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      Late August in upstate New York was beautiful, particularly in the little isolated valley where I lived. The air was crisp in the early predawn woods. The sky was just beginning to lighten in the East, but it was still early enough to hunt vampires.

      I inhaled deeply and could almost taste the maple leaves above me. They’d soon fall, carpeting the town with crunchy sharpness until it faded into a sodden mess of decomposing verdure. Behind the scent of life there was a trace of death, of decomposing flesh, the sharp sour piercing odor of a vampire that needed to be put down.

      I heard something, no, an absence of something. The early morning birds had fallen quiet. I dropped to one knee and scooped up a handful of soil. I let it sift through my fingers while I inhaled. There. Stronger this time. The scent was fresh. I focused on quieting my own heart, slowing it down so I could hear everything.

      There.

      I made my way slowly through the thick fronds. I lifted my head when I heard the suddenly loud footfalls. In a few seconds I could hear their breathing, smell the exhilaration on one, the madness from the other. There was a distinct lack of fear. Something thumped while the ferns rustled. The fugitive had stopped running.

      I brushed my fingers over the silken surface of a wild tiger lily, blooming in reckless beauty. The dim light of early morning made the massive trees and the layers of green mystical, magical, full of untold secrets and unfathomable mysteries. I walked slowly because someone had been thoughtful enough to delay my target.

      It wasn’t a clearing as much as it was a space between trees large enough to tussle around in.

      I stood out of the way and watched the scene unfold.

      The vampire was a blur of vicious violence. That went without saying, but the thing worth mentioning was that his opponent wasn’t dead yet. The vampire had a green pallor to his skin between the tattered bits of clothing that hung from his shoulders. He wasn’t in his right mind or he wouldn’t be here after slaughtering a human.

      The human in a cowboy hat—who wasn’t dead—was on the floor of the woods being pressed deeper into the decomposing undergrowth with one hand on the chin of the vampire, lifting it up, away from his own throat. He didn’t look like he had any chance of winning, but he wasn’t dead yet, and he’d kept his hat on.

      I watched the struggle until I saw the position, the fangs, and I cleared my throat.

      The vampire froze and whipped his head around, staring at me. His eyes were pale and liquid, like coagulating milk.

      Milk. We were out at home.

      “The sun is rising,” I said, conversationally.

      The human twisted and I saw a flash of his silver manacles. The vampire looked from the seemingly delicate human with handcuffs to me where I stood in the shadows. It’s not that I was being mysterious, no, there just wasn’t any room in that clearing for anyone else.

      The human lunged with a dagger. No, that was a syringe. Was he trying to collect the vampire’s blood? He got points for irony. He didn’t look like much, at least a foot shorter than me, not that most people weren’t, me being six-eight in my human skin, but he was fast, faster than a vampire, and had special manacles suited for the species. That meant that the early morning cowboy was a slayer. What in the world was he doing trying to collect vampire blood instead of chopping off its head? Vampire blood sold very well on the black market. So this slayer was one of those on the outskirts of their law.

      I swore softly and edged back into the trees. I exhaled and broke into a jog, as quiet as I could be. Did the slayer know what I was? Had he smelled me? I hadn’t smelled him. It should go both ways, but I wasn’t certain if he’d be able to make out dark fae, dark elf, whatever humans categorized me as. I should ask Vincent. He’d be at school later scoping out the year’s possibilities while he kept me company. He’d resigned himself to my graduating like a human, honoring my host. I didn’t need Vince, but I appreciated the thought. He was hundreds of years old and hated high school while I was only eighteen, still growing into my immortality.

      The slayer hadn’t looked like the others I’d seen, not that I often got such a close look, but there usually were fewer tattoos, fewer scars, fewer cowboy hats on the majority of slayers I’d avoided, at least when I could.

      How had the slayer managed to keep the hat on his head during that entire chase and fight?

      I heard a scream, the scream of a vampire dying. I moved more quickly towards the first day of my last year. Hopefully the rebel slayer would move on before I had to deal with him.
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      I woke from the usual nightmare and almost screamed when I saw the dark figure suspended above me.

      “What did you dream?” she whispered in a creepy hissing voice.

      I took a deep breath. Holy unicorn poop, I was sick of Jasmine, my adopted sister, watching me sleep, or have nightmares to be more specific. She apparently preferred to be as close as possible since her face was inches away as she braced herself between the head and footboards of my bed. “Um, Jax, can you get off me?” If she didn’t move soon, I’d be putting my forehead through her nose.

      “I’m not touching you.” Her husky voice held a tinge of mockery, like I was the weird one here. When it came to my family, there was no one weird one.

      I rolled my eyes while I breathed through the panic left from remnants of my dreams. Just because I didn’t like touching people didn’t mean I was weirder than her, hovering over me while I slept. Could she even see me in the dim early morning light? “Any second now your feet will slip off the footboard and you’ll kiss me so passionately that I’ll get a bloody lip. Otherwise, I’ll punch you and you’ll start the first day ugly.”

      She laughed, but was slightly breathless. How long had she been braced above me while I had my nightmare? She had very good arms. She twisted as she fell, as lithe as a cat, like mom. I scooted to the side so she’d land on the mattress and not on me. I hated when she touched me so much.

      “I should kiss you, El. No one else will. What do you say, pucker up?”

      I rolled off the bed so she wouldn’t see my shudder. “Are you in a good mood or something? New school doesn’t freak you out? There’s something wrong with you.” There really was, or two things rather. One: she liked watching me sleep on the regular. Two: she liked seducing boys until they lost their minds and tried to rape her. Our last school had been particularly bad, with her practically gang-banged before I bang-ganged them. With a crowbar.

      She grinned and stretched out. “It’s the same wherever we go, idiot boys, catty girls, you getting suspended for something, me getting you suspended for something.”

