, did you predict that Gretchen 
was going to give you the most nihilistic excuse for a pep talk ever? No. 
So you don't know what else is coming, either. And maybe what’s coming 
is beautiful.”

Bette looks skeptical. “You don’t actually believe that yourself, though.”

“I try to,” Michelle tells her honestly. “I don’t always manage it. But I 
try.”

They reach the townhouse soon after. The recognition Michelle feels is 
shot through with surprise and the floaty, not-really-awake feeling she 
associates with being high. It’s like seeing something she’s dreamed 
about. She’s been half-convinced for years that she must’ve imagined the 
night she visited a house full of strange, off-centre fairy stories, back 
when she was the little difficult girl Phenex had to bring along.  

But it’s real and solid, in front of her, and they’re walking up the front 
steps to the door. Bette reaches into her purse for her keys, but the door 
swings open before she finds them. Timothy – and now that Michelle has 
recognised the house, she recognises Timothy, not just as Jay’s friend but 
as Phenex’s too – has his face half-turned away from them, speaking to 
someone in the room beyond. 

Michelle is about to tell them about her memory, about the childhood 
evening she spent here once, but as Timothy turns to face them his eyes 
lock onto Gretchen’s and his face goes even paler than usual. 

“Ledishka?”  
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ALEXANDER

Tim,

Oscar's trial  continues. Blake is making out as if he doesn't care at all. I can't  
tell if the bluster is for Oscar's sake or for his own. 

As one outside the dominant race of this country – human and white alike – I  
find myself endlessly puzzled by the arbitrary outrage which constitutes morality. 
There are brothels full of children to be found throughout the city and nary an eye  
is blinked, yet adult sodomy may well prove to be Oscar's ruin.

If spoiled, demanding Bosie had been a petulant girl of twelve and Oscar had  
fallen in the same utter and foolish love, there wouldn't have been even the mildest  
of scandals. It doesn't seem right.

~

Alex and Tim lead Lily and Will downstairs and to the front door. If the 
pair were trusted to find their own way out, they might stumble across 
something they find attractive or interesting on the way, and then they'd 
have to go home and flagellate themselves to drive out any ambiguity 
they might feel. 

Alexander stopped having patience for martyrs a long time ago.

Timothy opens the front door and then freezes stock-still. Alexander 
has a half-second of panic, because Tim never checks the cameras or the 
peephole before he opens the door; he somehow still blithely trusts the 
universe.

Then Tim says “Ledishka?”

Alex rushes to Tim's side. On the steps stand Bette and her human 
friend Michelle and Gretchen, who used to be Anastasja and before that 
Nell. Alex tries to always think of people by the names they've chosen for 
themselves, but the echoes of who she used to be are an invisible nimbus 
of memory around her.

“Your eye,” Tim says, in the language of his human life. 

“Your cheek,” Gretchen answers in the same tongue, small hand 
reaching through the space between them and then stopping, as if she 
meant to touch the silvery scars of Cora's bullet and then became afraid 
that touch would break the dream.
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It seems to occur to them both at the same moment how close they 
each came, after so long, to dying. To missing this. They grab one another 
into a hug which would break human bones. 

Alexander knows how miraculous and precious this moment is for the 
pair, which is why his own mind turns to mundane practicality. “Come 
inside,” he says to them, in the vanished dialect they share, because he's 
sure it would take more effort than they have to spare to remember the 
meaning of English words. “Reunions deserve better locales.”

He ushers Lily and Will out as he guides the others in. Lily and Will 
don't deserve to see this, and Gretchen and Tim don't deserve their 
questioning looks, their judgement. Alexander would protect Tim and 
Gretchen from the world if he could. 

“What's going on?” Bette asks, when the front door is safely shut again. 
Gretchen and Tim, still clutching at each other's arms, are talking as fast 
as their mouths can manage it, asking questions and then asking more 
before they've given time to answer. 

“They're brother and sister,” Alex explains, feeling more than a little 
awed himself. “I've known them both for more than a century, and I 
never thought... It never occurred to me as even a possibility.” 

He debates with himself whether it's worth trying to get them upstairs. 
Gretchen will want to see Blake eventually, of course, but for now seems 
to want nothing except the opportunity to stare at Tim in wonderment. 
Alexander can sympathize. He decides to leave upstairs until later, and 
opts instead for one of the unused rooms downstairs, the one where Min 
stayed until Jenny and Sofie took the apartment. 

“I remember this room,” Michelle murmurs, but Alexander leaves that 
mystery until later and instead listens to Tim and Gretchen's garbled, 
happy conversation. 

“That was you, researching through the university? I thought that it 
must be a hunter, trying to track me through my history.” 

“How self-centered of you,” Tim teases, glowing at the sight of her. 

“I was half-right though, wasn't I? Because it was my history you were 
hunting. You just didn't think it would be me at the end of the trail.”

“No, never. I had no – what happened? Was it Ilia?”
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Alexander, even though he's desperate to witness this, to see every 
moment of the siblings rediscover one another, knows that this is a 
conversation that they deserve to have alone. He turns away from them, 
towards the other girls. 

Michelle is looking at a framed photograph left on one of the 
bookshelves which line the room. The picture's an old one, from about a 
century ago, the blacks and whites yellowed to ivory and sepia by age. 
Sebastian, with the thoughtful stillness lent to all old photos by their slow 
shutter speeds, standing somewhere in Rome, dressed in a grey suit and a 
derby hat, his tightly-rolled umbrella at his side like a gentleman's 
walking cane. 

The picture was taken in the last years of Sebastian's human life, and the 
sunlight stretches the silhouette of his shadow out long on the ground 
beside him. Sebastian's face is impatient, his mouth closed only to hold in 
a cigarette. He looks as if he's only stopped talking for the sake of the 
snapshot, and plans to begin again as soon as the photographer is done, 
which is probably exactly what the reality of the moment was. 

“I knew him. Well, I met him, once,” Michelle tells Alexander. “When I 
was a kid. He read me fairy tales.”

“He's somewhere in Europe now,” Alexander replies. “Or was, the last 
time I spoke to him. He's in a wandering phase. We all get like that 
sometimes.”

~

In the months since her death, Alex has seen Bette pout, whine, 
tantrum, slam doors and smash cups and plates. He's never, however, 
seen her with the kind of ageless fury that's on her face now. 

“If she poisoned you at my club, I'll tear every piece of her apart before I 
let her die,” she snarls. Blake looks flattered. “That's fucking neutral 
ground. Everyone knows it's fucking neutral ground.” 

Michelle clears her throat, looking surprisingly at ease for someone 
who's one of the only two humans in a room full of vampires. Alexander 
thinks her composure might be due to the fact that she's the kind of girl 
whose closest friend is someone like Jay. Or it might be because 
Gretchen is still downstairs with Timothy. 
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“I don't think Anna cares about things like that anymore, if she ever did. 
She's not, what's that term, she's not playing by Queensberry rules 
anymore.”

“I met the Marquess of Queensberry once,” Blake says, propped up into 
a sitting position on the bed by a mountain of pillows. “Didn't like him. 
Brutish little man. No style or grace at all. Horrible father, too.” 

“Getting a little off the topic,” Alexander interrupts dryly. “If Anna is 
now ignoring all the rules we guide our conflicts by, and being given help 
by Cora, we need to be more serious about the threat. Next time, we 
might not have the help we need.”

~

It's almost an hour before Gretchen and Timothy come upstairs. By then 
Blake's gone back to sleep, and Quinn has warned Alex that he'll 
probably need a lot of rest for some months. Which doesn't sound too 
bad in Alexander's opinion, because when Blake's sleeping it means he 
isn't talking. 

Jay and Michelle are in Bette's room with her and they are “hanging 
out”, which seems to involve playing obnoxious music loud enough to 
wake the proverbial dead. Or would, if Blake wasn't so soundly asleep. 

Alexander and Quinn are arguing about corporate business getting 
involved in micro-lending and the possible impacts that will have on 
developing countries when Gretchen and Timothy join them in the 
sitting room. The cat has been attacking Alex's shoe laces in a life-or-
death struggle, but callously abandons him as soon as Tim becomes 
available as an alternative.

“Tim, this is Quinn. Quinn, this is Timothy. You're both my brothers,” 
Gretchen says, introducing two segments of her life to one another with 
hopeful trepidation. Quinn and Tim shake hands, not sure yet of what to 
make of the whole strange situation but willing to offer the benefit of the 
doubt for Gretchen's sake. 

“Nell?” Blake calls. “If that's you, I demand to be doted on.”

Gretchen makes a face of mock-exasperation and goes in to see the 
convalescent. Tim follows her – Alexander suspects it will be a rare thing 
for some time for the two to be out of each other's sight – and Quinn 
and Alex trail after.
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“You really must grow out of trying to emulate me every way you can,” 
she scolds Blake. “This hero-worship will get you into trouble one of 
these days.”

“Hello to you too.”

Gretchen sits down on the foot of the bed, her legs curled under her 
daintily. “I suppose you've heard already about the wonderful 
coincidence?”

“You and Tim being sister and brother? Yes. I'm so happy for you both,” 
Blake says with genuine sincerity. Alexander's one of the few people in 
the world who can tell when Blake is genuinely sincere. It doesn't happen 
very often. “It's like something from the end of a fairy tale.”

“We're all of us fairy tales,” Gretchen reminds him. “And none of us 
have endings.” She smiles. “Thank you for adopting Bette.”

“She irritates Alexander immeasurably. It's wonderful,” Blake answers 
with a grin of his own. “Truly, though, she's a joy, and we all love her 
dearly. Even if her star-crossed romance with strange little Rose does 
drive us all mad with boredom.”

“I'm hardly in a position to judge her for that,” Gretchen observes, just 
as a shout comes from a few rooms over.

“HA!” Bette calls, running in and pointing a victorious finger at Blake. 
“You love me! I heard you! You can't take it back.”

Michelle and Jay trail in after her, giving Gretchen wary glances and 
hanging back by the door. 

“You're hallucinating, clearly,” Blake tells Bette. Bette sits down beside 
Gretchen, resting her head on the other girl's shoulder. 

“Gretchen heard you, didn't you Gretchen?”

“Yep.” 

Blake's maker and his protege give him matching smirks. 

“Stop taunting the ailing man!” Blake complains, throwing his hands up 
in defeat. 

“Yes, about that,” Gretchen's expression turns serious. “Why is Cora 
doing all this to you now? What set her off?”

“Jay's sister, actually,” Blake replies. “And Will, one of -”
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“I know who Will is,” Gretchen says, her smirk returning. “I saw him and 
Lily by the door as I arrived, and Tim told me the whole story. You've 
picked a grand game there.”

“Yes,” Blake agrees. “Anyway, it was Will and Jay's sister, Sofie. Their 
paths crossed Cora's in Denver, completely by chance. Sofie can be 
something of a vigilante when the mood strikes her, and it struck when 
she discovered that Cora was keeping several teenagers hostage for their 
blood.”

“Sofie and Jay were captives when they were children. Vampires had 
them prisoners for years,” Bette explains. “So it's kind of Sofie's thing, 
saving kids.”

“Oh,” Gretchen says, her voice carefully smooth, her gaze fixed on the 
pattern of Blake's coverlet in front of her. 

“They thwarted Cora's plans and got away,” Blake continues, pretending 
to ignore the change in Gretchen. “And Cora's been playing spiteful little 
tricks on us ever since. She made a few mad, mindless vampires out of 
students from Jay's school -”

“My friend Ash was one of them,” Bette interrupts again. “I wouldn't let 
Blake kill her when we found her, even though she can be pretty spaced 
out sometimes. I don't mind if she's crazy. I like crazy.”

“And arranged for a child to be given to Alexander as a business gift,” 
Blake goes on. “Sofie and Will's sister are acting as the little girl's 
guardians for the time being. Cora's most recent strikes have been rather 
more pointed: shooting Tim, and now orchestrating my poisoning by a 
hunter.”

“She must have known you'd be able to get the antidote, though,” 
Gretchen points out. “Poison is hardly the most foolproof way to kill you, 
if that's what she meant to do.”

“Yes, this is clearly just a step toward her ultimate intentions,” Blake 
agrees. Alexander can hear that Blake's voice is getting weaker and 
wearier, despite his efforts to appear in good spirits. Gretchen can clearly 
hear it too, because she climbs off the bed and gives Blake a kiss on his 
forehead.

“Get some more sleep, dear heart. Quinn and I need to set off for our 
hotel anyway.”
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With a final, extended embrace with Tim, and comparatively brief hugs 
for Alexander and Bette, Gretchen leaves with Quinn in tow. 

Jay looks sullen. Michelle's expression is harder to read, but she seems 
perplexed.

“As you can see, when she isn't directly threatening you or those you 
love, she's quite charming,” Alexander remarks to them. 

“I... don't think it was a threat,” Michelle says, clearly choosing her 
words with delicacy. “It was something else.”

Jay makes a small noise of agreement, still frowning. 

“She's trying to learn it all over again,” continues Michelle. “People and 
vampires and what makes them different. I think it was a test.” 

Alexander's impressed at how astute Michelle is. He's not all that 
surprised, though. In his experience, it's often those who are visibly 
different to those around them who know best how vital it is to be 
observant and smart.

"Jay?"

"Hm?" Jay looks up, expression deliberately obtuse. It doesn't fool Alex 
for a second, and clearly doesn't fool Blake either.

"What is it?"

"Nothing. Whatever."

"Jay?" Alexander ventures, because he knows better than to trust two 
individuals as patently ridiculous as the boy and Blake to sort out their 
problems without assistance. "Would I be right in guessing it was her 
remarks about Will and Lily which bothered you?"

Jay's laugh is brittle. "That's the hilarious part. That didn't even bug me. 
I'm... I'm okay with them now." He looks at Blake, and there's such trust 
there that it makes the predator part of Alex rise on its haunches inside 
his mind. Any vulnerability as naked as the love on Jay's face, when it 
occurs between two members of Alex's pack, must be protected with 
teeth and claws.

For there's no question -- and hasn't been for some time now -- that Jay 
is a part of them, of the household and of the older, more primal 
collective under the civilized surface which the household offers. From 
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his expression, Alexander is quite sure that Jay knows this as well as any 
of them.

No wonder he's not jealous of Lily and Will any more. It would be like 
the right hand being jealous of the left for a trinket it holds.

"Then what?" Blake asks, exasperated. "Or is this petulance merely for 
petulance's sake? Because if you're that bored, I'll find you a hobby."

"She couldn't even look at me!" Jay snaps. "I was so beneath her 
attention that she might as well have wiped her shoes on me on her way 
out. I know you're all old friends and everything, but I'm supposed to be 
the guy you love, and she couldn't even pretend for the sake of politeness 
to give a shit."

"Oh, Jason," Alexander says, feeling terrible and sad for all involved. It 
clearly shows in his voice, because Blake gives him a sharp, warning look. 
Alexander ignores it; Jay deserves to know the truth of the situation, 
however shamed Gretchen might be by the revelation. She brought it on 
herself by not covering her feelings well enough. She should know better.

"It wasn't that," Alexander goes on, and Blake sighs, pinching the 
bridge of his nose. Jay looks puzzled.

"It sure seemed like it."

"Well, it wasn't," Blake speaks, surprising Alex. "She couldn't look at 
you because of how guilty you make her feel. You... remind her of 
mistakes she's made."

"Now's not the time for euphemisms," Alexander cuts in, giving Blake a 
reprimanding look. "Tell him straight, Blake."

"Hold your tongue," Blake snaps back with a glare. "I'm getting to it."

Jay's eyes have gone very wide. Alexander realizes that the boy's never 
heard them argue before.