      I sighed and grabbed my ratty old flannel robe. It had been my dad’s, but I’d adopted it years ago. It had rips down the back so it wasn’t optimal for coverage, but not like anyone was going to look. Not Jax, not Percy, Suzie, or James. Definitely not my dad. He’d fill the kid’s thermoses with coffee and put mayo and peanut butter in the sandwiches if we let him. He was not a morning person. Right. Morning. First day of school and I’d have to get Percy and Suzie to the bus stop before I walked James to kindergarten on the way to high school.

      I sighed. Jax wouldn’t come with me to the kiddie school but meet me at our new and wonderful place of torture. Maybe it would be different here, like mom and dad said it would be. I was deeply ready for something different.

      I grabbed the orange bottle with the white lid out of the medicine cabinet and shook two white pills into my hand. This morning I felt emptier than usual, anxiety and panic from a new school, nightmares, and waking up to Jax mingling in my knotted stomach. Maybe I should take another pill. I shook my head and ran the water in the shower until it was the perfect temperature. I washed my hair then dried off, wiping the fog from the mirror so I could evaluate the damage.

      My violet eyes looked mismatched against my pale skin and almost white hair, the left more pink, right more blue. No one else could see it though. To Jax, my eyes were just a pale blue that sometimes looked slightly violet. Either way, I looked colorless, lifeless, empty, how I felt after a good nightmare if I thought about it too much. I should have taken three.

      “Are we being vain?” Jax asked, barging in and standing beside me to purse her luscious lips.

      I sighed. “You are. I’m considering possibilities. A blank canvas just waiting for embellishment. Are you going to have a new look this year?”

      She shrugged her perfectly proportioned shoulders. In her ratty night shirt, she still looked somewhere between an ingénue and a femme fatale. Everything about her was all sex appeal with her luscious waves, luscious lips, luscious everything else. If she were a mystical creature, she’d be a succubus, what with her inability to resist boys and the way they flocked to her, completely ignoring my more subtle allure. Not that I wanted a horde of lust-crazed boys after me—I’d gore them if they touched me—but sometimes it would be nice to be noticed.

      I’m not sure what my defining word was, but luscious wasn’t it. My pale blond hair was wispy, ghostlike. Scratch ghostlike. Ethereal. Enchanted. Mystical. My body was less ethereal, more solid. Not fat, but next to Jax, I looked like an athlete or something, taller and sturdier than her soft, petite femininity. If I were a mythical creature, I’d be a unicorn shifter or an ice queen, the kind that could beat the opposition down with my icicle sword. Or a crowbar.

      Sure. Why not? I was all about the hallucinations. I was ethereal like a fairy queen/unicorn. I nodded my head and started on my makeup.

      Jax frowned in concentration while she did her own face.

      “No shower?” I asked.

      She shrugged as she outlined her lips in wine red. “Last night. Sparkles on the first day, Eleanor? It almost seems like you want some attention. Good for you since I’m sure sparkles are definitely going to attract a guy who isn’t a psycho.” She pursed her lips and spread on three layers of lip color and gloss.

      “Blood red lipstick on the first day, Jasmine? It’s like you’re desperate for companionship, the kind that cares a lot more about physical attributes than any deeper qualities.”

      “Oh, they’ll be interested in plumbing my depths,” she said with a wry twist of her lips.

      I winced. I’d be beating the crap out of some guy today for sure. “You’re like a Chaucer story.”

      “You shouldn’t admit that you read Chaucer.”

      “Why not? I don’t like it.”

      “Particularly that. Reading is bad enough, but reading it when you don’t like it? So bizarre.”

      “Yeah, I’m the weird one,” I said with a scowl as I painted butterfly wings around my eyes with sparkles in pink, orange, green, blue, you know, the rainbow.

      She started on her eyes, so much black eyeliner and mascara she looked like a raccoon. Okay then. This was her leather-jacket wearing, lighter-flicking bad-girl role. By the end of today, she’d have lit somebody on fire literally or figuratively, and I’d be in detention.

      I shrugged and pulled on my unicorn horn, adjusting the elastic that kept it firmly attached to my forehead. We might as well get the introductions out of the way. If I could be a rainbow, I could keep away the dull aching emptiness from consuming me. I wouldn’t have to be in a school filled with people who would never really see me.
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      “Do you want me to go in with you?” I held James’s hand tightly as I stared at the modern and cheerful-looking elementary school.

      James looked up at me and slowly shook his head. “They’ll ask me if you’re a real unicorn. I’ll have to say that unicorns aren’t real, and that might make them cry. Specially girls.”

      I knelt down and hugged his little body. He pressed his caramel skinned face into my neck and held onto me. I ran my fingers over his soft, fuzzy curls. I would just turn around and take him home with me. I could miss a day or two, sit around and play LEGOS or something.

      He pulled away and dropped my hand. He frowned, brown eyes serious. “Bye. Don’t get in trouble.” He turned and walked towards the low brick building, like he knew where he was going.

      “Bye, James. Dad will pick you up. Don’t talk to any strangers, except your teacher and fellow students and principal and…”

      I sighed and kicked at nothing, like the nothing inside my chest. Numb was better than anxious. Probably. My white boots started towards the high school, white like my pills. It would be fine. Another year, another move. Mom thought she’d be here by the end of the week, but that was normal. She’d say that she was coming soon, then there’d be a really important work emergency. What could be that important in her job as a stunt double? Whatever. She’d have to reshoot some big jump or fight scene.

      She paid the bills. Before she’d gone back to work, we’d lived in a much smaller place than our current nicely updated Victorian. It wasn’t one of those monstrous houses that needed a theme song, but big, comfortable, sprawling which was excellent for a family of our size. Jax had her own room. Too bad she’d rather hover over me while I was sleeping.