"You've read Dracula, haven't you?" Blake says, addressing Jay once 
more. "Just as Dorian Gray was Oscar's little gift to me... Bram wrote 
Dracula from stories Gretchen told him. She was Nell, then. Short for 
Eleanor. It means 'light', you know. That's why she chose it. So when he 
wrote his novel, Bram gave her a name meaning light. A different name. 
He called her Lucy."
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"Lucy..." Jay echoes, brows furrowing as he tries to recall the 
character's role in the story. Alexander can see the moment when 
revelation dawns; Jay's puzzled expression turns to horror and then hate 
in the barest fractions of time. "Children." His voice is hard. "Lucy bites 
children."

"There were circumstances..." Blake begins, but Jay has already raised 
his hands to cut off any replies before they come.

"Don't. Not now. I'll hear it later. I... I gotta go. I think I'm gonna be 
sick," he says in a flat, flinty tone, and walks out the door to the landing. 
His footsteps fade as he hurries down the stairs. Michelle, without a 
backward glance, follows him. Bette looks like she's torn in two with 
wanting to go and also wanting to stay. 

Blake rakes a hand back through his hair. "Well, that could have gone 
better," he says finally. His words startle a laugh out of Alexander.

"You could get that phrase embroidered on a crest, at this point. It's 
practically your motto."
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MICHELLE

"Come to my place," Michelle says when she catches up with Jay at the 
bottom of the stairs. He slows his stride so that she can fall into step 
beside him, and they leave the house together. 

"We can get a little sleep before school," she encourages. "And there's 
more than enough of your and Tommy's clothes left in my room for you 
to put together a passable uniform."

"Thanks Chelle," Jay replies quietly, finding her hand and grasping it 
tight. 

"Don't thank me. I don't want to be alone either."

~

They sleep curled together, close and warm as they can get. Michelle 
wakes up first, a couple of minutes before the alarm's due to go off. She 
watches Jay sleep, the way his eyebrows move as he dreams. She wonders 
if they'll be like Rose and Bette if he becomes a vampire. Vampires don't 
seem to know how to love anyone human, really love them, without a 
frisson of desire underneath. All they know how to do with people is 
want them. 

When they're at school in their respective Math classes, and there's no 
way for Jay to see what Michelle's doing, she texts Gretchen. The 
number's still in her phone from Rose sending it last night. 

It's kinda funny, Michelle thinks. Dracula is all letters and journals and 
telegrams, but these days it would be texts and phonecalls and maybe 
emails. Not quite the stuff of sprawling gothic fiction. 

Careful with her typing, she writes Give me a reason why I shouldn't get the  
hunter who hurt Blake to kill you right now.

Michelle knows she'd have no hope in hell if she went up against 
Gretchen herself, but Anna could do it. Right now Anna's grief has made 
her into steel. Nothing would halt her until she killed who she was after.

After school, Michelle and Jay keep close, moving as a unit to the mall 
to hang out with their usual group, and then to a coffee shop, and finally 
back to Michelle's place again. Michelle wonders if there'd be any way to 
talk her parents into letting Jay move in properly. It sucks that he lives 
alone in a little apartment when there's so much empty space here. 
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Just before dusk, there's a reply to her text. It's an address: a hotel and a 
room number, and a short sentence. You will be safe.

She shows the message to Jay, and admits its context. "Should I go? 
Think I've got any hope of survival?"

"Nobody gets out of here alive," Jay points out, characteristically 
chipper. "But we should go. I want to know what excuses she could have 
that would... that would make Blake defend her."

Michelle doubts that explaining yet again to Jay that Blake is a vampire 
and making excuses for evil things is what vampires do will be any use. 
And it's not like he isn't saying exactly what she's thinking too. Otherwise 
Michelle wouldn't have sent the text to Gretchen in the first place.

They go to the hotel, cross the lobby, and catch the elevator up. Nobody 
stops them, or asks who they're here to see. It's too expensive for 
anything so gauche as noticing people, so long as the people act like they 
belong there. Michelle's used to shit like that, because this is the kind of 
place her parents spend as much of their time as they can in. 

Jay seems at ease too. Michelle thinks that might be because he was 
raised by an expert forger. Half the trick of faking something is the 
confidence. 

The windows in the suite have thick curtains, tied back to show off the 
night-time view, and fresh tropical flowers in a vase on a table. Vampires 
obviously don't care much about their carbon footprint. 

Gretchen's in another non-threatening outfit, a yellow dress and a grey 
sweater, her dead white feet bare on the thick carpet. Michelle wonders 
if Gretchen really expects them to fall for her crap.

"Do you want anything to eat or drink? I can call room service."

"A more important question is, do you?" Jay asks her. She looks away 
from them. 

Michelle wonders what the point of being a vampire is, if vampires still 
feel shame. 

"Sit," Gretchen offers, gesturing to the sofas in one corner of the vast 
room. "Quinn's gone out. There's only us here."

"Our lucky day," Michelle mutters, taking a seat beside Jay.
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Gretchen sits in an armchair opposite them, curling her feet up in the 
same way she did on Blake's bed. 

"There was a hunter. Paulette. She had been a hunter for a long time. 
The length which constitutes 'long' is relative, of course. No hunter dies 
in their bed at ninety. Paulette was in her early forties when she brought 
me low, but looked a decade younger thanks to the uncanny rejuvenation 
which came with the vampire bites she'd gained in battles. It was an 
unwell kind of youth: she looked young but ill, lit with the fevered flush 
of a body halfway to death.

"Her poison didn't kill me. But it hurt me badly, and in some of my 
bleaker moments I've wondered if maybe it could have ended me. If I 
hadn't been as old and strong, perhaps. Or if I'd been less loved. It took 
all three of my brothers at my side to save me. 

"Vampire blood is hardly different to human blood. It begins as human 
blood, and the change it undergoes isn't even enough to sense by taste." 
Gretchen smiles a little. "The tongue can tell one colour of apple from 
another, one colour of grape from another, with no difficulty at all, but 
not vampire from human.

"That's beside my point, though. I only mention it because I remember 
thinking it, as I drank and drank and drank.

"It was a long time before my strength was back to its natural level. I 
make a poor invalid and always have -- I'm too impatient, too easily bored 
by my own company. I'm sure there were times when my brothers 
wished the poison had done away with me properly."

Jay clears his throat, a clear prompting to get to the point. Gretchen 
drops her smile into a more serious expression, and goes on with the 
story. "I wanted to do more than simply kill Paulette. I wanted to make 
her suffer, as revenge for the years of discomfort which lay in my future. 
Vampires didn't invent the art of revenge, but we are its virtuosos.

"The only family Paulette had was her daughter, who was nine years 
old. Her name was Nicole." Gretchen rubs at her forehead above the 
eyepatch, as if to stave off pain. "I bit Nicole. Made sure she'd come back. 
Killed her, and trapped her mother in the room with the corpse and the 
knife. Paulette had three choices that I could see: destroy her child, 
watch the girl go insane from thirst, or let her drink her own mother's 
blood. However it went, I'd've gotten my revenge.
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"Paulette used the knife to kill her daughter and then herself. But, like 
most hunters do at one time or another, she'd underestimated our ability 
to survive. Nicole endured. And when my glee at a well-played game had 
faded, I realized that I had created a vampire who never should have 
been, and that Nicole would live forever, a reminder of my terrible 
mistake."

"Nice to hear that it was all about your feelings," Michelle says acidly. 
"So sorry to hear that being a fucking monster made you feel bad."

Gretchen opens her mouth, probably to say more trite, contrite things, 
but Jay cuts her off. 

"Are you going to do it again?"

Gretchen shakes her head. "No. Never."

"All right then." Jay stands up. "I wouldn't be able to love a vampire if I 
wasn't too pragmatic for my own good. You stay away from kids, we're 
fine. You don't, we're not. Deal?"

Gretchen gives him a shrewd, impressed look. "You remind me of 
Alexander."

Jay snorts. "Yeah. Assholes like you and Blake need us around to keep 
your imaginations in check."

~

Tommy comes back to school, exhausted but recovering. In English class 
they have to work in groups and do a presentation on two novels by 
different authors addressing a common theme. Michelle, Tommy and Jay 
pick Carrie by Stephen King and Rage by Richard Bachman, which is 
cheating because Richard Bachman is just a different name used by 
Stephen King. But their teacher doesn't know it, and the three of them 
are all good at lying. 

It's comforting to have violence and gore safely trapped in ink and 
fiction, for a change. 

On the weekend they sneak into a show, and catch sight of Anna over by 
the mixing desk. Michelle waves hello. 

It's not that they're pretending that things are ordinary and good. 
They're just... taking happiness where they can, like they've always done.

~
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After a fucking interminable Monday -- seriously, Mondays are like 
eight times as long as any other school day -- they spend the afternoon in 
Tommy's room planning their presentation for English and arguing about 
whether the supernatural stuff in Carrie makes what the girl in that book 
does any different to the things done by the boy in Rage. 

Tommy and Jay think it's just the same. Michelle thinks it's not.

"Daydreams that could really come true are more dangerous, because 
then it's up to the reader to decide if it's fiction or not," she explains to 
the boys. "When there's stuff that you know isn't real in there, it's not the 
same. The story's still about exactly the same stuff as it would be if Carrie 
dropped a match or picked up a gun, instead of using telekinesis. But this 
way you can watch her, maybe even cheer for her, without worrying that 
you're going to become her."

Jay and Tommy are quiet after she finishes talking. Michelle feels 
worried that she's being a freak again, that she's not supposed to be on 
Carrie's side. That's she's just proven herself a psycho, yet again.

The sharp rap of Bette's knuckles on the windowpane breaks the 
moment, to Michelle's relief. Jay stands up from their circle on the floor 
and lets her in.

"Tim's friend Nicole is showing up tonight. She's come to town for a 
visit and Gretchen's being wretched and boring about it," Bette says, 
instead of more traditional greetings like 'Hi everyone' or 'How are you?'. 
Michelle wants to sigh. She almost misses the tedium of her school day.

"She explained to you why she's like that about Nicole, didn't she?" Jay 
asks. 

"Mm-hm." Bette nods. "And I mean sure, it was shitty of her, but it's 
not like she can undo it by being guilty now, you know? Consciences 
suck."

"And we have a new winner for the 'things you don't want to hear a 
vampire say' award," Tommy deadpans. 

"Can I meet her?" asks Michelle. "I'd like to, if you think it wouldn't be 
a big deal. Gretchen made the whole thing into one big tragedy, you 
know? But you can't live for like 150 years or whatever on the fuel of 
tragedy alone. I want to see who Nicole is apart from what Gretchen 
wants to think of her as."
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Bette shrugs. "Yeah, I'm sure it's fine. Just come back with me when I 
go. You guys want to come too?"

"I will," says Tommy. "Gretchen wants to kill my sister. This Nicole 
chick will probably give me some ideas of how to talk her out of it."

"Not me." Jay shakes his head. "I'm officially giving myself the night off 
from vampires. No offence." Bette waves off any possible slight from the 
remark. "I just need a bit more time away from all of it before I'm ready 
to go back. Is it okay if I hang here a while longer, Tom? I'll lock up when 
I go."

"Yeah, sure," Tommy agrees. "And Rosie'll probably be home by then, 
so it's no big deal."

"I promise you that Gretchen won't hurt her," Bette vows, her voice 
serious and sad. This time, Michelle does sigh. 

"Come on, let's go. I'm not in the mood for another round of the pity 
party."

~

Nicole has a box of Tim's vinyl records from the late 1980s and early 
90s open in front of her, the contents piled in haphazard towers on the 
carpet of the upstairs living room of the townhouse. 

“I'm still so jealous of everyone who got to wear kinderwhore fashion,” 
she remarks to Alexander as she examines the jacket of Spanking Machine 
by Babes in Toyland. “Same with that Gothic Lolita stuff that's around 
now. I can't pull off knee socks and Hello Kitty in a way that looks ironic 
and subversive. It just makes me look like I'm trying to look ten years 
old. Cree-py.”

 And the thing is, she doesn't look ten. She isn't being sarcastic. Maybe in 
photos or sleeping, it'd be harder to tell, but seeing Nicole in motion, 
speaking, it's obvious immediately that she's an adult.

She wears several delicate silver rings on each hand and a wool coat 
with a black fur collar over dark denim jeans. More than anything, she 
reminds Michelle of the women her parents are friends with, the lawyers 
and bankers and political campaigners who always seem to have their shit 
together and everything under control. Michelle has always envied and 
feared those women in equal measure. 
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Nicole's hair is the same white-blonde as Sofie's. It's cut short and 
severe just above her jawline, which lessens the roundness in her face. 
Michelle guesses that the slim eyeglasses with bold rectangular frames 
probably serve the same purpose, since vampire eyesight is always 
excellent. 

“You have a 1964 Aston Martin parked outside,” Bette says, as if Nicole 
may have somehow failed to observe what kind of car she has. 

“We have to give you lessons in saying 'hello',” Tommy tells Bette.

“You can't drive it,” answers Nicole. “It's modified to my height. Also, I 
have a policy against letting anyone in Blake's family anywhere near my 
cars. Nothing personal, it's just that you're all maniacs.”

“Accurate,” Bette concedes with a shrug. “I'm Bette. These're Tommy 
and Michelle.”

“Pleased to meet you. I'm Nicole. Alexander's been entertaining me 
since I arrived, since Blake's off proving to himself that he hasn't lost his 
hunting mojo, and Tim's busy helping his long-lost and new-found sister 
avoid me. Which, might I add, is a remarkably soap-opera development, 
even by the standards of this ridiculous household.” Her attention's 
caught by a pristine 7-inch record in Timothy's collection. “Rubbing The  
Impossible To Burst by Huggy Bear? Oooh, tell him I'm borrowing this one. 
Oh, and I need to borrow one of your houses while I'm in town, Alex.”

 “Don't you have any of your own? I seem to recall being outbid at 
several property auctions by someone fitting your exact description.”

“Yes, but they've all got tenants,” Nicole says dismissively, waving one 
ringed hand. “I don't kill tenants. Makes the places harder to re-rent. You 
always keep one or two empty for your facade identities. Lend me one of 
those.”

“There's one that might suit, actually. I bought it to use in the university 
stalking debacle I told you about. It's rather roomy for one, but you're 
welcome to it if you like.”

“Ha! Yes, give me that one, and be sure to let Nell know that her little 
games of trying to intimidate paid off so well for me.” Nicole's smile is 
hard, but there's no bitterness to it. 

There's no bitterness in her manner at all, at least as far as Michelle can 
see. Or misery, either. The two defining traits of most of the child 
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vampires Michelle's read about in novels are nowhere to be found. 
Nicole is just herself.

~

When she's done raiding Tim's music collection, Nicole demands that 
Alexander give her a tour of the entire house, to see what renovations 
and changes have occurred since she was last here. Bette and Tommy stay 
upstairs, playing a new game on Bette's Playstation, but Michelle tags 
along with Alex and Nicole. She wants to see all of this fairytale-
horrorstory house. 

 The middle level is a recording studio, which doesn't interest Nicole, so 
Michelle doesn't get nearly as much time there as she wants. Music is 
where she fits, where she'll always fit: maybe not in a shitty garage band 
like she was in with Ash for about ten seconds before Ash died, but 
somewhere. Maybe off to the side of the stage, a manager or a tech or a 
merch girl or something.

She wants to cut music open and drink forever.