      How long had she been doing that? Since as long as I could remember, but I’d only really hated it the first night I’d come home after the kidnapping. Right. I’d almost forgotten, no, I’d tried to forget. I dug into my bag for the orange bottle with white child-proof lid. The white pills would keep me from panic, hallucinations, and violent outbursts. Maybe.

      I’d been eleven, competing with Aaron Splick for the junior Latin championship, hoping to place because I was too tall to win. We all knew that, but still, the competition was what my dad and I loved.

      We’d been walking on our way to the last dance, samba playing from the scratchy speakers, me in my yellow sequined bodice and yellow ostrich feather skirt, when I got grabbed by a psychopath. I don’t remember the fifteen days he had me, but my nightmares made stuff up for me, really, really weird stuff, a nightmare that sometimes seemed so real I could almost kill him.

      When I came back after the trauma of my life, Jax ran at me, arms outstretched to hug me. When she made contact, I freaked out and hurt her very badly. That was the first time I’d lost it when someone touched me. Yeah. I never liked people touching me, but after the abduction, it was intolerable. That was an understatement. Little kids were okay, but once they hit a certain age, it made my skin crawl. I could ignore it for a little while, but then I’d lose it. My family usually kept their distance. Percy and I used to be really close, but then he turned eleven last year and it got a lot worse. I should call him.

      I pulled out my phone.

      “What?” he demanded in a low gruff voice. It was so cute when he was trying to be cool.

      “Did you remember your lunch?”

      “Yeah. Do you remember that I told you I don’t want you to cut my sandwich into little animals anymore? I had to make a new one. Do you know how hard it is to be normal? Never mind.”

      “You’re too awesome to be normal. How is the bus?”

      “You shouldn’t call or I won’t have anything to talk about at dinner. Bye.”

      “Right. Love you.”

      He muttered something that may have been love or something else then hung up.

      I should have asked about Suzie. No, she was fine. She was always fine. She was James’s birth sister, so they shared the dark skin and fuzzy soft hair. Jax had braided it for her last night while they watched a documentary about wolves. Jax had patience for the hours and hours it took. I would have added glitter which Suzie would have hated. She was a knives and leather kind of kid, at eight, watching wolves track their prey with way too much interest.

      The walk to school was really beautiful, not too hot, not too anything, just glorious with golden light swirling between the leaves and the sky. I inhaled deeply and heard the cha-cha music. Why that dance? Probably the sound of my shoes scuffing through the leaves. I danced to it, all the way to the large gray box of a school. On good days, I heard the music, so it must be a good day, but sometimes it was hard to tell.

      When I got there, I muted the awesome steps, kind of shuffling instead of stepping crisply. I wasn’t completely oblivious to the norms of seventeen-year-old behavior and their ability to torture the creative spark out of almost anyone. There was a crowd to the right of the flagpole that took front and center of the main doors. I walked to the left, stepping on the grass to stay out of the way of the group of guys. I didn’t have to look for my sister’s hidden figure in the midst of them to know she was there.

      I whistled, sharp and high. The crowd parted as Jax walked through until she met me at the double doors, hips swinging, lips curved in a satisfied smile.

      “You look like an idiot,” she said, flicking her fingers right above the tip of my sparkling unicorn horn.

      I pulled away even though she wasn’t actually going to make contact. “I do not. It’s mystical. I look mystical. You look like an idiot, the kind who’s going to catch herself on fire when the whole thing goes up. Poof. Smoke.”

      “You can be Houdini. I’ll be the sexy assistant.”

      “I will happily saw you in half. What’s with the crowd?”

      She shrugged and tossed her hair. I glanced over my shoulder at the males of a certain demographic who wouldn’t notice me if I had a horn coming out of my head. No one gave me a second glance. All eyes were on my sister, my sexy, sexy, sexy sister. If we were going to do magic, it should be the disappearing act, or the already-invisible-act in my case.

      “Hey, I didn’t catch your name,” a ridiculously good looking blond guy said, lunging into the space next to my sister that I happened to occupy.

      I jerked away from him. I only got a brush of his arm against my hand, but the feeling, creepy ick and loads of revulsion, made me shiver and goosebump. I was going to stab him with my teeth.

      I fell against a brick wall. With arms. Because they came around me so instead of me ricocheting off his body and falling on my face, I stayed there against him, his bare hands on my arms. My naked arms.

      I should have worn opera gloves. I couldn’t handle people touching me. I was going to freak out and blow up and…

      Nope. His hands felt warm, not too warm, strong but not rough, and big. Huge. Large enough to wrap around my head so I would never see a monster or a hallucination again. My usual panic dissolved like sugar in hot chocolate. The brittle jagged edges around my defenses softened and I almost leaned against him, taking a deep breath of peace.

      He let go of me and stepped back before I’d finished analyzing the miraculous hands that made everything better. I whirled around to stare at him. I looked at his chest then up to his chin and then further up, much further, to his face. He was a giant. Not a robot. He was a male person with dark blue eyes beneath the fall of his warm brown hair. His mouth curved into a smile while I stared at him not fighting panic, not fighting anything.

      I stared at him. I still felt better, like I’d taken a handful of pills that gave me the calm without the numbness. I felt solidly not psychotic after a complete stranger had touched me. It was like a counter-psychotic episode.

      He smiled and lifted his massive hand to run the side of his forefinger along the bumpy surface of my unicorn horn. “You’re new. Welcome to Humphrey High, mascot the noble mosquito. Do you need help finding anything?” His voice was so low, a rumble deep beneath the earth. What would his voice sound like under a blanket telling ghost stories with a flashlight?

      I stared at him. He was talking to me. My sister was somewhere within fifteen feet from me and he was talking to me. This male person of immense height and masculinity whose hands were not repulsive was talking to me instead of staring at her. He must be a hallucination. I would probably have to kill him.

      Jax took that moment to grab my arm and yank me away from him. “What are you trying to do?” she hissed at him. Okay. Not a hallucination.

      I winced and tried to get her hand off me. At her touch, the panic and emptiness started growing inside me. Why wouldn’t his hands bother me nearly as much as my own sister’s?

      The giant tilted his head as he looked down at her hand where it was attached to me, her black nails biting into my skin. “Let her go.” That voice. It rumbled through me, displacing some of the numbness that always clung to the edges.

      “What?” Jax and I asked at the same time.

      He nodded at her hand. Jax’s response was to dig in her nails until I gasped and she drew blood, sending a streak of pain and hollowness through me. I really, really hated her touching me.

      “Fresh blood?” a cool voice said from behind me. The giant looked over my head and smiled, a different kind of smile than he’d given me, harder and something else. I wanted to know all of his smiles, all of his moods, and how it felt to perch on his shoulder.

      “New kids. Aren’t we lucky?” That’s when he stepped beside me, put his arm around my shoulders and slid his hand down my arm between my skin and Jax’s nails, his hand over my skin with the kind of contact guaranteed to turn me into a psychotic whirl of boots and teeth.

      I inhaled shakily while he guided me towards the front doors, feeling nothing more than relief. He felt normal. No, I felt normal when he touched me. With any other guy, I’d think that he was one of those jerks who thought that a woman couldn’t possibly take care of herself and that he needed to be taught a lesson, but with him, he just felt really, really nice. Maybe he was one of those hero guys with a knight-complex, but maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.

      I let him lead me away from Jax and her crowd, staring up at him and trying to read his expression as he guided me inside.

      “This is the office. I’m Met, by the way.” His voice was even better with his arm around me, his side against mine, rumbling through my skin and sending sunshine rays through me.

      When he let go of my arm and gestured me ahead of him, I hesitated feeling uncertain and terribly alone, how I always felt in the middle of a crowd, so alone.

      I took slow steps into the office, but I kept my eyes on him. The whole thing seemed unreal. I couldn’t have liked him putting his arm around me. I should have hated it, but there had been zero negative response. That didn’t happen. Maybe he was a mass hallucination that even Jax could see.

      Speaking of.

      “Hey, you think you can just drag my sister around like a hulking jerk? I don’t think so. Why don’t you say something, El?” she demanded, following us into the office.

      I opened my mouth as I looked from Jax to the guy, Met? Maybe it was Mat. What was I supposed to say? It seemed like, ‘marry me’ might be a little sudden, particularly since he’d moved to the side, giving us more space.

      Jax rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Look, colossal loser, I don’t date guys who weigh more than my fridge, so you don’t need to bother with my sister.”

      Pain slashed through me. How many times had guys flirted with me to get to her? I’d lost count a long time ago. Was that why he looked at me, just to get to her?

      The giant moved quickly, stepping in front of her, forcing her back against the office desk. For a second I was jealous that he’d smash her or fall over on top of her instead of me, but he only reached over the counter and grabbed something.

      His voice was low, but irritated more than amused. “Your argument is irrational. Why would your interest in dating me have anything to do with your sister?” He turned his back on her, forcing her to keep her distance from me while he held out a package of band-aids. “I’m sorry if I came on too strong. If I hurt you…”

      I swallowed and shook my head, caught in his intense dark-blue gaze. Indigo. “N-n-no. You’re really gentle.” I couldn’t even talk straight the way he looked at me. How did he look at me? It’s not like a declaration of love was in his eyes, but interest, that was there, wasn’t it?

      He smiled at me, touched the tip of my unicorn horn and then nodded. “That’s good to hear. See you around, El… the unicorn girl.” He gave the secretary a nod and slipped out of the office leaving me clutching the band-aids to my chest feeling things that no amount of pills in the world could.
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      Vincent leaned against the locker beside mine, his arm around a pretty girl, Patrice, lots of curves, not too skinny. Good. She’d last longer.

      I spun the combination and popped my locker open. “Fresh blood?” I murmured.

      He laughed and squeezed the girl tight before he whispered something in her ear that I specifically tried not to hear, but it was impossible. He’d meet her during third period beneath the bleachers.

      She stumbled off, looking back at him with an idiotic smile on her mouth.

      “She’s pretty,” I said once she was out of earshot. I took my books and slammed the locker.

      “She’ll stay that way. Upset this morning? Didn’t you find him?”

      “Slayer.”

      I ambled down the hall with a few books under my arm. I nodded and smiled at all the people I knew and was mostly friends with. It relaxed me, being one with the flowing stream of burgeoning humanity.

      “That’s it? No delicious details?”

      “You’re using descriptive words. Hungry?”

      “Her blood has something off about it.”

      I knew who he was talking about. I had to agree. I’d gotten a very good smell of the new girl’s blood, and there was something almost painfully sweet about it, about her. Being close to her, I’d almost thought I’d heard music. “What?”

      “I’d have to taste to know for certain.”

      I turned to tower over Vincent Shade, the closest thing I had to a friend and an extremely old and powerful vampire. If he touched her, I would rip him apart and devour his unbeating heart. “You’ll have to live with the mystery.”

      He raised his dark eyebrows. “I will?”

      “For all eternity.”

      He lowered his eyebrows. “First of all, I can’t live with anything, being undead, and secondly, why is that? I understand you covering up the scent of blood and leading her away so I didn’t go mad with blood lust in front of that strangely Y chromosomal group, but surely you can’t protest if I take a quick sip to put my mind at rest.”

      “Your mind isn’t what I’m concerned about. No. Hands off or I will take your hands off.”

      “Do you like her?” he asked after we’d walked further along. He sounded amused.

      Did I? I didn’t usually interfere with humans, but there was something hungry about her that matched the hunger inside of me, a hunger that had eased the moment I’d touched her. I could still feel the answering in her when I touched her, turning towards me like a sunflower following the sun. “She’s a sweet girl. Let’s give her the chance to meet a nice boy in this school who can give her a date without smelling her blood.” So sweet.