The ground floor makes the skin on the back of Michelle's neck prickle. 
A lot of vampires seem to live here, wandering from room to room as 
Alexander shows the various paintings and extensions acquired since her 
last visit. Talking, laughing, playing music – all these other stories, just on 
the periphery of those Michelle has met. It frightens her to glimpse the 
extent of Blake's power, to know just how many monsters lurked outside 
the door when she sat and listened to stories as a little girl.

She fixes her attention on Nicole, to distract herself from being scared. 
Nicole still reminds Michelle of the sleek professionals she's met, maybe 
with a slightly bohemian slant. But she also makes Michelle think of 
herself, of Alexander, of Jenny, of Jay: that fighter's edge that comes of 
striving to be visible, of battling the assumptions shoved onto her by the 
world.

When their tour of the house is done they return upstairs, joining Bette 
and Tommy in Bette's room. The room itself is the half-messy-half-clean 
Michelle recognises from her own room, the state that comes from a 
totally filthy slob being lucky enough to have a cleaner.

 “Love the poster,” Nicole says, nodding at the antique Frankenstein print 
that dominates the wall. “I've got some Nosferatu lobby cards somewhere 
in my closet if you ever want to add to your collection.” 
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“Sweet. That would rule so hard.” Bette grins. She seems to be in a 
fidgety, restless mood, and for a minute Michelle's worried that Bette is 
made uncomfortable by Nicole's appearance, and that Michelle will have 
to kick her ass for being a jerk. Michelle's got enough vampires annoyed 
at her for this week, even if 'enough vampires' consists of 'Gretchen'. 
Gretchen is more than enough vampires for anyone, all on her own. 

Then Bette takes a breath for courage, and says “Um. So I knew this 
guy... he's dead now, but anyway. Russ, the guy I knew... he said... he 
told me once that he had a brother who'd been made into a vampire as a 
child. Would you... is it possible to find out who that is? I figure you 
probably know more about the other ones out there. I've never heard 
anybody around here really talk about it."

Nicole shrugs, nodding. "I can probably find him, yes. There aren't a 
huge number of us out there -- that's probably part of why you haven't 
heard it talked about. Plus, even the most well-meaning vampires would 
usually rather say nothing than risk saying the wrong thing on the subject. 
It makes them uncomfortable. Not to mention that well-meaning 
vampires are in short supply to begin with." She smirks. "I'll see what I 
can do."

"Thanks. I know he and Russ didn't, you know, keep in touch or 
anything, but I wanted him to hear that his brother's dead from 
somebody who at least sort of knew Russ. His sister might be with him, 
too. I don't know if she's a vampire or not."

"Why aren't there many of you?" Tommy asks. "Even if most of the 
world doesn't know about vampires, there are still people out there who 
do. Some of them must've had kids who were sick, or got hurt, or were 
just really weak and unwell. A lot of parents would do anything, if there 
was a way to make their kid safe from all that." 

Michelle thinks of her own parents, haemorrhaging their bank accounts 
all through her childhood in an effort to cure the darker parts of her.

Nicole shakes her head. "Not really. Vampires who have contact with 
children tend to fall into one of two groups, and both prefer that the 
children remain mortal."

Bette looks thoughtful. "Blake had three little girls he looked after, back 
when he was first a vampire. I guess it makes sense that vampires in that 
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situation, they'd want to keep the kids they were raising alive. And the 
other sort would be... like Cora, I guess."

"Pedophiles," Nicole says bluntly. "I dislike euphemisms."

"I don't think... from what I've heard about it, that's not... she just 
keeps them for blood."

"A philia is an attraction to or obsession with. It's not necessarily 
sexual. Anyway, blood and sex are so often bound up together for 
vampires, so much of the time." Nicole's smile is sharp. "Cora is a 
predator who preys on children, hurts them terribly and then kills them. 
Whether or not she brings sex into it makes little difference to how 
much I dislike her. And she loathes me right back; I assume that's because 
she has no way to hurt me."

The no-bullshit way Nicole has of talking adds another layer of 
comparison to the way Michelle sees her – it's like how Tommy and 
Rose's mom interacts with the world. Michelle thinks that Tommy might 
sense the similarity, too. 

“She hates you because you don't hate Gretchen,” he says. “When I was a 
kid, I got sick a lot, you know? And there was this one time, when I was 
pretty bad, and my mom was taking care of me pretty much nonstop, 
and after a couple of months of it, my dad couldn't handle it anymore, 
and he left.”

Michelle's heard Tommy talk about this, but only a couple of times. It's 
not something he shares with many people, but she can see why Nicole 
would be one of them. Michelle can see where he's going with it. 

“It hurt. Of course it hurt. Even though he came back later. It hurts. I 
felt like the most worthless failure of a kid in the entire world, because I 
made my dad want to leave. Even when he came back, eventually, I felt 
like shit. 

“Then I got pissed. Because we should be allowed to hate them, our 
parents, as much as they deserve. If they leave us, or they hurt us. It's our 
right to hate them for that.

“But they made us. They signed on for this. They should have to be there 
and be on our side and love us no matter what. They don't get to run 
away from us if it gets too hard. 
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“I don't mean married parents shouldn't be allowed to spilt up, 
obviously, That's different. But you shouldn't be able to divorce your 
fucking kids. Only kids should be allowed to break that tie, and parents 
should never give them a reason to want to. 

“The world doesn't work like that, though. 'Should' doesn't mean much 
of anything. So all you can do is survive whatever happens and let it go as 
best you can. I'm not angry at my dad anymore. I don't hate him 
anymore. Not because I forgive him, exactly. Just because there was no 
point in me holding onto it. 

“Cora hates you because you don't hate Gretchen, and she still hates 
Blake. She hates you because you've grown up, and she can't.”

~

Jay's left by the time Tommy and Michelle finally get back to Tommy's, 
as dawn has started to colour the sky. They sneak in quietly, so they don't 
disturb Rose, and crawl into Tommy's bed together. Not to mess around, 
just to be close as they sleep. 

“My plan is to miss the entire school day because I'm busy snoring,” 
Michelle says. “And then I'm going to eat all the cereal in your kitchen 
and watch the Muppets all afternoon instead of doing homework. And 
I'm not going to think about vampires even once.” 

“Okay,” Tommy says with a quiet laugh. “Sounds good.”
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ALEXANDER

Dear Timothy,

I will probably be home before this letter reaches you. I hope so. I miss you. 
Europe is all right, but as abrasive and stupid as America may be, I still love  
America more. Perhaps I'd feel differently if you were here with me. Next time, we  
should come together. We can run with the wolves over the snow where you lived as  
a boy.

It's all come to a head pretty fast. By happy accident Bram is here as well, also  
visiting Oscar – who calls himself Sebastian Melmoth now, but I'm not yet used to  
the new name and so still think of him as Oscar in my heart – and to begin with  
we all carefully avoided mentioning the fact that the years have changed and aged  
them but not us. 

Then Bram took Blake aside and said, with more forthrightness than he usually  
uses with Blake, that it was probably time for Blake to have the conversation with  
Oscar. 

Blake knew what he meant, of course. Unlike Nell and Bram's friendship, which  
birthed a book complete with fangs, red eyes, and blood to spare, Blake and Oscar  
have always enjoyed the coy flirtation of feigned ignorance. Oscar says that he  
believes Blake's agelessness to be inexplicable, perhaps magic, and Blake pretends  
that Oscar is sincere. It's been a dance, a game, they've played for all the decades  
of their friendship.

Bram was right, though. Prison has drained more vitality from Oscar than Oscar  
had to spare. His recent writing has had a largeness of soul to it which I think he  
may claim was worth the price. (All artists are stupid in that way.) The situation  
reminds me of one of his old fairy stories, the one about the beautiful, selfish Star  
Child, who undergoes great sorrow and emerges the better for it: so bitter is the fire  
of his testing that he only lives his new wise life for three years before he dies. It's  
becoming obvious to everyone that the same will prove true for Oscar.

So Blake did as Bram suggested, and had the conversation with Oscar, the  
conclusion to their dance. And Oscar replied, saying...actually, I'll quote him  
verbatim, because as usual he had to be florid and absurd about a straightforward  
question. 

"There are two choices left to me, then. To go to my rest in the knowledge that I  
shall become a noble figurehead -- in time I will, you mark my words. Saint Oscar  
of Oxford, patron of plays and prison reform -- and have future ages remember me  
at my best, my brightest, my most beautiful. Or I can remain alive forever as I am  
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now, a care-worn relic lamenting his lost bloom. I think you well enough to guess  
that my vanity will allow only one possible conclusion to the deadlock.”

Blake pointed out that to choose the latter did not preclude the former, and  
Oscar sighed and said that Blake had no sense of poetry in his soul. 

Oscar is coming back with us – you may have met him already by the time you  
read this, if we've managed to beat the letter home – but has warned me that he  
does not share even a jot of my love for America, and is staying only so long as it  
takes him to get bored of our library. 

~

The evening is still light enough to sting when Alexander goes out 
hunting. He dislikes being uncomfortable, but is willing to endure it for 
the sensation of being out of the time he is meant for. He's too adaptable 
to feel it very much as the years pass him from era to era, as some 
vampires do, but he feels it sharply in the moments when the sun still 
casts the last of its rays over the world and the daytime people continue 
with the last few outdoor errands of their daytime lives, before they lock 
themselves safely away from night people such as himself. He likes the 
sense of intruding into their safe little lives. 

Blake, despite still being quite under the weather, has gone out for an 
early hunt too. Alexander discovers this when he rounds a corner and 
comes across the sight of Lily shoving him up against a wall in an 
otherwise deserted street. Blake's wearing one of the grey felt top hats 
he's partial to, which Lily knocks to the ground as she grabs at a fistful of 
his hair.

“Why do you wear such stupid fucking outfits,” she sneers, pressing 
close to him, pulling his hair. 

“I think you know,” Blake answers, slipping one white-gloved hand up 
under the hem of Lily’s honey-hued satin skirt, high on her stockinged 
thigh. “This is hardly your usual uniform of tattered denim, after all.”

“When I'm not dressed like me it's easier. The costume makes it 
somebody else doing it.” 

“Some of us are born comfortable in our new skin,” whispers Blake, his 
breath in close against her mouth. “Some us of take time to learn the art.”
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Alexander decides that watching any more of Lily's newest crisis of 
faith, erotic though it may be, will put him off his food. He leaves the 
pair to their insults and trysting and goes looking for someone to eat. 
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MICHELLE

She decides to skip the cereal in the end. With their parents still away, 
Rose and Tommy haven't exactly been vigilant in things like making sure 
the milk in the fridge isn't expired. 

“Don't you guys basically have coffee for blood, though?” Michelle asks, 
leaning against the counter and eating a pop tart instead. 

Tommy shrugs. “We have it black if there's no good milk. You still wanna 
watch the Muppets?”

“Hell yeah.”

“I think our DVDs are down in the basement. C'mon.”

Michelle avoids the basement whenever possible. She wishes she had 
more control over the privacy of her own room, so she wants to at least 
give Rose what she can't have herself. But Tommy's holding her hand, and 
Michelle doesn't want to let go, so she follows him down the stairs.

As has always been the case when she enters the basement, Michelle's 
eyes are immediately drawn to the easel.

The painting on it is quite clearly only half-finished, swathes of canvas 
still the white of the undercoat. Books are piled on the bench-top beside 
the paints and brushes, and there are photos held to the edges of the 
image with bulldog clips: the two boys from Elephant embracing in the 
shower, Mickey and Mallory Knox from Natural Born Killers.

There's a photocopied page from exactly the kind of true crime book 
that Michelle used to have nightmares about; this one has one line of the 
text highlighted in neon yellow. It reads “When the two shooters at  
Columbine High School entered the campus with their guns, they were each  
wearing one glove from the same pair.”

There's another piece of paper, this one in Rose's handwriting, which 
says “You gave the troubled, angry teenager who lives in a basement full of horror  
movies and paintings she's done of women being burned at the stake a gun to take  
to school? You two are the worst mentors I've ever met.”

The self-portrait painting on the canvas itself is done like a yearbook 
picture, if yearbook pictures involved Rose's face staring out, sketchy and 
pleading, with her hands – one uncovered, one gloved –pressed to the 
sides of her throat, trying to stop the blood which is gushing out from 
unseen wounds. The blood is matting her hair and running in rivulets 
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down her arms, splattering her shirt. The digital numbers on her 
wristwatch, which glow white-gold through the blood, read 00:00. 

Below the picture, where in real yearbooks an inspirational quote or a 
message to friends might be printed, Rose has written “Your mouth is gone  
but I’m still bleeding”. 

Michelle turns away from the picture, to Tommy. “You might be right. 
Your sister might be kind of a trainwreck.”

The rest of the room, apart from the art studio area, is a complete 
wreck. Michelle's got a kind of distant appreciation for how messy Rose 
is in how she lives. Michelle would be a slob if she had the option, but so 
much of her life is organised and controlled for her - cleaners, doctors, 
school uniforms - that she sort of just follows the pattern set before her, 
and keeps things in the ordered state they're set in.

Rose is anything but ordered. Everything about her, from her 
uncombed hair to her ragged singing voice to her room's chaotic state is 
disordered, strange. Unique.

Tommy is standing stock-still. "Something's wrong. Something's 
happened."

"What?" Michelle asks, not understanding.

"There was a fight here. It's all -" Tommy waves his hands at the mess in 
front of them. "Disarrayed. Like there was a struggle."

Michelle can't see any difference between the current mess and ones 
she's seen here in the past. She trusts Tommy, though. "Fuck. Okay. You 
try calling her, see if this is a false alarm. I'll -" What? What can she do? 
When did her world turn into the kind of place where this was stuff she 
needed to think about?

The idea comes to her like a thunderclap. "I'll call Ash," she tells 
Tommy, who's already got his phone to his ear as he tries to contact his 
sister.

Ash answers on the third ring. "Hey."

"Hey," Michelle replies. "Are you at home now?"

"Yeah, but I'm going to head back out in a couple of minutes. Going to 
Scrimshaw, do you want to meet me?"
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"Can you come to Tommy's? Don't tell anyone you're going, or act like 
anything's weird. But get here as fast as you can."

"See you soon," Ash promises without question, and ends the call. 
Michelle feels grateful that Ash is weird enough herself to accept 
weirdness in others fairly easily, and agrees to their odd demands. If 
something bad has happened, the last thing they need is the whole 
population of the townhouse getting involved and making everything 
worse.

"No answer," Tommy tells Michelle, shoving his phone back into his 
pocket, mouth a thin worried line.

He doesn't suggest calling the police, or even his parents, so it's obvious 
his thoughts are in the same direction as Michelle's. Rose has no real 
enemies - bullies and bitches at school who make life miserable don't 
count; they wouldn't come to her home, ransack her room. This has to 
have been done by someone else. Someone from the life Rose is trying 
not to lead anymore, and that means it's someone that police and parents 
would be no help against.

"We should go upstairs until Ash is here," Michelle says. "So we 
don't..." disturb the crime scene, she doesn't say, but Tommy and 
Michelle are one of those couples who click, who're on a shared 
wavelength, who can finish each other's sentences. So even though she 
didn't say it, she still knows that Tommy hears. Michelle squeezes his 
hand and moves closer, willing silent support to him.

While they spend twenty of the most awkward, worried minutes of 
Michelle's life waiting for Ash in the kitchen, sitting unmoving and 
unspeaking at the table together, Michelle wonders if that's the real 
secret to some of the powers the vampires have.

Maybe their senses are sharp and sensitive enough, their minds quick 
enough, that they can catch a person's quirks and personality so fast that 
they can accurately guess their thoughts and feelings. That same uncanny 
level of perception that lovers have between them, but formed instantly.

Michelle shudders. If she's right, that makes it even worse that vampires 
kill so mercilessly and so casually. It was bad enough when she thought 
they didn't care about humans, didn't think of them as proper people. 

But killing them if they know them, understand them, are as close to 
their hearts and souls as Michelle is to Tommy... somehow, that seems 
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worse. Because it means that vampires comprehend the lives they're 
devouring. And they swallow anyway.

"Ash will be able to tell if there's blood in the basement," Tommy says 
to himself, like he's testing the concept to see how deeply it cuts.

"It's lucky we've got her," Michelle murmurs. "Otherwise we'd have to 
call Lily and Will."

"Like calling in a bull to investigate a china shop," agrees Tommy. 
"They'd charge straight over to Blake's and start yelling and throwing 
punches."

"Yeah," says Michelle, and then her mild front crumbles. "God. What're 
we going to do?"

His hand's shaking, just a little, as it envelopes hers against the wood of 
the tabletop. "Right now, we're gonna wait for Ash to get here."

~

They don't have to wait long. Ash's hair and clothes are windswept when 
she arrives, making it clear that she's run the whole way, but her cheeks 
are winter-pale, no flush from the exertion, and she doesn't have breath 
to be out-of-breath with. Michelle damps down on the instinctual 
revulsion she feels at Ash's obvious inhumanity. She hates how viscerally 
her senses scream 'predator!' around Ash, because all it does is remind 
Michelle that Michelle is that predator's favourite kind of prey. Michelle 
is nobody's fucking victim.

Tommy and Michelle stay in the kitchen while Ash goes down to the 
basement. Michelle can't hear anything of the other girl, not even 
footsteps on the stairs, but she can imagine it easily enough. Needless 
breaths inhaled to search for scents, diamond-clear eyes searching for 
tiny details and their meanings.

The ringtone of Michelle's cell startles her so badly that she jumps as if 
struck. It's the tone she has set for Jay, a recording of him saying, flatly 
and faintly sardonically, "Answer your phone, Michelle, it's destiny 
calling", with the sounds of the mall a dull roar in the background. She'd 
recorded him saying it one afternoon when they were hanging around 
doing nothing. She can still remember the judgemental arch of his 
eyebrows as he gave in to her pestering.
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"Hi, you," she says as she answers the call, more grateful for him than 
she's ever been before.

"Chelle," Jay says, voice raw and scared and damp, as if he's trying not 
to cry. He sounds completely unlike the Jay of the recorded ringtone. 
"We're at my place."

"Who's at your place? Jay, you've gotta be careful, something's maybe 
happened to Rose and -"

"Rose is here," he interrupts. "She's... she's here. It's okay; I don't think 
Cora knows where I live. Get Ash to come here. Not Blake or Bette or 
Lily. Not Sofie." He sounds like he's struggling to breathe. "I'm sorry, 
Chelle."

"We'll be there soon as we can. You just wait for us there," she says, 
because she's in completely over her head and has no idea what you're 
supposed to say to somebody in this kind of situation. It's not like there's 
an instruction book on what the correct procedure is when your life 
loses the floor from underneath it.

Jay makes a wordless sound of relief at her assurances, and then ends the 
call. Michelle turns to Tommy. "Rose is okay," she tells him, even though 
she knows that isn't what Jay said. It's what Tommy needs to hear. 
"They're at Jay's place. I guess Cora made the mistake of trying to kidnap 
one of the only kids in the world who's ever broken out of a vampire lair 
before."

Michelle gets to her feet, using the momentary nervous energy she's 
flooded with to get as much done as possible. "Ash," she calls from the 
top of the stairs down to the basement. "Jay and Rose are at Jay's. Come 
on."

They call the same car service that the vampires usually use, because 
they're faster than cabs and Ash is paying. Michelle's never had to live 
without money, but she knows people who have, and she's heard that 
stupid line about how money doesn't buy happiness over and over. But 
it's not true, not exactly. Like, obviously money doesn't make a person's 
problems just go away: Michelle is still mentally ill. Ash still got kicked 
out by her parents. Even expensive schools have bullies and assholes to 
deal with in them.

But money makes everything smoother. To be mentally ill and to not be 
able to afford all the medicine and doctors she has, that would be a 
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thousand times worse. To be kicked out and not know a household who 
can afford take you in would be horrific.

To have to wait for a cab, and then to have to be quiet or talk in code in 
the back seat, or to not be able to even get a cab in the first place -- those 
situations would make this night more complicated than Michelle can 
stand. Having money takes away considerations like that.

Michelle's dad always says that money brings security, but Michelle 
thinks what it might really bring is freedom.

"We need to stop and get Sofie," says Ash, once they're in the car and 
moving.

"Jay said not to," Michelle tells her.

"I don't care. I knew it was Cora before you got that call -- I could smell 
her all over Rose's basement." Ash trails off, staring down at her hands, 
at the scars visible on her wrists below the cuffs of her shirt. "Cora's 
some serious, final-boss-of-the-video-game shit here, okay? And Sofie's 
the only person I know who's ever taken her on and won."

Michelle hasn't heard the full story of what happened in Colorado, but 
even with only the fragments she knows, she knows that isn't true. Sofie 
didn't even get out of there alive without Alexander's help.

And the game clearly wasn't done then, anyway, or they wouldn't all be 
where they are now.

She opens her mouth to argue with Ash, but Tommy cuts her off. "Yes. 
We'll get Sofie," he says quietly.

They may not be close like Tommy and Rose are, but Jay and Sofie are 
still brother and sister. And if they're running to help Jay and Rose, then 
Tommy's really the only one qualified to make the call as to whether 
Sofie gets included or not. So Michelle just nods, and gives the new 
directions to the driver.
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ALEXANDER

“Gretchen has never forgiven herself for it, you know. It would mean a 
lot to her if you'd give her a chance to apologise to you.”

“It's not my responsibility to nurse Gretchen's conscience.” Nicole 
moves a piece. “I win.”

Alexander looks down. It's a classic two-pawn checkmate. He sighs and 
shakes his head. “I thought for sure I'd beaten you this time.”

“Everyone always forgets the pawns,” Nicole gloats, putting the pieces 
back into their drawers below the board. “I haven't played chess in a long 
time. It's nice to see I'm still naturally better at it than you.”

“Why haven't you played? I thought you loved it?”

Nicole shrugs. “I used to play it with Algy. After he died, I didn't want to 
anymore. You never met him, did you? No, you never had the chance, we 
lived in Canada and never made it down here before he was killed. It was 
in the Great War.”

“I'm sorry.”

“It was stupid and human of him to go. We hardly ever had serious 
arguments, but that was our worst. He demanded to know what the 
point of him was, if it wasn't to be stupid and human. I had no answer for 
him. We were still angry when he left.” Nicole looks down at her hands, 
as white as the white squares on the chessboard below them. “We 
exchanged letters, of course. Said sorry for the words we'd thrown. But I 
never saw him again.” 

Shaking the memory off like water droplets, she flips the top of the 
gaming table over to its green felt side. “I like this house, by the way. If 
you decide to sell, let me know.”

“Thinking of making yourself a summer home?” Alexander asks. Nicole 
snorts, shuffling a deck of cards like a seasoned sharp. 

“I'm as likely to become a city girl – even a part-time one – as you are 
to become a country boy, Alex. But it never hurts to have spare 
hideaways. Speaking of which, I like the lock system on my walk-in 
closet. It's got that charming 'paranoid militia stockpiling canned food' 
touch to it.”

738



“I completely agree. It's overkill. I just picked the most comprehensive 
security system I could find. After all, as everyone says, if I can break into 
it -”

“Then Cora can break into it.” Nicole rolls her eyes, laying out a game 
of poker between them. “You give her too much credit. She's not nearly 
so smart as she styles herself to be, or as cunning. Her only good trick is 
that she's got an eye for the weaknesses of others. It makes it seem as if 
she has no weak points of her own in comparison.

“Anyway, enough of that. Let's play a while, then go hunting, and then 
go see that little girl you want me to look at.”

Alex grins and picks up his cards. Nicole has always beaten him at chess, 
but at this game they're better matched. They're both skilled at playing 
the hand they're dealt to best advantage.

   739



MICHELLE

Jenny and Sofie's downstairs neighbours are a middle-aged black couple 
who are more than happy to do emergency babysitting duty when Jenny 
asks. The curt, self-assured nod that the little girl gives Sofie as she says 
goodbye makes Michelle think that there are probably things which aren't 
toys in the Dora the Explorer backpack that Min wears. Usually, that 
would give Michelle pause, but right now she's just glad that they aren't 
leaving one part of themselves vulnerable as they race to protect another. 

When they finally, finally get to Jay's apartment building, Michelle tells 
the town car to wait downstairs until she personally comes out and tells 
the driver to do otherwise. Whatever's upstairs, she needs to know that 
there's an escape method ready before she can face it. 

The front door is ajar by a few inches when the five of them reach it. 
The apartment beyond the door is small, and smells like teenage boy. 
Rose is on the bed. Her pants are too dark for Michelle to tell the extent 
of the bloodstains, but Rose's white shirt is marred by several large 
brown-red blooms in various stages of drying out. She isn't breathing. 

Jay's clothes are much the same as Rose's. He's sitting with his back 
against the side of the bed, his phone still in his hand. It looks like he died 
while looking out of the small window, which doesn't have much of a 
view beyond it. His eyes are still open.

Michelle moves before she's aware that she means to. She crouches 
beside Jay and closes his eyes carefully. His lashes are wiry and damp 
against her fingertips. 

There are six or seven bites on Rose's arms that Michelle can see, plus 
another three on her throat. Some of them are still bleeding. 

“She has a pulse,” Michelle says, her voice sounding like it belongs to 
someone else. 

The words seem to jolt life back into Jenny, even as the rest of them 
remain frozen. Jenny moves quickly to the other side of the bed from 
where Michelle is still crouched beside Jay, and tilts Rose's head back. 
She checks her mouth for blockages, and tosses something aside before 
breathing into Rose's mouth. 

Michelle stares at it on the floor where it lands, unable to pull her gaze 
away for long seconds, as if staring hard enough will make it something 
else, something that isn't bloodied spit and eyeteeth.

740



“Jenny, stop,” Sofie pleads, trying to push Jenny away from where she 
works at resuscitating Rose. “Jen, she's already got fangs, she's chang-”

“She's still alive,” Jenny snaps, bending down again to push more air into 
Rose's lungs.

“Then let her die!” Sofie's voice is almost a scream. “Don't leave her stuck 
in between.”

“Call the paramedics,” Jenny says to the rest of them. She's returning to 
her work when Rose coughs and chokes suddenly, spewing blood over 
herself. She's still unconscious when the spasm passes, but breathing on 
her own in an uneven, harsh rattle. 

Ash is the one who moves, who dials the number. Sofie is staring at 
Jenny with a look of furious, hopeless rage, as if Jenny has betrayed her 
terribly. 

Ineffectually, Tommy tries to wipe some of the worst of the blood off 
Rose's face.

Sofie looks away from Jenny, focusing on Michelle instead. “We need to 
hide the body,” she says. “Before the paramedics get here. Help me get it 
into the closet.”

The closet's mostly empty, because Jay leaves his clothes scattered on 
the floor, so the three of them should fit without a problem. Michelle 
knows she should be thankful for small mercies, but she's climbing into a 
tiny enclosed space with the dead body of her best friend and his creepy 
sister, so she's not really in a thankful mood.

Jay's body is cool, but not stiff. Michelle doesn't think she'd be able to 
hold herself together if she touched a body that had gone into rigor. 
There's not much gore, either. Not that Michelle can see anything now - 
with the door closed, the closet is pitch-dark - but she noticed while they 
were moving him. There are cuts on his arms, but not many. Not like Ash 
has. Not like Rose has. Jay's wounds are deeper, more deadly. Cora must 
have realized that he'd escape if she kept him alive.

Michelle feels a flutter of dark, horrible triumph that Jay managed to 
ruin even Cora's curtailed plans.

Sofie is quiet and still in the closet, almost as quiet and still as the body 
on her crossed legs. She's cradling Jay's head, clearly knowing without 
asking that Michelle couldn't handle that task. Jay's feet are on Michelle's 
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lap, bare and dirty and bloodied. That seems so awful and unfair, in a way 
deeper and bigger than words can describe. Jay was her friend, he was 
funny and clever and cruel and fucking brave, he saved Rose's life, and he 
died barefoot. Michelle has to press her palm over her mouth and bite 
down hard to stop herself from howling.

Time crawls, until Michelle is sure with every breath that she's break 
before the next one. She'll scream or punch the flimsy closet door beside 
her or wet herself, give their hiding place away.

The rational part of her mind knows that it won't be the end of the 
world if they get discovered. It'll mean questions and complications, and 
Ash calling in even more favors than she'll have to for Rose at the 
hospital, but that's all. Nothing truly awful. Just difficult.

But staying quiet gives Michelle something to do, a job to focus on 
because if she doesn't have something required of her, a silence to 
accomplish, then everything will fall apart. She bites her palm again, and 
breathes.

It occurs to her, as she hears the paramedics arrive in the room outside 
the closet, that she isn't scared of Cora. Rather, Michelle knows with a 
sureness hard as diamond that if Cora arrived at Jay's apartment now 
then Sofie and Michelle would kill her.

The knowledge feels different to the other terrible thoughts Michelle's 
had, the other times she's known she was capable of something awful. 
There's passion and contempt and fury in her heart, of course - she's still 
holding Jay's bare, dead feet, for fuck's sake - but as well as those burning 
emotions there's a soft, steady certainty, a simple part of who she is from 
this moment on: her name is Michelle, she loves her friends, she loves 
music, and she will kill Cora.

Tommy and Jenny and Ash all go with Rose when the paramedics wheel 
her out. Michelle thinks she's glad about that. The rest of this should 
belong to just the three of them, the ones here in the smallness of the 
dark. 

"We can move him now," Sofie says. Her voice is hoarse, as if they've 
been sitting without speaking for even longer than the reality: for days, 
months. Maybe Sofie is trying not to cry. That's such an odd thought to 
think about her, because Michelle can't imagine Sofie crying. She just 
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doesn't seem like someone who does. She'd fight and despair and run 
away, sure, but crying's too vulnerable, too useless.

Maybe the old Sofie wouldn't have the problem of trying not to cry. 
Michelle has heard about the old Sofie, but never met her. That Sofie 
faded once she met Will and Jenny, rediscovered Jay, took Min under her 
wing.

That's the real cost of love, Michelle thinks. The cost of loving people is 
loving people. They get inside you where you're soft, where you can be 
hurt.

They put Jay on the bed. He still looks just like Jay, but at the same time 
he looks so still, like it would be ridiculous to imagine that his limbs ever 
moved, his mouth ever smiled. He's like a sculpture or a doll.

Sofie’s shoulders are slumped, one hand touching aimlessly at Jay's 
unmoving chest, skimming over the buttons of his shirt and the skewed 
angle of his collar. The paling pallor of his skin makes his hair and lashes 
seem darker than they did when he was alive.

"He used to steal my dolls," Sofie says quietly, the flat affect of her 
voice sounding even colder and more passionless than usual. "I never had 
that many. Liam bought us everything we needed, but we always travelled 
light. So I only had a few, and Jay stole almost all of them. I'd do things to 
them. Make them fucked up. He'd steal them and try to glue their legs 
back on and wrap tissues around where I'd hacked all their hair off, dress 
them up so it wasn't so obvious that I'd cut off their fingers and burned 
holes in their chests.”