      “Sounds fair. If you insist, even if you don’t want her for yourself, I’ll give her a cold shoulder when she pursues me.”

      He shot a calculated smile at Sheila, a tall girl who met his eyes and blushed bright red before turning back to her locker.

      Was Sheila one of his conquests? I couldn’t keep track. Maybe she had been, or would be, but as long as he didn’t kill anyone, as long as he didn’t turn anyone, I wouldn’t interfere.

      I stopped walking and stared over the crowds at the silhouette at the end of the hall in front of the double doors that led to the stairwell. I knew that cowboy hat.

      “Vince.” I grabbed him by the back of his t-shirt and yanked him back. “Slayer.”

      Vincent shook me off before he focused down the hall.

      The slayer took a cross hall and was out of sight.

      “Cowboy hat?”

      “Probably.”

      Vincent sighed. “I suppose you don’t want me to interfere with him either. What about the sister or am I banned from all newcomers?”

      I glanced at him. “The sister?” I frowned as he studied me. I went over the encounter, the group of males surrounding her, the scent of her, the way she’d touched the unicorn girl. “I didn’t think that you played with succubii.”

      He shrugged and headed towards the cross hall. “Three new kids in one year, two killers, one a pretty little lamb. Who’s the slayer after? Maybe I should get close to the life sucker so I can have a good seat for the show when she kills him.”

      I shrugged. “As long as you keep your distance from El.”

      “El? A letter? You and your love for the alphabet.”

      I shook my head and ducked through the doorway into calculus that I had to literally duck through. I always had liked the alphabet, but I had the feeling that if I gave it a chance, I’d more than like the unicorn girl with her soft pink lips and slightly mismatched eyes that turned more and more violet as she gazed at me like I was something beautiful.
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      I walked to my first class, barely noticing the crowds of people brushing past me. Then I got bumped by some girl in lots of makeup and a very short pair of shorts. Nope, still couldn’t stand touching people. I forced myself to not react, not flinch, because if you did that, people touched you just because it drove you nuts.

      My phone buzzed. I went into my first class. English, geology, something like that. I slid into the desk closest to the door and pulled out my phone while other kids came in and found a seat.

      The text was from Jax.

      What’s going on? You having a mental breakdown or what?

      I rolled my eyes and texted a reply. Actually not having one. Weird, I know, but I’m fine.

      Whatever.

      If she didn’t care, she wouldn’t have texted, but she got weird when she worried about me, maybe because I got weird when she asked me if I was okay. I hated it when she worried. It’s not like she could do anything about it. It was better when she kept her distance. Although, Met wouldn’t have put his arm around me if he hadn’t thought she was hurting me.

      I sighed and leaned my chin on my hand as I went over it in my head, every word, every touch, every smile. I still felt less empty than I had when I woke up this morning. I definitely hadn’t hated it. Not even a little bit. Was this love? Had I actually fallen in love with Met?

      I sat upright and met the teacher’s hard eyes.

      I could go on a date. I could hold hands. I could share popcorn. My whole life would change forever.

      “What do you have on your face?” a girl in a sweatshirt and short skirt said leaning over my desk, her blond hair tousled and beachy. Maybe not my whole life.

      “Horn. For goring.”

      “And the butterfly eye shadow? Very preschool.”

      “I’m mentally handicapped.”

      I stared at her. She stared back, eyes narrowing as she tried to decide what to do with that information. I wasn’t mentally handicapped, I just like to say that because it messed with people. No, I had issues, but I didn’t usually go blank and dreamy like when Met put his arm around me. I must really be in love, love at first touch. Maybe I’d be mentally handicapped every time he touched me and I didn’t hate it. I could live with that.

      “That explains it. Met always had a soft spot for losers.” The girl’s sneer was audible. I couldn’t help but feel her intention to hurt me and make me miserable.

      “That’s why he dated you, Felicity,” another blond girl said, giving Felicity a sneer.

      This blond girl dated Met, my mountainous miracle of non-nauseating hands? I hated her with the kind of jealousy I’d never felt before. I would have gored her, but it would have broken my horn.

      My breath came hard and I pulled out my phone and started scrolling through pictures before I slammed the girl’s face on the desk and broke her nose. She hadn’t even touched me.

      The girls sat down, only snickering at me now and then. I waited for something else, taunts, mockery, you know, the usual, but that seemed to be as mean as blondie knew how to get. Wow. That was like the lowest impact my appearance had ever made, at least when Jax wasn’t around. What had I worn on the first day to the last school I’d gone to? Ostrich feathers. I’d gone through a phase until I developed an allergy.

      After class, I gathered my things together, but the teacher came up to me before I could take off.

      “You’re a solid B student. It’s unethical to use those who are less fortunate to further your own agenda.”

      “And it’s unethical to torture teens who have no choice but to be stuck in your class, but there you are, torturing us with the exact same essay every English teacher gives on the first day of school.”

      She raised a dark eyebrow. She was going to send me to the office. Detention after the first class? I was making up for not freaking out this morning by the flagpole, or losing it on Felicity. “You’d like a challenge? Perfect. Give me an essay on the pros and cons of having intellectually diverse individuals in different sectors of society, work, school, and recreation. Impress me, otherwise, I’ll expect you to also write an essay on your summer. Go on, Eleanor Adams. Don’t be late for your next class.”

      She shooed me out while I hesitated. No detention? The punishment definitely fit the crime. She was right about the ethics. I’d have lots of time to think about my actions. Well done, English teacher. Well done.

      Classes went like that, strangely non-confrontational, everyone kind of treating me nicely other than that first thing with Felicity, Met’s ex-girlfriend.

      When I got out of my class before lunch, I texted Jax.

      Have you noticed how weirdly nice it is here?

      “You’re going to walk right into me.”

      I looked up and jerked to a stop right before plowing into the guy in a cowboy hat who stood with his arms folded, watching me like he’d thought it would be funny if I ran smack into him. He hadn’t been there a moment before.