Michelle barely hears her, too caught up wondering what horrors still 
lie in store. What is there’s nothing left of Jay’s mind when it comes back 
from being dead? Will they destroy him if he’s a speechless, savage 
monster? Do they even have the right to do that, if that’s what they 
decide they have to do? Michelle can’t imagine Blake looking after Jay 
through the years to come if Jay returns as dependent, defenceless, but 
maybe she’s underestimating Blake.

Maybe. But she doesn’t think so. And Sofie clearly thinks that death is 
kinder than a damaged life, which makes Michelle want to punch her. 
Michelle’s brain might spend a lot of time trying to convince her to end 
it, but that doesn’t mean she’s going to let anyone else tell her that her 
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life isn’t worth having. Broken as she is, Michelle knows she’s fucking 
worthy. 

"It won't be long," Sofie says. Her voice is calmer now, smoother, the 
hoarse tremble schooled out of it with the icy self-control Michelle 
expects from her.

Even if Sofie's beyond crying, Michelle sure as hell isn't. She looks down 
at Jay's body and begins to sob.
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ALEXANDER

"If you don't mind me asking, what is it that you so strongly object to 
about city living? Not the whole year round, of course -- not with your 
horses to consider -- but not at all? Really?"

"Light pollution," Nicole tells him. "I can't stand not being able to see 
the stars if I want. I like the way we measure the distance to them by 
time, not space. I find it comforting. You know -- they're this many years 
of light away. After a while time and space start to feel like different 
names for the same distance anyway."

"I know what you mean," Alexander agrees. "We are this many miles 
and this many years away from a moment or a person, both in a direction 
we can never travel."

"Our steps are always forward." Nicole gives him a sudden broad smile. 
"And thank heaven for that. Now let's go see the child that Cora dumped 
on you, the one you think she's trying to manipulate me with."

"You don't need to sound sarcastic. Cora's got something in motion, 
and I'm sure you're a part of it."

Nicole shrugs. "Let her bring it on. I've got better things to lose sleep 
over. Now hurry up and call the girls who're looking after the young 
one."

Alexander hits Jenny's name in his phone's address book. She answers 
on the third ring.

"Alex, I'll call you back in a second. I didn't realise I still had this on. 
One second."

It's about five minutes before she rings back. "Sorry. I had to go outside 
the building and I couldn't find my jacket." Jenny takes a deep breath. 
"Alex, I'm at the hospital. Rose is having a transfusion and dressings 
done. Cora got her and Jay."

Alex musters every particle of diplomacy inside himself, trying very, 
very hard not to raise his voice or get demonstrably angry at her. He 
succeeds maybe halfway.

"When something like this happens, you contact us immediately," he tells 
her, icy and absolute. "Before you do anything else. You do not let me 
find out when I call you for an unrelated reason sometime later."
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"Ash is here," Jenny says, as if that's a reasonable excuse. Instead, it just 
gives Alexander someone else he's angry at as well.

"Is Jay there with you as well? Where's Min? I'll send guards to each 
location, and come to you myself. Blake will go to Jay and Tim to Min, if 
they're in different places."

"You don't need to send anyone, it's -"

"I'm not asking you." Alexander keeps his voice as level as he can. "I'm 
telling you."

"Min is with the people in the apartment below us," Jenny answers, her 
own voice now as steely as Alexander's. "Jay is at his own apartment. 
Sofie and Michelle stayed with him. He got himself and Rose away from 
Cora. He saved Rose's life." The steel in her words warps, trembling on 
the edge of tears. "He died, though, Alex. Jay died. He'll probably be 
waking up soon."

Alexander bites back a tirade of berating; there'll be time for that 
conversation later. Instead, he says "All right. Give me the exact address 
of all three places, and then wait for me."

When he's got the information he needs, Alex ends the call and contacts 
Mikhail, arranging vampires to be sent to each location but to remain 
concealed, watchful for any signs of Cora.

With that task out of the way, it's time to call Timothy and Blake. 
Alexander hesitates, composing himself.

"I can call Tim," Nicole offers, efficient and gentle. "And go to that 
same site myself, where the girl is. You just call Blake."

"Thank you." Alexander squeezes her hand. She nods, collecting her 
own phone from a shelf by the door and moving away to make the call.

Alexander hits Blake's name in the phone. It rings once, and then he can 
hear Cora laughing.

"That took much longer than I expected. Whatever happened to instant 
communication? The boy broke the girl out almost two hours ago and 
word's only getting from you to Blake now? I should have started lending 
a hand years ago. You clearly need the help. And more secure cellphones."

"Blake will kill you for -"
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"No he won't," Cora cuts him off cheerily. "I'm doing exactly. What. 
He. Wants. What he was too weak to do himself. When the fuck did you 
all get so bogged down with niceties and moral codes? Outrage at bitten 
children, angst over aging lovers? What the hell happened to you guys?" 
she sniggers. "You changed, man. You sold out. It used to be about the 
music. You've gone straight."

"If Blake had wanted to kill Jay, he was perfectly capable -"

"No he wasn't. That's why I did it. Now he gets all the benefits, none of 
the blame. I'm the perfect scapegoat. The best of all possible worlds. 
You've got your lover next to your heart again, and now Blake will have 
his. That wretched little artist girl Nell has her eye on got in the way, so I 
decided that Nell deserved to get what she wants too. After all, if she 
hadn't killed Blake, Blake wouldn't have killed me."

"Bullshit," Alexander snaps. "You've never done anything for anyone's 
benefit but your own. What's the game, Cora?"

She giggles. "You'll see."

The line goes dead for one second, then begins to ring again.

"Hello?" Blake says. Alex takes a deep breath, and begins to speak.
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MICHELLE

When Jay's eyes open and he rolls onto his side, vomiting blood and eye 
teeth onto the carpet near her feet, the first thing Michelle thinks is this  
is like the most fucked up Hansel and Gretel ever.

It's because of the teeth, lying there on the floor like the stones left in a 
trail by the kids in the story. But once the thoughts are in her head, all 
Michelle can see is the end of the fairytale, when the children push the 
witch into the oven.

Cora tried to burn Will to death in Colorado. She herself, however, 
seems to Michelle to be indestructible.

Michelle forces herself to remember what Gretchen said. Vampires are 
vulnerable. Perhaps as much as humans are.

Jay's down to dry heaves now, so Michelle helps him sit up on the edge 
of the bed. He coughs shakily, wiping his mouth with the back of his 
hand.

"Rose?"

Sofie visibly relaxes when she sees her brother is still capable of 
coherent speech. "Alive, when the paramedics took her," she tells him. 
"She should be at the hospital and out of the woods by now."

No, Michelle thinks. We're none of us out of the woods yet. And dark things are  
waiting between the trees.

"You need to get away from me," Jay says abruptly to Michelle, 
grabbing at the edge of the bed and bowing his head, not looking at her. 
"Please."

She steps backward until she hits the far wall, keeping her eyes on Jay 
the whole time. Not that she's actually moved that far, since it's a small 
room, but hopefully it's enough to make a difference.

"If I try to... hurt her," Jay says to Sofie haltingly. "You have to stop 
me."

She nods, but Michelle doesn't really believe her. She doubts that Jay 
does either.

There's no chance for it to become a problem one way or the other, 
though, because less than a minute later Blake arrives.
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"Alexander spoke to Jenny," he explains as he enters the room, walking 
over and dropping to his knees in front of where Jay sits, cupping the 
boy's face with his slim hands carefully.

"Oh," Blake says, his tone almost reverent as he looks at Jay's changed 
face. They stare at one another, unspeaking. Michelle can't look at them -- 
it's too raw, too private. She drops her gaze and notices that the pants of 
Blake's immaculate pale grey suit are ruined from the bloodied carpet.

The moment shatters as another heaving shudder makes Jay curl in on 
himself. He holds an arm across his thin belly and gasps in pain.

The flesh of his arms is marked now, the deep cuts healed to scars like 
Ash's. But even more than what's there, what Michelle sees is what's 
missing. Jay used to have a dusting of pale freckles across his forearms, 
but now the skin under the scars is smooth and white. That small loss 
alone is enough to make Michelle want to cry again.

She doesn't, though. She'll let herself cry again when all of this is 
finished and Cora's dead. Not before.

"This won't help much. After turning, it's human blood you need. But 
it's something," Blake tells Jay as he brings one hand away from Jay's face 
an to his own throat, slashing open a vein with one quick motion.

Jay leans forward and locks his mouth against the wound. His hands 
move, restless and aimless, over the fabric of Blake's shirt and vest, 
grasping at his shoulders and sliding down his arms. Blake holds his head 
in place, stroking his hair gently. Jay whimpers. Michelle can see his 
throat moving as he swallows.

"I'm going where Jenny is," Sofie says, walking out of the apartment 
without a glance back. After a second of indecision, Michelle follows her.

The town car is still parked down on the street, waiting for them. 
Michelle gives the driver the name of the hospital that the paramedics 
said they were taking Rose to. Then she sits back against the leather seat 
and stares out the window, just as Sofie's doing on the other side of the 
car. Neither of them can think of anything to say.
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ALEXANDER

Ash and Jenny are sitting together in the waiting area of the emergency 
room, which is just as depressing to look at as such places traditionally 
are. Alex can hear their conversation before they become aware that he's 
there; they're made unobservant by exhaustion and stress.

"I don't believe in ghosts, not like that," Ash says. "I mean, if I'm even 
allowed to say that, since I guess I'm technically part of the afterlife 
myself. But I had this dream once, when I was going through a really bad 
time. About my sister. It was like it was really her, not just a part of my 
own subconsciousness. She said there hadn't been anyone there to save 
her, or to save me, but that one day I'd have a chance to save another 
sister. So... so Rose has gotta live. She's got to. Otherwise it didn't mean 
anything."

Jenny sees Alexander then, her expression going closed-off and pinched. 
"Tommy's in with Rose," she tells him. "Their parents are on the way. 
Driving back from an out-of-state work thing. The nurses told us that 
they think she's going to be okay."

"Come on, then," Alexander says. "We're going to go have a very 
serious conversation."

~

They go to the hospital's 24-hour cafeteria. Even the light seems 
washed-out and tired here, to say nothing of the sparse scattering of 
people. Nobody ever listens to other people's conversations in places like 
this, for fear of tragedies they might overhear and catch like grief-borne 
pathogens.

The three of them sit down in one corner, armed with foam cups of hot 
water garnished with limp tea bags. None of them braves a sip.

"You're self-sufficient," Alexander says, deciding to address Jenny first. 
"It's an admirable quality. But it makes you an easy target. This time, I'm 
just angry at you because you didn't let me know about things for which I 
should have been your first call. You thought you could handle it yourself, 
because you've always had to handle it yourself, because there are always 
children whom the world forces an early growing-up upon. You're one. 
So was I. That's how I know.

"But it's better that I get angry at you now than for you to learn the 
hard way. People like you are the easiest prey in the world for people like 
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Cora. Fuck, even their name says it all: con artists. Confidence artists. 
You're so easy to trap, because they make you so goddamn confident that 
you're smarter than they are. Then, your pride can't let you admit when 
they've got you in over your head. Cora conned us all, and look at all the 
destruction she's been able to bring down on us just because we were so 
damn cocky, so sure that she couldn't get the better of us.

"You've spent so long having to look after yourself that you don't know 
how to ask for help when you need it. Maybe you can't even tell when 
you need it anymore, because you're so used to doing without. But you 
aren't on your own, Jennifer. You don't need to handle every challenge 
alone."

Alexander turns, facing Ash now. "Ashley, you have to be more shrewd. 
Listen to your own brain, instead of doing the easier thing and following 
whatever strong personality presents itself for you to attach yourself to. 
You're smarter than you give yourself credit for. You're stronger.

"We can't hold our own against Cora if we defeat ourselves. We have to 
be a pack united, if we're going to face her. And she seems determined 
for that to happen."

Jenny bites her lip, looking chagrined. "I'm sorry I -"

Alexander shakes his head. "Don't be sorry. Be better. I have to go now, 
but there are others watching. You'll be safe until morning. Go home, do 
whatever you like during the day, and make sure you're home again 
before dark. I'll call you in the evening."

~

Jay's hair is still damp from a shower when he and Blake meet up with 
Alex on a street several blocks from the hospital. He looks clean, and 
new, and hungry. Blake's clothes are creased and bloodied, and there's a 
slight cast of cruelty in his face that Alexander hasn't seen since before 
Blake first met Jay.

"Not your best look," Alexander says, nodding at the ruined suit. Blake 
waves a hand.

"I'll claim it's avant garde. A commentary on... something."

Jay makes a small scoffing sound, the same smirk he always wears when 
Blake uses that tone ghosting across his mouth. Alexander is surprised at 
how glad he feels at seeing that Jay's smirk has survived the boy's death.
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"I spoke to Tim," Blake tells Alexander. "He and Nicole are going to 
stay with Min until Jenny and Sofie return, and then spend the day in the 
closets of their apartment. An extra level of precaution against Cora's 
tricks."

Alexander nods. "Good. Now let Jason hunt, Blake, before he justifiably 
rips your head off for making him wait so long."

"I thought you'd prefer for me to wait for your arrival, as I have done. 
So you can make sure it's all done properly," Blake replies.

"Well, I'm here now. So let's get on with it."

~

The hour's quite late, and pedestrians are sparse. A young man with 
curly brown hair and light brown eyes gives Jay a winning smile as he 
passes where Jay stands at the lip of a laneway. Jay, with the clumsy grace 
of a newborn predator, strikes fast. Alexander and Blake don't have to do 
much more than make sure that Jay drags the man out of sight of the 
sidewalk and street before tearing into his throat.

A few heartbeats -- thunderous heartbeats that make Alexander's mouth 
water, but he holds back; this kill is Jay's first and should be his alone -- 
later, there are the scuffing, rapid sounds of others approaching.

"Hunters," Alexander warns Blake, readying for a fight. Blake just 
smiles a lazy smile, his attention still mostly on Jay and the victim.

"Oh, they won't be any trouble," he replies.

"You've got to be kidding me," Alex says flatly, realising what Blake 
means. "Even our luck's not that bad."

But sure enough, Lily and Will arrive on the scene a few seconds later.

Alexander watches as the recognition dawns in Will's expression. 
Sadness, and a of flicker dark, ugly envy ghosts across his face as he takes 
in the sight of Jay, now crouched over the prone body of the man, still 
drinking from the ruined neck. 

Lily assesses in the scene at the same moment Will does, but rather than 
freeze in shock and surprise -- which is what Will's done, and if the 
moment were calmer Alexander would tease him for that, because some 
quick-reflexed predator/hunter he is -- Lily snarls.
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"You fucking son of a bitch," she says to Alexander, stepping forward. 
"You goddamn piece of goddamn vampire shit."

Will puts his hand to Lily's shoulder in warning, trying to keep her 
from moving any closer to them.

At the sound of a new voice, Jay raises his head, mouth slick and red. 
He growls low in his throat at the insults, but he doesn't look angry. He 
looks sad, and a little lost, and so young.

Jay's always going to look like that, now, like a small-boned sixteen-
year-old boy.

Blake's the one who frowns, annoyed. "Don't talk about what you don't 
know, Lillian."

"What is there to know?" Lily spits, trying to shrug off Will's hand. Will 
knows better than to let her go, which raises Alexander's opinion of him 
slightly. "Whatever bullshit justifications he got you to believe, Jay, 
they're the same thing in the end. He killed you, and you let him kill 
you."

Jay's words are quiet and cold. "There wasn't a choice..."

"There's always a choice," Lily snaps. 

"Save it," Jay replies, biting the words out. He stands up, leaving the 
man's body on the ground. Usually, Alexander would make sure that a 
new vampire had knowledge of how to disguise or dispose of a kill, but 
this time he doesn't care. Let the hunters take care of it, since they're so 
determined to be the final word on everything.