      “Sorry,” I said and stepped around him.

      He turned and fell in beside me, like I’d invited him. I glanced over and saw the tattoos on his neck, ‘Wonder’ with mushrooms, rainbows, and playing cards falling across the dark skin. My eyes moved up to his mouth, full, but not taut, like that was somehow unexpected. Not that I had any expectations for some cowboy-hat wearing tattooed person.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “Cafeteria. For lunch.”

      “You don’t eat back in the stable?”

      “Unicorns aren’t domesticated. If I was eating outside, it would be in the woods, unearthing mushrooms or rainbows.”

      He touched his tattoos. “You could unearth something right here.”

      “Yeah, but it would damage my horn.”

      “Is it as delicate as you? You look like you would shatter at one strong gust of wind. Maybe that’s the magic in you, that you’d blow away like dandelion puffs.”

      He spoke in a lazy drawl that matched his hat, but not his bright eyes. His fingers slid to the left, pushing back his collar, and there they were, little dandelion puff tattoos.

      I snorted. “Wow. I might put on a unicorn horn now and then, but getting tattoos? You must be seriously dedicated to the nonsensical. Which explains your hat. You’re like Oscar Wilde because cowboys are the quintessential dream of a real man, but then the rainbows. Which are the quintessential dream of a not entirely manly man, if you know what I mean. Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” I added.

      “Yeah, thanks. I feel much better now.” He grinned at me, showing gleaming teeth beneath that soft mouth. Not that I knew. What was wrong with me? One contact with a non-repulsive guy and suddenly I’m looking at mouths like I could kiss one?

      I reached out and touched his neck over the curving letters. The feel of his skin wasn’t entirely hideous, like I’d had worse, but the ick factor was definitely present. I yanked my hand back.

      “Sorry. It’s not your fault that you’re gross.”

      He blinked then scowled at me. “Excuse me? Is this a homophobic thing or a racist thing?”

      “Both. It’s also an anti-intellectual-variance thing, because that’s the kind of well-rounded person I am.” I started walking faster.

      He started walking faster.

      I walked slower.

      He walked slower.

      I whirled around to face him then glanced around so hopefully no one would see me before I leaned closer and hissed at him. “Go away.”

      He blinked at me. “You’re really weird.”

      “The horn coming out of my head didn’t give you a clue? Go on. Shoo.”

      He cocked his head so his hat looked like it might fall off. I tilted my head along with him automatically before I straightened up and shook my head.

      “Yeah. I have issues. Go, please, before I get detention. I’ve already had an entire half-day without detention. I’m aiming for an entire day.”

      “Is that hard for you?”

      “Very.”

      “You autistic?”

      “No. Just messed up. Go away.”

      He smiled and tipped his hat at a few girls who were walking by, slowly, watching us with big eyes. “Tell me what your mess really is and I’ll leave you alone.”

      “I hallucinate demons, like out of body ones, not my personal ones, although there is this one who shows up regularly. Now go!”

      I glared at him while my fists clenched. I hadn’t meant to actually tell him the truth, but he wouldn’t believe me, not when the whole conversation had been so nuts. He did nuts pretty well, also not well at all because he stood there still staring at me.

      I shook my head and turned away. He grabbed my arm and the feel of his fingers gripping my skin made me gasp and freeze and start hyperventilating.

      I whirled around without thinking and punched his throat. He stumbled back and I spun, heading into the cafeteria and towards the one person I’d met whose hands didn’t suck. Hopefully I’d stop shaking by the time I saw him. Then again, maybe he wouldn’t be there. That would be good because I was a mess, a really, really, really messy mess.
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      “Hey, Met. Can we talk?” Felicity’s eyes were blue like cornflowers, soft and delicate. She hadn’t been delicate when she tried to stab me with a metal marshmallow stick. She didn’t do well with monsters.

      “I don’t see the point.” I had seen it and felt it. She had a surprisingly strong arm.

      She sat down and pressed her hands on the cafeteria table. “You wanted to break up, but you haven’t started dating again. Why not?”

      She proved that I wasn’t human enough to get close to someone, even when I wanted to forget that I was a monster, the monster of monsters. “It isn’t your concern. You should go.” I gave her a nice smile.

      Her eyes got bright, but the tears didn’t fall. Good for her. Good for me. Everything about this encounter would spoil my appetite. I’d worked so hard to be the perfect boyfriend. It was still part habit for me to say things in a way that didn’t hurt her.

      “Met, I still love you.”

      I inhaled deeply while gripping my chair. I’d thought that love meant something, but the moment she saw beneath my skin, hate and fear devoured the thing she called love. “Sorry.”

      Her bottom lip trembled and she bit down on it before she sighed and stood. “I’m just warning you that someone asked me out and I’m going to say yes.”

      Then you shouldn’t tell me that you still love me. “Okay.”

      She spun around and headed for the doors, almost running over the new girl, El, the unicorn girl. They leapt apart, like two magnets repulsing each other.

      I watched El go through the line. She reminded me of a wild woodland creature, nervous of these humans who might shoot or cage her. When she turned around, I could feel the panic coming off her as well as I could smell it. It wasn’t fear exactly, but her heart was tripping in her chest while she gripped her tray.

      I looked down so she wouldn’t think I was a threat. My instincts were always to hunt and dominate, but I’d managed to keep a civilized veneer over my natural impulses. I wanted to track her with my eyes, to discover her weaknesses and strengths, but I wanted more than that. I wanted to understand her, to study her strange delicate beauty.

      Her unicorn horn was definitely front and center, but her pale hair and skin, the way she moved, like she was dancing, except when she got too close to someone else and then she stiffened up, all made her stand out from the crowd. I’d watched her dancing down the sidewalk on the way to school. I’d waited in my car so I could walk in with her and get a closer look by the doors. Somehow, it wasn’t close enough, even though I’d invaded her personal space and rescued her from the succubus she lived with.