Jay begins to walk away, down the laneway, away from the carnage. 
Blake follows.

Lily wilts, shoulders slumping unhappily, a look of devastation on her 
face. Alexander blows her and Will a parting kiss, and catches up with the 
others.

~

When it's close to sunrise, they head for the townhouse. Jay's killed 
three people, now, and displayed practical and innovative skill in cleaning 
up the mess afterward. Alexander is impressed. Blake looks as starry-
eyed and proud as a cheerleader whose quarterback crush has just won 
the big game.
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Jay's gaze seems to roam from subject to subject, too fascinated to rest 
too long on one: the wide empty space of the road, the occasional hiss of 
a passing car against its wet surface, the reflection of them in store 
windows.

They're passing one such shop, a menswear boutique with ties and cuff-
links and carefully presented shirts on display in the window, when Jay 
pauses. He stares down, apparently captivated by a silk tie of grey and 
olive green.

"Would you like it?" Blake asks, stepping to stand beside Jay. Alexander 
watches them from a few paces away. "I can have the owner come in and 
open for us, if you like. Or we can just break in and simply steal it."

"No, no," Jay replies distractedly, still staring at the tie. "I was just 
thinking. It's not important." Finally, he breaks his gaze and looks up at 
Blake. "What's next? Not tonight, I don't mean... I mean from now on? 
What happens now?"

Blake smiles, holding his palms out at his sides and giving an 
exaggerated shrug. "Who knows? As a philosopher once said, now that 
you're dead, what are you going to do with your life?"

Jay raises an eyebrow. "That wasn't a philosopher, that was Christian 
Slater in Heathers."

"Details, details. We'll find something interesting to do, never fear. 
There's usually some sort of party or event underway for us to ruin, if we 
look hard enough."
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MICHELLE

Sofie crumples like a wounded bird as soon as she sees Jenny at the 
hospital. Michelle expected that the two would be thorny with one 
another when they met up again, but any earlier disagreement over 
Rose's fate is forgotten as Sofie clings to the only comfort she's got left.

Michelle wants to see Tommy, wants to cling to him like Sofie clings to 
Jenny. Wants to let Tommy cling to her in the same way. But he's in with 
Rose, so Michelle just sends him a text.

Loveyou.

They're not supposed to have their phones on in the hospital, but she's 
not surprised when she gets one back a few seconds later.

Loveyou 2.

She's so tired she feels like she's dying, and doesn't object at all when 
Jenny demands that she stays at their place for the day. Ash can spot the 
vampires that are watching them -- they win the award for 'world's 
creepiest security detail', that's for sure -- and goes to speak to them, 
arranging for them to split off into two groups so that Ash can go back to 
the townhouse with some of them, and the others can follow Jenny and 
Sofie and Michelle back to Jenny and Sofie's apartment.

They make their final trip for the night in the town car -- it seems 
surreal to Michelle that she's spent about half of the worst night of her 
life riding around in the back of a fucking car -- and collect Min, Nicole 
and Tim from the downstairs neighbours.

Michelle can only imagine what they must look like, to this ordinary 
couple whose lives have briefly intersected with a nightmare. The 
thought makes her giggle. She's so exhausted that even blinking hurts.

Nicole and Min have obviously become firm friends already, at least. 
The little girl's clearly decided that Nicole is one of the very few people 
in the world who isn't a total idiot.

"Only other people I've seen her give that much respect to are Sofie and 
Alex," Jenny tells Michelle. "She likes me and Tim okay, too, but I think 
she sort of pities us. She doesn't think we have much of a clue about how 
the world works."

She's quiet for a second, her face suddenly sad and serious again. "And 
Jay. She likes Jay."
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~

Eventually, the sun comes up. Michelle has never been so grateful to see 
it before. Tim and Nicole retire to two of the apartment's numerous and 
roomy closets, to sleep away the daylight.

Michelle doesn't want to. She wants to be awake for every moment of 
it, to revel in the light, to feel it on her skin. She feels like a plant, 
thirsting for that brightness, soaking it up and growing from it. But she 
can barely keep her eyes open anymore.

At a plausible hour, Sofie calls their school on Michelle's behalf and 
leaves a message on the administrative voicemail. She sounds like a 
perfect professional, a doctor's assistant informing the school that 
Michelle will be out of all classes that day for personal medical reasons, 
and that documentation can be provided as required.

"If you offer it upfront, hardly anyone ever asks for it," she explains to 
Michelle when the call's done. Michelle remembers that Sofie and Jay's 
foster father was an expert forger; he clearly taught his children well.

Somebody will have to tell him about Jay.

In Jenny's bedroom the air smells of lavender and rosemary, from the oil 
she uses in her dreadlocks. The gleaming silk-satin of the pillow cases is 
shades of ocean green, peacock blue, cantaloupe orange. There's a 
threadbare rabbit toy carefully tucked into the top of the comforter.

"Min has nightmares," Jenny explains.

There's a daybed underneath the window, with a pillow and blanket 
strewn haphazardly atop it. Michelle doesn't need to ask; it's clear that 
Min isn't the only member of the household troubled by nightmares. For 
today, though, Sofie's usual prickly dislike of being too close to anyone 
for long seems to be overridden, and she climbs into Jenny's double bed 
along with Jenny and Min.

Michelle curls up on the daybed, turning her face to the window. She 
knows none of them will be kept awake by the light, not today. She closes 
her eyes, and sleeps until the afternoon.

~

When they start to wake up again, coming back to the world with the 
ordinary groans and grumbles of tiredness, they sit and eat nachos and 
watch Adventure Time with Min, and Michelle calls Tommy.
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“Hi you. How’s Rose?” she asks when he answers. 

“Okay. We’re home now. Mom and Dad are being really attentive. It’s 
making Rosie so crabby,” Tommy says. To anyone else his voice would 
sound flat, but Michelle can hear the smile. 

“You should come over,” he goes on. “Since Rosie’s pretty much stuck 
on the sofa, we’re gonna watch a bunch of movies and stuff.”

“Sounds good. I’ll come by later,” Michelle agrees. “See you then.”

She takes her time leaving, though. There’s a calm here, in the little nest 
the girls have made. Even if Michelle knows there are monsters in the 
closets.

Min builds a tall, teetering tower out of Lego bricks of all colours, 
while Jenny braids Sofie’s hair for her and offers architectural advice. 

But Michelle wants to see Tommy. It won’t fix the loneliness gaping 
wide in her – nothing will, now that Jay’s dead – but it’ll be something. 
She wants to hold his hand, smell his gross teenage-boy smell, hear his 
laugh when he’s right there close to her.

It’s still daylight when she gets to their house. Rose is on the sofa, 
pillowed and blanketed, with the remote control in her hand.

“My mom’s making burgers if you want one,” Tommy tells Michelle as 
she squeezes in beside him on one of the armchairs. 

“I feel so shitty that they had to come back from their work thing,” Rose 
says. Her voice is a little hoarse and weak, her skin still bloodless-pale, 
but the bites have healed to little more than bruises already. Bad bruises, 
sure, but that’s all.

“Of course we came back, silly girl,” Rose and Tommy’s mom says, 
bringing in two plates with a burger on each and handing them to her 
kids. “Hi Michelle. There’s more patties done if you want one. I’ll get the 
sodas, hang on.”

“Soda?” Rose wrinkles her nose. “Don’t we have any coffee?”

“You’re not having more coffee. You’re supposed to be resting,” her 
mom answers. “So rest!”

Rose pokes her tongue out at her mom’s back. Michelle giggles. 

There’s a bunch of Rose’s favourite DVDs all piled up next to the TV: 
The Pit and the Pendulum, La vie en rose, The Princess Bride, Dawn of the Dead, 
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the first Pirates of the Caribbean movie. There’s a couple of seasons of the 
Muppet show, too, but Michelle doesn’t think she’ll ever be able to 
watch the Muppets again. Just one more thing that’s not hers anymore.

“I’ve been talking on email with Gretchen and Bette – Dad let me use 
his laptop before he left for the office,” Rose says as her mom returns 
with cans of soda for the three of them. “They’re both being total 
psychos, of course. Freaking out. I’ve told ‘em to come around when 
they’re able to this evening. Oh, Christ, Mom, this burger is fucking 
awesome.”

“Don’t give the credit to me, I barely had to do anything with you 
wanting it that rare,” her mom smirks. “It’ll be nice to see Bette around 
again. Now you kids sit down and be quiet. Resting, remember?”

Rose waits until her mom’s out of earshot before speaking again. “I 
came out to them,” she tells Michelle. “My parents. Since there really 
have been kids hurt recently with gay bashings, Ash decided that it’d be a 
good cover story for my injuries. 

“I’m so tired of hiding from them. Trying to protect them from stuff. 
When you’re a kid, your parents are the ones who keep you safe from the 
shit you’re scared of, you know? And now it’s the other way around, and 
I’m so tired of lying. 

“So I figured that if I had to tell them another lie, hide another thing 
from them for their sakes, then I’d make them deal with one of my truths 
for a change as well. Force them to face a part of me. So I told them that 
I’m queer.

“My dad cried. I felt so guilty about that. He said he was crying because 
of how much harder my life was going to be. He was crying for me, not 
because of me. But I still felt like I’d disappointed him. Even though it 
wasn’t something I did on purpose.”

“Hey,” Tommy says, looking up from a message he’s typing on his phone. 
“What time are Bette and Gretchen coming? Because Lily wants to come 
say hi.”

“Mom’ll kill her. Lily’s the least restful person in the fuckin’ world,” 
Rose says with a grin. “Tell her to come round right after nightfall. Bette 
and Gretchen aren’t coming until a bit later than that.”

~

758



“Ten years trapped at sea and then one day on the shore,” Lily muses, 
watching the movie onscreen, perched on the arm at the end of Rose’s 
sofa. “It sounds like such a shitty life balance. But being in a band was a 
bit like that. And the trade-off really was worthwhile in the end. All of it, 
all the hard work and the arguments and the disappointments... for the 
price of all that, you got your one moment on the stage. You can put up 
with a decade of being dead if you know there's a day of being alive 
waiting for you at the end of it.”

“Ugh, can we not sully the movie by invoking the sequels, please.” Rose 
makes a revolted face. “I get that you're being metaphorical and whatever 
with the comparison – making it all about how much it sucks to be you, 
as usual, as if nobody else on the fucking planet has ever had a bad day of 
their own – but I'd like to demand a cease and desist. There are some 
movies that must be spoken about in singular only: The Matrix, the 
original Star Wars trilogy, Pirates of the Caribbean, and pretty much all 
Disney movies ever.”

“You can't count the Star Wars trilogy as a single movie,” Tommy objects. 
“I'm not saying I don't agree with you! Don't give me that look. I'm just 
saying that you can't count it as a single movie when it wasn't envisaged 
as a trilogy until later. Empire and Jedi still count as sequels same as the 
Matrix ones and the Pirates ones, any considerations of quality aside.”

“I like the first Star Wars movies. The prequels, I mean,” Michelle says. 
Everyone stares at her. “What? I do. Oh, don’t look at me like I’m the 
inhuman monster here. They’re fun.”

“The third one’s okay,” Lily admits grudgingly. 

“Whatever. Your pop culture barometer is stuck in 1989,” Michelle 
shoots back, directing her attention to the pirates onscreen.

~

Lily leaves after the movie. She’d seemed surprised when Rose told her 
what’d happened with Cora and Jay. Michelle hopes Lily isn’t planning to 
go off and do anything like track Cora down on her own. That would be 
exactly what the whole situation needs, one more spanner in the works.

One half-hour of The Princess Bride later, Gretchen and Bette show up. 
They look as tired as Michelle feels, and they’re both wearing normal 
teenage-girl clothes, and for the first time Michelle understands how 
much they love Rose and how worried they are about her. Maybe 
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vampire love isn’t the same as human love, and maybe it scares the shit 
out of Michelle, but that doesn’t make it any less real.

“Here, I brought you a get-well present,” Gretchen says, handing over a 
large flat rectangular shape wrapped in red tissue paper. It’s a framed 
photograph, the blacks and whites of the image silvery and dreamlike. A 
nude woman, moving as the shutter captures her, creating multiple sets 
of arms around her head and shoulders like a graceful vision of the 
Goddess Kali.

“The photographer’s name was Yva. She was Helmut Newton’s teacher. 
She died in a concentration camp. I thought you might like it to go with 
your Anne,” Gretchen explains. Rose grins, clearly touched. 

“I love it. It’s amazing.”

“Bette! Gimme a hug,” Rose’s mom demands, grabbing Bette in an 
embrace before Bette gets a say about it either way. “We’ve missed you.”

She steps back, holding Bette at arm’s length to give her a long look. 
“You’ve gotten so grown up. It’s so sad you’re so far away. Your mom 
misses you too, I know.”

Bette gives her a tight smile. “The school I’m at now is a really good 
opportunity, though.”

Rose’s mother snorts. “You’re a kid. Worry about that shit later. Be 
where your heart is.”

She gives Bette a kiss on the cheek and leaves the five of them alone 
again. Nobody says anything. On the TV, Westley assures Buttercup that 
death cannot stop true love, only delay it for a little while. 

Michelle wants the armchair to swallow her up and save her from the 
awkward angst. 

“This was a mistake. I’m gonna go,” Bette says, walking to the front 
door and out into the garden.

Rose throws off the blankets and follows her out, dressed in ratty black 
slippers and plaid flannel pajamas. So Michelle and Tommy and Gretchen 
are kind of obliged to follow too, because it would be pretty awkward to 
stay and watch the movie while there was a fight outside. 
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“Fuck you!” Rose shouts after Bette, who stops and turns. Rose is 
holding onto the doorframe for support, and her voice is sharp and 
poisonous. The hurt underneath her fury is like a vein in jagged marble. 

“Fuck you for your daydreams about our future. So things aren’t how 
you want? That’s enough reason to give up on everything? What kind of 
weak, spineless shit does that make you? 

“What if I said I don’t care, I don’t give a shit about happy endings. I 
don’t fucking give a shit about poetry. I just want you. 

“We’ve grown up. Or... changed is a better word, I guess. But you’re 
different to who you were. I’m different. My mom can see it.

“I just want you,” Rose says again. “I don’t know what happens next. I’m 
fucking scared. And I miss you.”

For one endless beat of time, Bette just stares at her, frozen motionless 
by the onslaught of words. Then she steps forward, toward Rose. 
Michelle can't remember the last time she saw Bette so hesitant about 
anything.

"I -" Bette says, but then they both step together and grab one another 
in a hug, faces buried into shoulders too tightly for speaking. They cling 
to one another, not moving, just clutching like they can merge and fuse 
and be one person if they just try hard enough.

"I love you," one of them says, the words too muffled for Michelle to 
be certain which one of them it is that's spoken, but it doesn't really 
matter. The words open the floodgate in both of them even as they stay 
locked in their hug, wracking sobs shuddering their shared form as both 
girls cry for all the things they've lost, all the futures they didn't get, the 
present they almost lost because it seemed like something that they 
couldn't have.

In those moments they're locked together in their hug, Michelle can't 
imagine that there's any force on earth strong enough to break the 
embrace apart, not time or death or anything. But in the end it's rain that 
does it, sleet-cold drizzle splattering down and making them break apart 
to stare up at the sky with shocked laughter at the freezing interruption.

"Come on," Rose says, offering her hand out to Bette. "Let's go back 
inside." 
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ALEXANDER

The formal dining room in the Kenilworth house has a long table 
bisecting it. Instead of playing host to a lavish banquet, however, this table 
is currently serving as a spacious desk for Nicole and Jenny to spread 
papers and notes across. 