      She cleared her throat to my right and behind me. She smelled like the first flowers of spring coming up in the moonlight. “Can I sit here?” Her voice was soft, shy, but the strains of music swelled again. I hadn’t imagined it.

      I looked up with a smile to see El gripping the tray tightly and staring at it instead of me. I wanted her to look at me. I wanted to see the color of her eyes, to  see if they were mismatched violet like they’d seemed earlier. “If you’d like. My friend will be here soon.”

      She stayed standing while she shifted from foot to foot before she glanced up at me beneath her pale lashes. “Your friend, your girlfriend?”

      I smiled more broadly. Was she thinking about me like that already? How to discourage her without hurting her feelings? I wasn’t ever going to get entangled with a human again, however much I liked unicorns. Still, it had taken a lot of courage for her to come up to me. I spoke gently. “No, Vincent Shade. He’s a womanizer.”

      “And you like womanizers?” She raised her eyebrow and cocked her head, something challenging in her eyes. They were slightly mismatched. They were both violet, but one was more blue while the other leaned towards pink. Such strange, beautiful eyes. Maybe she wore contacts, but somehow they matched her, her paleness. She reminded me of the moonlight, shining in the darkness. She didn’t need the rainbow makeup or the horn to stand out in a crowd.

      Everyone was staring at her, wondering what I’d do to the strange girl. If I accepted her, everyone else would as well. I shrugged. “I like Vincent. Like is too strong a word. He’s useful and intelligent. He’s also sensible. So many people lack the streak of practical that really makes Vincent something special.”

      She frowned before nodding in agreement of my approval of practicality in spite of her own wardrobe choices. She sat down, three seats away from me and fiddled with her pizza, looking at it instead of me. I wanted her to look at me.

      “You like practical people?” she asked.

      “I like all different kinds.” Why did I feel like I needed to reassure her? I couldn’t start dating a human like Felicity, not when she’d only end up seeing things she shouldn’t so Vincent had to wipe her memories. But there was something about her, something delicate and lovely, like the mist that would burn away if you put it in direct sunlight. I wanted to be careful with her and I wanted to lean closer and raise her chin so I could memorize the striations of her eyes.

      “Thanks for the band-aids,” she said after a long pause, still looking down, like school pizza wasn’t the most generic thing in the world.

      I nodded and held very still so I didn’t put my arm around her like I had this morning. I didn’t do that kind of thing, particularly with complete strangers. I was about balance, not protection of the innocent. “No problem. Does she hurt you often?” The only authority I had over the succubus was if she used her power over humans. I could protect El from being drained by her sister.

      She finally raised her head and I got to see her wide eyes much closer. “What?”

      There were definitely streaks of pink in both eyes, but more in the left than the right. Beautiful, like a sunrise or candy hearts. “Your sister. Does she hurt you a lot?”

      She frowned and bit her bottom lip, painted blue-violet, as she stared at me and leaned closer. She smelled so fresh and alive, so sweet and pure, so different from most of the creatures I hung out with. “That was just a scratch. Why? Do you want to talk to her or something?” She frowned and pulled back, defensive and disappointed. She licked her lips then continued with a hard shrug. “I mean, I could introduce you, but like she said, she doesn’t like really big guys. Sorry.”

      She thought that I had fallen prey to the succubus’s charms like an ordinary human. I laughed and leaned back, amused at the idea of being more interested in the succubus than the unicorn. “She’d like me even less after I had a conversation with her, I can guarantee it. No. You’re much more interesting to me than your sister.” I looked into her eyes, willing her to believe me, to trust me.

      Her glorious eyes widened and her lips parted. “You’re interested in me?” She got half out of her seat like I’d admitted eating a vampire last night.

      Speaking of vampires and dark creatures that smelled vile.

      “Lunch looks inspiring, as usual. Am I allowed to talk to her, or should I pretend she doesn’t exist?” Vincent dropped into the seat next to me and furthest from El. He turned his head to look at me but his focus was on her. I could feel him smelling her. Could he hear her music? I’d only heard it for a moment.

      She slowly sank back down into her seat and pointed at him. “You’re the one who was behind me by the flagpole. You have a great sports announcer voice, either that or messages from the crypt,” she finished in a spooky whisper that couldn’t have been creepy even if I hadn’t heard Vincent use his voice to compel people. Now that was creepy.

      “She’s not wrong,” I said.

      Vince laughed and flashed his teeth in a smile. His hair was obviously dyed black and his pale skin made him look like a goth no matter what he wore, not that he ever veered from the darkest shades. “She’s going to keep lunch interesting. Well? Can I talk to her?”

      I almost elbowed him, but only sighed. “Stop talking about her in the third person. Talking shouldn’t be too problematic, except that she’ll see you for the vacuous flake you are.”

      “Vacuous and flaky? I must be one of those housewives from the fifties wielding a hand held vacuum while baking pies. What kind of pie is your favorite, horny girl?”

      I gave Vince a hard look and stared until he met my eyes. His were dark. He’d fed on Patrice and wasn’t quite as human as he should be. Still, respect shouldn’t be too difficult to manage.

      Vincent licked his teeth and bowed his head slightly before turning to El. “I mean, how have you liked classes so far, Eleanor Adams?”

      She shifted uncomfortably while Vincent stared at her unblinking. She looked up at me with beseeching beautiful eyes, nervous about Vincent. Healthy response.

      I wanted to pull her close and keep my arm around her, protecting her from the monsters in the world, ironically since I was the biggest monster of them all, but instead I pulled out a packaged pastry, carefully handling the tiny packet of sugar and processed ingredients. It was the kind that was stuffed with gooey cream that wasn’t actual food, but full chemicals to make them addictive and trick your brain into thinking they were the only sustenance you’d need.