There are jottings about meal plans and drug suggestions and the names 
of psychiatrists on bright yellow sticky squares, photocopied newspaper 
clippings, and X-rays. The pair are doing their best to plan a future for 
Min, one that will last as long as possible.

“She won’t get to average height for her age, but if we can get her to 
eleven or twelve, she’ll at least have time to get some benefit from 
estrogen injections,” Nicole says. Jenny makes more notes.

Alex’s phone chirps quietly, earning him a matching set of glares from 
Nicole and Jenny. He meekly leaves the room, possessed of sufficient 
self-preservation instincts to know he’s no match for them.

The message is just a random chatty missive from Tim, who’s gone out 
with a bunch of his creative friends. One of the other artists featured in 
the same show as Rose, a blunt and delightful pixie of a creature named 
Leo, has decided to employ Tim’s help in experimenting with the eternal 
question of how much coffee a human needs to drink before a vampire 
gets a buzz from their blood. 

This has, of course, led to one very caffeinated human, and a vampire in 
similar condition. Alexander fully expects to be getting slightly 
hyperactive text updates throughout the night. 

He can hear running footsteps and a crash upstairs, and goes to 
investigate. All traces of the murders have been thoroughly removed, of 
course, and the rooms refurbished. The noises are coming from the room 
where the woman with the delicate skin had lived and died.

It looks as if the crash Alex heard was caused by the chair of the dressing 
table being knocked over, as Min launched herself from it onto the 
springy mattress of the bed, where she is now jumping along with Ash. 
Sofie stands and watches them with a smile twitching at her lips.

“Hello hello!” Min says with one of her rare smiles, waving at him. 
Alexander smiles in return and waves back.

762



MICHELLE

Rose’s energy falters as midnight approaches, but she’s making a valiant 
effort to stay awake, basking in the happiness of having Bette on one side 
of her and Gretchen on the other as they sit on the sofa, commentating 
with glee as zombies destroy humanity on the TV.  

It makes Michelle miss Jay, the third point of her own triangle, so much 
that her throat chokes closed. She sends him a text.

How are you?

Okay, he writes back. You?

Tired.

Go to bed thn, dork :)

She smiles a little at that. You are, she writes.

He’s right, though. She should get some sleep.

“Can I stay?” she asks Tommy. “Will your parents be weird if I do?”

“They’re always weird,” he answers. “Stay. I’m going to bed now too. 
Night, guys.”

“Night,” the three girls say, almost in unison, then grin at one another. 
Michelle rolls her eyes. People in love are so goofy and gross.

She and Tommy head upstairs to his room, holding hands as they go. Jay 
is sitting in the middle of Tommy’s bed, and stands with lithe grace as 
they step inside. 

He looks different, even more different than when he woke up again. 
His clothes are the same trendy stuff that the three of them always wear, 
but seem to hang on him differently now.

Now he looks – and Michelle wants to laugh at herself for evening 
thinking this – sexy. She wants to touch him. She can tell from the way 
Tommy squeezes her hand that he feels it, too.

“Hey guys,” Jay says, with a smile that’s nothing like Jay’s smile. It makes 
Michelle shiver. 

This isn't something they do. They're as close as lovers, all three of 
them, and most of the time Michelle can barely remember the time 
before that was true. It seems like it’s always the three of them against 
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the world, a pack-family as truly and completely as any gang of vampires 
in a townhouse. 

But this isn't something they do, not the three of them together. The 
chemistry between Tommy and Michelle has always been its own 
monster, something separate from the triumvirate they make. Sometimes 
Tommy and Jay will kiss, if Michelle goads them into it, and there was 
one memorable but abortive attempt between Michelle and Jay to do 
something more, but that's as close as it’s gotten.

It's not that they never wanted to, exactly. The possibility has always 
been there. It's just never been the right time. The maybe-feeling has 
always held a promise to it, a promise of things working out properly 
some day. 

But someday didn't ever come, and now it never will, not like it might 
have, because that Jay's gone now. He died, even though he's right in 
front of Michelle right now.

She reaches out and presses her hand against his chest, determined to 
feel the beat of his heart, reassuring herself that he's here, he's real. 

Everyone dies. Everything changes. Those are just the truths of the 
world. Everyone changes. Jay is still Jay, even if he's different. Even if his 
chest only rises and falls with breath when he wants to speak, now.

"Chelle?" he asks her, same vague quizzical expression on his face as in 
the days when she'd get all dreamy and quiet from their brownies and sit 
without speaking for hours while Jay and Tommy argued about dragons 
or mimes or whatever. The familiarity of it makes her heart catch in her 
throat.

"Nothing. It's nothing," she answers, giving him an attempt at a smile, 
even though she knows that he'll be able to see the tears pricking at her 
eyes. "I'm just sad, that's all."

"You've always been sad," says Tommy, standing against her back, a 
reassuring and familiar shape that's always seemed to fit perfectly against 
her own body, like they were made to click together, to meld into one 
form.

"Yeah," Michelle agrees, because it's sort of true. There's always been 
something empty in her, something lonely, something that only music's 
ever filled up. Sex didn't do it, drugs didn't do it, but rock and roll did. 
Maybe that's why so many musicians die young. They give up once they 
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realize that they've found the only perfect high, and how fleeting and 
elusive it can be.

"You don't have to be sad," Jay says, and there's a promise in his voice, 
the same kind of soft, soothing kind of promise that Michelle thinks that 
maybe the serpent in the garden of Eden might've had in its voice, if it 
wasn't just a fairy story.

She shrugs one shoulder, giving him a crooked smirk. "My favourite 
band broke up a while back. I guess I'm still kinda bummed."

It's a joke, but it's kind of true as well. Michelle's never felt as right, as 
complete as she did in those moments with Jay and Tommy, standing and 
watching Remember the Stars play. That was her perfect happiness, and 
it's gone forever now, and she's sad and scared and lonely, because what if 
there's never anything else that good ever again? What if they never find 
another place where they fit, the three of them together, that's as right as 
that one?

As if he can read her thoughts -- and fuck, maybe he can, Michelle 
doesn't know how this vampire crap works, not really -- Jay reaches out 
and rests his hand on her arm, squeezing gently, just enough of a touch to 
reassure her that he's there.

"It's okay," he says quietly. That's not fair, and it makes Michelle's heart 
hurt and her eyes sting even harder that Jay has to be the one to keep it 
together right now, to make her feel better, when he's the one who died.

They've always been there for each other, all three of them. It shouldn't 
be about Michelle freaking out and feeling sad, not right now. She should 
be keeping it together for Jay.

A wave of self-loathing, of anger for how she's failing her best friends 
right now by being such a mess, hits her in a shudder. Michelle slips out 
from between Tommy and Jay, stepping away to the edge of the bed and 
sitting down.

"I just. Just a second. I'm sorry," she stammers. "I'm sorry."

"It’s okay." It’s Tommy who says it this time, to Jay in a soft voice. 

"Okay," Jay echoes, tilting Tommy's head to one side and leaning in 
against his throat. Michelle’s a deer in headlights, unable to look away as 
Jay opens his mouth, fangs gleaming for a moment before they break the 
skin. 
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~

The next day at school, Michelle decides that of all the places she’s been 
in her life, algebra class is by far the most absurd. How’s she meant to sit 
here, drawing aimless things (eyes, lips, flowers, thorns) across the edges 
of her page, when every movement of her shirt collar chafes against the 
marks on her throat, every motion of her hand brushes her shirt cuff 
against the bites on her wrist?

There’s a whole dark important world going on that nobody around her 
understands, or even knows is there.

And her collar keeps rubbing her neck, making her breath catch and her 
knees feel weak as she sits in goddamn algebra. 

Finally, after about a thousand years, the bell rings. Michelle manages to 
stumble out of the classroom and down the hall, toward the old 
darkroom where they used to hide out with Ash when Ash still came to 
school.

Tommy’s there already, looking as wrecked as she feels. She slams the 
door behind her, fumbling to find him in the sudden dark, kissing him 
frantically. 

Is this what vampires feel like all the time? It’s so good, and so huge, and 
so hungry. It’s too much. Michelle feels like she’s burning up from the 
inside, from fires lit in all the places Jay bit her. She runs the edge of her 
thumbnail over the underside of Tommy’s wrist, over the small wound 
there. Tommy gasps against her mouth, and Michelle smiles. 

Distantly, she can hear the bell ring for the next class, but it doesn’t 
matter. She can’t imagine that it’ll ever matter again. 

When they crack open the door an hour later, Sofie is waiting outside, 
her face cold and pale.

“Was it my brother?”

Michelle smiles at her. “It’s okay,” she assures Sofie.

Sofie barks a bitter laugh. “Is it?”

~

The high begins to wear off on their walk to the townhouse. Sofie’s kind 
of a mood-killer like that. Michelle starts to feel the crash. 
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“It’s kind of creepy. Feeling like this. Isn’t it? Like, I don’t know. Like Jay 
kind of owns us?” Michelle says. Tommy shrugs.

“I don’t mind it so much.”

“I do.” Michelle shakes her head. “I don’t want to belong to anyone. Not 
Jay. Not even you. How can you be okay with that?”

“I’m a twin. I guess I’m used –“

“Used to feeling like your identity relies on other people? Ugh.”

Tommy looks annoyed. “Used to knowing who I am even inside a 
context. Way to make me sound like part of the Borg or something, 
Jesus.”

Michelle takes his hand and squeezes it in a wordless apology. “I’m 
sorry. This is just. You know.”

He gives her a crooked smile. “Yeah. That it is.”

Michelle feels bad that this is all such a crappy thing for Sofie. Even with 
the best of the high fading, Michelle feels like her blood is made of 
electricity, crackling lightning through her. But Sofie’s expression is grim 
and set and sad, and she raps her knuckles against the townhouse’s front 
door with a stony finality. 

It’s Rose who answers. “You know that most of the people in here are 
asleep, right? If I hadn’t been here, how would you have gotten in?”

“Rosie?” Tommy looks surprised. “Does Mom know you’re here?”

“I told her I was going with Bette around to her place,” Rose answers 
guiltily, stepping aside to let them quietly file into the foyer. “It’s not 
technically a lie. And it’s what we’re talking about, anyway. Bette going 
around to see her mom. 

“Ash is awake too, but everyone else is still asleep.”
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ALEXANDER

Alex wakes with a start at the sound of his phone. It’s the song that’s 
programmed to ring when Tim calls him, but Tim is fast asleep beside 
him, which means it’s Cora playing her games with the lines again. 

He hits the answer button and moves into the bathroom, so Tim won’t 
be woken by whatever she’s decided to bother Alexander with now.

“I have to be honest,” Cora tells him. “I’m feeling quite low. I’d hoped 
that Nell’s little artist girl’s brother would go to Lily and Will when he 
found his sister kidnapped, and that they’d do away with poor tragic Jay 
entirely.” 

“You planned, you mean,” Alexander snipes back. “Your plans have a 
habit of going wrong, don’t they?”

“Not nearly so often as you think,” she retorts. “But I’ve ironed the kinks 
out this time, so it hardly matters. My reliable little vigilante Anna is so 
useful. I’ve given her the tip-off myself; no need to rely on teenagers to 
pass on my messages this time. Unless Will or Lily sees the messageboard 
first, I suppose. Will might try to come and save the day again. Be a hero. 
He’s beaten me before, after all.

“Oh well. Whoever finds it first wins. All’s fair, as they say.” She feigns a 
yawn. “Anyway, must be going. Don’t try to wake Tim or Blake, Alex. I’ll 
kill them for real this time if you involve them. I’ve proven that I can if I 
want. This game’s just for those of us who were there in Colorado.”

“And what’s the game, Cora?” Alexander asks. He knows she’ll tell him. 
Her little horrors need an audience, or else there’s no point to them at 
all. 

“I’m going to turn Jennifer, of course,” she answers with a laugh. “Duh. 
I’ll leave her locked in the adorable little panic room in the closet of the 
house here, with Min and Nicole. Nicole will have to kill her, or let her 
kill Min. Isn’t that just beautiful?” 

The line goes dead while she’s still laughing. 

Alexander dresses as quickly and quietly as he can, taking only what 
weapons he can gather from the hiding places in his room. 

He doesn’t have to see the message Cora’s left for the hunters to know 
that it will be written in such a way so as to ensure the hunters can’t 
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ignore it, no matter how obvious it is that it’s a trap. That isn’t who they 
are, any of them. It’s never been who they are. 

And he’s rushing out to do whatever he can to stop it because, for all his 
talk of pragmatism and strategics, it’s who he is, too. 

~

Like a piece of performance art portraying ‘very frustrating road 
blocks’, there’s a gaggle of teens, human and vampire mixed, gathered 
around the front door of the house. Alexander suspects even Cora 
couldn’t orchestrate something like this, so he chalks it up to just another 
of the universe’s little sadisms. 

“What are all of you doing here?”

“What are you doing here? What’s wrong?” Ash asks, because Ash knows 
Alexander almost as well as he knows himself. 

They’re hardly the allies he would have chosen, but they’re better than 
nothing. “Cora. She’s got Jenny, Min and Nicole at the house where 
Nicole’s staying.”

Sofie has the door open before Alexander’s finished. “Call one of your 
cars, then,” she says. “A fast one.”

~

They arrive at the house at the same time as Lily and Will. The evening 
is still bright enough that all of the vampires are feeling decidedly 
uncomfortable, and even Sofie and Rose look a little queasy. 

They haven’t even had time to do more than acknowledge that Lily and 
Will are approaching when Anna shows up too. Whatever else he might 
feel about her, Alexander can’t fault Cora’s timing. 

“We have to work together. This is too dangerous to do otherwise,” Will 
says to Anna in a businesslike tone. “Please, Anna. This once. Just this one 
time.”

Alexander doesn’t like the look in Anna’s eyes as she nods. But there 
isn’t time to stop, isn’t time for discussion. Alexander puts his shoulder 
to the door, and then they’re inside. 

At the top of the stairs, on the wide landing which overlooks the foyer, 
Cora is standing like a hostess making her grand entrance. She’s wearing 
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one of her sleek little business dresses, the slit on one thigh stretching 
high on her hip, and her earrings and throat glitter with emeralds. 

There’s emeralds in the hilt of each of the two throwing daggers she 
holds in her hands, as well. 

For a moment, everyone is still. The vampires among them search out 
and find the sound of heartbeats, three of them, in the room where Min 
so recently learned the childish joy of jumping on a bed. 

Alexander sees Will relax, just a fraction, once it’s clear that Jenny’s still 
alive, that her heartbeat is still that of a human. 

Sofie’s the one who breaks the stillness, who moves. She’s up the stairs 
two at a time, almost as fast as a vampire. One of Cora’s knives buries 
itself in her shoulder but Sofie doesn’t break stride. 

Anna, Will and Lily all strike a second later. Anna leads them up the 
stairs, even as Sofie tackles Cora down over the landing’s railing and onto 
the parquet floor below. 

That’s when Alexander sees the full shape of Cora’s plan, as she laughs 
in triumph upon impact with the floor. But it’s too late, he knows it’s too 
late, even as he runs up after the hunters and follows them into the 
bedroom where the hostages are held.
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MICHELLE

Cora’s other knife goes into Sofie’s thigh and is then pulled free again, 
driving hilt-deep a second time. Sofie screams. 

A third stab, another scream. 

There’s no time to think, no time to hesitate. There isn’t time to be 
scared, which is a mercy, because if she had time to be scared then 
Michelle wouldn’t be able to move at all. 

As it is, though, there’s no time for anything but what happens next. 
Michelle squeezes Tommy’s hand one last time, to give herself courage – 
and as a goodbye, because she may be dead in the next few seconds.

Then she runs, and Ash is running beside her, and the little knives that 
Alexander gave them are in their hands. 

The knives are hardly the most impressive weapons. Far from it. If they 
were able to ask, it’s likely that Cora would tell them that knives like that 
aren’t even worth considering as a threat.

But really, that’s the only advantage they’ve got, isn’t it? Nobody ever 
considered them. Ash is just the sacrifice who refused to stay dead, and 
Michelle is nothing but the afterthought who demanded to be thought of. 

Michelle’s knife drives itself into the back of Cora’s neck. That’s how 
cocky Cora was, how little thought she gave the rest of them: she turned 
her back to them.  

Vampire flesh is tough, and Michelle’s not especially strong, but the 
blow is enough to throw Cora off-guard for a few seconds, and that’s 
enough time for Ash to get in front of her and push the second knife 
directly into Cora’s eye, as deep as it will go. 

Bette and Tommy help Sofie to stand on her uninjured leg, shifting her 
away, putting pressure on the wounds.

And then soft, vulnerable Rose, her pale hands trembling, reaches into 
the pocket of her jacket and pulls out a plastic cigarette lighter, decorated 
with a skeletal angel. She crouches beside Cora’s still body, reaching for a 
handful of Cora’s glossy hair.

It gleams coppery in the small firelight of the lighter for a second and 
then catches, blazing. Rose steps back to avoid being burnt, her face 
smooth and cold as she tosses the lighter into the growing flames.
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ALEXANDER

Anna has a stake in one hand, a knife in the other. The knife’s not so 
different from Cora’s, and Alexander can appreciate the symmetry of 
that. 

He’s more like Cora than Nicole thinks, in some ways. 

He hopes Jenny isn’t looking. He’s sure she is.

He can see all of it now. The way every cog and wheel fits into the 
mechanism. 

Cora’s revenge was always going to be this. It was never about Blake. It 
was always about getting Will and Sofie back in every way that she could 
for Colorado, a childish game of you-hit-me-first. She’ll be killing Sofie 
right now, downstairs, as Anna kills Will, and Alexander can’t halt the 
motion of any of it enough to stop it. 

Poisoning Blake led to Will and Lily working to save Blake’s life. Min’s 
existence tied Jenny’s world to that of the townhouse, muddying the 
moral clarity of Will’s black-and-white hunter world. The mindless 
vampires, like Ash was supposed to be, that Cora unleashed on the city, 
made Anna’s world clearer and sharper – the monsters were simple 
monsters, with no ambiguity to their evil. 

Every step made them weaker. Every step put Will more at odds with 
Anna. Every step drove them here. 

And then Anna strikes, like Alex knew she would, and the stake goes 
into Will’s heart and the knife into his temple, and he falls to the ground, 
his eyes open and staring and lifeless. 

772



MICHELLE

The scream rips through the air, making everyone’s frayed nerves jump 
in redoubled surprise. Automatically, as if by instinct, Michelle and Rose 
move in the direction of the sound, running up the stairs and leaving the 
others to make sure Cora’s pyre doesn’t become an inferno.

Michelle doesn’t know if the movement towards someone’s fear and 
pain comes from her shortlived training as a hunter, or from the 
borrowed predatory impulses still threading through her system from 
Jay’s bites. She doesn’t know. She doesn’t want to know.

Jenny, Min and Nicole are tied up together in one corner. Jenny’s 
bloodied but alive. Alexander is slicing the ropes away from them.

But none of that matters, because Will is on the floor, Lily curled over 
him, and Anna is standing with a gun in her hands, trembling, aiming at 
Lily’s bowed head. 

“I know. I know about all of it. The people you’ve both... I know he 
wasn’t the same Will anymore. I know you aren’t Lily anymore. But I 
can’t kill you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I can’t,” Anna sobs, her shaking more 
violent with each word. 

Michelle’s only thought, as she looks at the scene before her, is that 
Anna has killed Lily, more profoundly than any of them can imagine. 
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ALEXANDER

"Anna, it's done. Cora’s dead. Will’s dead. We have to go, now," 
Michelle says, voice flat and steady in a way that reminds Alexander of 
Jay. The girl pulls on Anna's arm, forcing her to follow, dragging her away 
before Lily has a chance to recover her wits and make this an even 
bloodier encounter.

Michelle turns her head back for a fleeting second and her dark, sad 
eyes lock with Alexander's.

And the worst part is that hearts grow back, she is thinking in that moment, 
and then their contact breaks and she's gone, nothing but fading footsteps 
down the stairs and growing distance out the door.

By the time Alexander turns back to the wreckage of the room, Lily has 
already pulled the rough stake out of Will's ruined chest and is clutching 
it, forgotten, in one hand. The inch-long splinters off the spike are 
cutting jagged scratches into her skin, but she gives no indication that she 
notices. Alexander isn't surprised. He wouldn't notice, either.

“Go downstairs,” he says to the others. None of them should have to 
deal with this. Jenny begins to protest, but Nicole sends a strong wave of 
mesmerism over the girl and leads her out of the door. Rose carries Min 
out after her. Alexander is very, very grateful for Nicole and Rose in that 
moment. 

"What am I supposed to tell him?" Lily asks, staring down at Will's 
slack, lifeless face, her tears dripping onto his forehead and cheeks as she 
kneels beside his body. "What am I supposed... he ran away last time. He 
ran away. He promised me he wouldn't run away again. What if he runs 
away again. What am I supposed to tell him." 

Even the slight inflection of a question has left her voice by the end of 
her words, the tone of every syllable flat and hopeless.

Alexander checks to see if there's anything in the room that they need 
to dispose of. There's not. Even the most shattering of acts can be done 
without much surrounding damage. 

Alexander thinks that might be a 'worst part’ to rival even the one 
whispered by Michelle's mind. How slight the ripples left by loss can be. 

"What do I tell you about Anna," Lily's asking Will's still features now, 
smoothing his hair with a robotic, awkward repeating motion of her free 
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hand. The other still clutches the stake, her bone-white knuckles even 
whiter in their grip. "What do I tell you about... about, oh God, what do 
I say when you wake up and we’re here, how do I explain? You can't leave 
me. You can't leave me here alone. I need you. You make sense of... you 
make it all make sense. What am I going to do if you're not here?"

“Help me lift him onto the bed,” Alexander instructs Lily, guiding her 
gently down away from Will’s head and down to his feet. As she’s 
distracted, he swiftly pulls the knife free, pressing his thumb over the tiny 
gash to stop it bleeding. The knife, Alex slips into his pocket to dispose of 
later.

“He’ll begin to heal soon,” he tells her when they’ve laid Will on the 
bed. She climbs up beside the body, curls protectively around the 
unmoving chest. “He’ll wake up in the evening. Is there anyone you want 
me to call, to be here with you?”

“No,” Lily says, her voice numb. 

“Anything you need?” 

“No,” she repeats in exactly the same tone. Then, blinking blearily up at 
him. “Blood.”

Alexander nods. “I’ll make sure there’s some here for you soon. Stay 
here as long as you want, Lily. I’ll post people downstairs; tell them if 
there’s anything you need. If you want any of us here tomorrow evening, 
when Will wakes, just tell the vampires and they’ll tell me, all right?”

Her eyes narrow, sparking with what little passion and hate she can still 
muster. “Why are you doing anything for me?”

Alexander shrugs one shoulder. “The house is here. It may as well be 
used.” 

Alex thinks, briefly, of Cora. This too falls under her joke of giving 
Blake exactly what he wants. Just as Will and Lily’s resistance to Blake 
was beginning to crumble, Cora’s reset the game back to what it was 
when Will first died. 

Only it isn’t, of course. Because Lily is still Lily, and Lily has always 
been the wild card that changed the rest. This isn’t a new game, this is 
just the start of another round. 

~
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Downstairs, Nicole has taken charge. Jenny is asleep, her head on Sofie’s 
skinny lap, at the bottom of the stairs. Min sits next to them, watching all 
the excitement around her with the same owlish quietness she always 
wears. 

“I’ll take care of them. Jenny will be all right soon,” Nicole tells 
Alexander. “I thought it would be easier this way. The kid takes on more 
than her share of the world’s problems.”

“She says it’s her way of fighting the vampires of the world.” Alexander 
can’t help but smile. Nicole shakes head, smirk pulling the corner of her 
own mouth up. 

“You do know how to pick them, Alex. Your whole ridiculous family 
does.” 

“So you’ve called everyone who needs calling, then?”

“Cleaners for that mess over there,” Nicole says, ticking off on her 
fingers, nodding towards a spread fire blanket off to one side, which 
Alexander glances at and promptly ignores. Nicole’s right, he’s got better 
things to lose sleep over than Cora. “Security to stay down here while 
Lily and Will are upstairs. A car to take Rose and Tommy home, and one 
for you and Ash and Bette. As I said, I’ll look after Sofie and Jenny and 
Min for now.” She frowns. “I had to book a hotel suite, Alex. You know 
how I feel about hotels.”

He can’t help but laugh. 

~

When the car for Rose and Tommy arrives, Bette comes over to where 
Alexander is sitting on the doorstep outside. 

“I’m gonna go with them too. Go say hi to my mom and stuff,” she says. 
“I’ll come home in a couple of days, ‘kay?”

He smiles up at her, and nods. “I’ll let Gretchen know where you are 
when I speak to her.”

“Thanks, Alex.”

When she’s gone, Ash comes over and sits beside Alex, leaning against 
him.

“I guess stabbing your murderer in the face counts as closure, right?” she 
asks. He kisses her on her forehead.
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“Probably.”

“Hm. Okay. So it’s just you and me heading back to the townhouse, 
then?”

“Just you and me.”

“Wanna walk it? We’ve still got most of the night. I don’t really feel like 
being in a car.”

He gets to his feet, and holds down a hand to help her up. “Sure thing. 
Let’s go.” 

~

Mikhail and Quinn are leaving the townhouse as Ash and Alexander 
arrive, but offer no comment on the rumpled state of the pair. Everyone 
in the household has come home looking like that from time to time, 
often much worse. Occupational hazard of being a bloodthirsty creature 
of the night. 

They climb the stairs. Tim and Jay are arguing about whose use of the 
grotesque is more interesting, Quentin Tarantino or Chuck Palahunik 
(Alexander can’t really see the basis for comparison). Blake is listening to 
the battle, making notes in an appointment diary, and scratching at the 
purring cat on his lap. 

He raises an eyebrow at Alexander and Ash’s disheveled clothes, but 
doesn’t ask. 

Alexander answers anyway, with a shake of his head. “I’ll tell you in a 
minute,” he says, sitting down on the sofa beside Ash. He closes his eyes, 
and listens to his family.
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MICHELLE

Back at her apartment, Anna doesn’t pack much. T-shirts, jeans, 
toothbrush, toothpaste, comb. The barest essentials. 

“Where are you going to go?” Michelle asks. 

“Wherever I end up,” Anna answers, folding another singlet and adding 
it to her duffle. “Somewhere South, maybe. Somewhere warm. I want to 
be like the soldiers in World War Two, you know? The ones who came 
back and had so many little fat kids that they called it a baby boom. Who 
built houses and got married and sat back and knew that they fucking 
deserved this, they deserved this happiness, because they'd given up so 
much. Had to do such terrible things.”

She pulls her red leather jacket off the bedpost. “You can have this if you 
like.” 

"Don't you want it? I hear other places in the world have weather too, 
you know."

Anna shakes her head. "I want to start as fresh as I can. The more I take 
with me from here, the less I'm leaving behind."

"I'm not sure if that's profound or a tautology," jokes Michelle gently, 
before her voice becomes serious, concerned. "Are you going to be okay 
on your own?"

"Yeah." Anna sounds sure. Weary, but with the weariness is a wisdom 
that lends certainty to the simple reply. “I’ll be okay.” 

~

In the early morning light, Rose is lying in the front garden, on top of a 
red tartan picnic blanket that's faded to a washed-out pinky grey, 
threadbare enough that the waterproof backing glints through black and 
slick in places. She's smoking, staring up at the branches which arc 
leaflessly over her.

"Tom's asleep," she says when Michelle opens the front gate and steps 
onto the path. "But you can wake him if you like, I doubt he'd mind."

"No hurry," Michelle replies, walking to the blanket and sitting down 
on it, ignoring the bite of cold from the ground that comes up through 
the thin covering. Rose must be freezing, lying there like that.
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Michelle lies down beside her. The cold's not so bad, really. She's gotten 
used to worse things before.

“Aren’t you uncomfortable? Being in sunlight?” Michelle asks. 

“Nah. It’s okay.”

She's never been close to Rose. Rose always seemed shy or timid or 
something, some other word that's not quite the same as those and that 
Michelle doesn't know, some word that means skittish and weird and 
out-of-the-way. Rose was always that, retreating off into her basement or 
out with Bette when Michelle and Jay came around to hang out with 
Tommy.

Michelle never really made the effort to get to know her, since Rose 
seemed happy to scuttle off out of the way all the time. Making the effort 
to get to know somebody gave them the power to reject you, and 
Michelle had built up her careful walls of uncaring a long time ago. 
Better to be thought a haughty bitch than to be a wounded, easily kicked 
creature like Rose always seemed to be.

But now they've got something in common, a membership to a dark 
secret world, with the scars to prove it. 

And it's not about the danger and the strangeness, exactly, this thing 
that makes them different from every else, makes them the same as each 
other. It's not about that.

It’s about love, maybe. And the things you can’t choose about yourself. 
And the things you can, that most people pretend aren’t there to choose. 

“So you guys and Jay, huh?” Rose asks, breathing a plume of smoke out 
of the corner of her mouth.  

“Yeah,” Michelle replies. “But I don’t know. It scares me. I don’t want to 
be --” 

“Bound?” Rose finishes. Michelle nods. Rose gives a wry little laugh.

“Yeah, I know. But you know what I figure? Fuck it.”

Michelle raises her eyebrows. “That’s your deep philosophy about our 
love affairs with the walking dead? ‘Fuck it’?” 

“Yeah. Fuck it,” Rose says again with a lopsided grin. “I’m gonna go to 
art school and be a fuckin’ painting superstar. You’re gonna go to college 
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and learn how to rule the entire music industry. Maybe we love vampires 
while we do that shit, maybe not. I mean, I’m halfway there myself now.” 

She bares her teeth. The fangs are small and sharp, strange in a living 
face. 

“So, whatever. The complicated shit is complicated enough without 
giving ourselves headaches about it, too.”

Michelle rolls her eyes. “That’s great. Really deep. You’re like a zen 
master of relationships or something.”

“No wonder you and my brother like each other,” Rose replies. “You’re 
both sarcastic little assholes.”

They’re quiet for a while after that. 

“Do you remember when Tommy used to collect silk worms?” Rose 
asks.

“Yeah, I guess,” Michelle agrees. “I think he outgrew it, though.”

“I was so grossed out when I found out that they kill the moths to get 
the silk.” Rose is quiet again for a few seconds. “So, this growing up shit’s 
pretty neat, huh? Sometimes it can be, anyway.” 

“Sometimes,” Michelle echoes her. “So what’re we supposed to do 
now?”

“Fuck if I know,” Rose answers. “I guess first of all, we lie here and wait 
for the sun to go down.”

Michelle laughs quietly. “That’s kind of a while away, isn’t it? It’s still 
pretty early in the morning right now.”

“I know,” agrees Rose. “We’ve got practically all the time in the world.” 
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