      “Classes are, um, good. Met, what do you do for fun?” she asked. She clearly wouldn’t have chosen to sit with Vince.

      He muttered under his breath, something about what a waste to play nice. Hopefully, she couldn’t hear him.

      “Good question. Things to do in Humph. There’s the bowling alley. That’s always a rolling good time. Then there’s the rec center. Swimming, raquetball, basketball, that kind of thing. Also a weight room, but not a very good one. Movies, but our theater only has one screen, so not a lot of options. There’s the drive-in down towards Huntsville. That can be fun, but it closes in October. There are the carnivals, some people really get into those, with the county fair, but that’s up in Huntsville again.”

      She nodded. “So what do you like to do?”

      I studied her. I like to hunt down monsters and eat them. I also like to paint with blood. “I used to play hockey, but I quit.”

      “He was too big. The ice couldn’t hold him up.” Vincent put a hand on my shoulder.

      I shrugged him off and stood. “Something not at all like that. I am too big. I hurt a guy. Hurt makes it sound like he’s not still in a coma with a breathing tube.” I shook my head and walked off, leaving her sitting at the table staring after me with those candy heart eyes. I hadn’t meant to say something like that, something so real.

      I went straight to my locker. What was wrong with me? I opened it up and went through my books like I was looking for something. Maybe I was. Maybe it smelled like spring and looked like moonlight. What did it taste like?

      I hadn’t been to the hospital for a long time. I’d go soon. I should have another reminder of what happened when I forgot that I wasn’t human.
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      “What’s your deal?” Vincent asked once Met had left the cafeteria.

      “Deal?” I stared after Met, feeling like the sun had gone behind a cloud.

      Vincent inhaled deeply, way, way too deeply, like who could fill their lungs that full? “What do you want with Met? You want protection for your sister? He doesn’t deal with females like that. He doesn’t deal with females of any kind. He thinks you’re kind of pathetic, and he feels like he should do what he can to balance the darkness in the world with goodness. That’s all. You show up all helpless and he’ll treat like you like a puppy, but he’ll never look at you like an actual datable option. He’s given up girls like he’s given up hockey.”

      I frowned and outlining a puppy on the table with my finger. I’d gone an entire morning without getting detention, but that didn’t make me helpless and pathetic. Was that really the impression I gave? How fabulous. I smiled as I gave the puppy longer fangs. “He doesn’t date girls? Not at all?” Why did that make me happy? I didn’t usually feel happy, not with the emptiness in my chest, but sitting next to Met, I felt all kinds of things. It wasn’t what you read in romance novels about throbbing cores, but peace and contentment that pushed back the constant siege of my panic.

      “No. And he’ll stay away from your sister unless she becomes a problem, in which case, he’ll do what he has to do.” Without Met there to sit between us, it was impossible to ignore the soul-suck he was, a black hole of narcissism that felt a bit like Jax with the mess of men she objectified until she lost control and they went after her.

      I looked him up and down. “Why do you dye your hair black? You’d look a lot less pasty with blond hair.” If he wanted to do insults, I’d start mild and build up.

      He cocked his head. “Didn’t you hear me? He’s not interested in you. He thinks you’re pathetic.”

      Like I didn’t know that. “That’s what you said. My hearing isn’t half bad.”

      “Where’s your pride?” He scowled, clearly irritated that I wasn’t running away from death of humiliation. It was hard to be humiliated when you couldn’t really feel anything. Met made me feel things. How could I explain that I didn’t need him to like me, I just wanted to be close enough to feel?

      I reached up and touched the point of my horn. “It’s for purity, you know? Innocence that can’t be lost no matter what the world does to you.” That’s not what I meant to say. Time for shock and awe. “I think I’m in love with him. You can tell him. I don’t mind him pitying on me. It’s different. It’s beautiful. I won’t bother him, like stalk him if he doesn’t want me around, but if he doesn’t mind me being close to him, I don’t mind him thinking of me like a pathetic puppy. Puppies are cute.” Okay then. Once Met heard that, he probably wouldn’t want me around. A normal person wouldn’t, but he was so different from everyone else in the world. Did he realize how magnificent he was? Also, was he against violence, because that might be tricky? “Did he really quit hockey because he hurt someone?”

      He frowned at me then cursed and shook his head. “You’re going to be stubborn about this. Yes. He was a friend, but sports can be brutal, and Met’s so big.”

      “He’s a pacifist now?” If he was a pacifist, he couldn’t see me beating up the boys who assaulted Jax.

      Vincent looked surprised before he considered and nodded. “You could say that. People are delicate, lives so transient and beautiful. I don’t think so. I think that people are living their lives looking for an escape. Sex, drugs, whatever rebellious thing will put you closest to the edge, which at this school is probably dating me. You just moved a foot away from me. You don’t think I’m beautiful?”

      “Too pasty.”

      He grinned at me, showing his teeth. “Of course, because I’m a vampire. Soulful, poetic, hungry for you.”

      I wrinkled my nose and got up, but I didn’t slam my tray into his face. Of course, he hadn’t touched me. “Yeah, I see that’s what you’re going for, but I’m more of a not dating guys at all thing, particularly gross ones. You’re super gross.”

      “What makes me super gross? Hair dye?”

      I reached across the table and touched the skin of his hand. Why did I do that? The ick was so great, I stopped breathing, stumbled away from him and very nearly went Popeye on him.

      I turned and rushed out, heart pounding, stomach churning. I saw a cowboy hat in my periphery but when I turned my head, nothing. I didn’t need to worry about that. I hid in the bathroom until classes started, and by then I was okay. Not okay, but okay for me. I was never, ever going to touch him again. If Met made me feel good things, Vincent made me feel the opposite. Was it worth it to sit close to Met if I chanced running into his friend? I put my hand on my heart and stared at my reflection in the mirror. My cheeks were pinker than usual, my eyes brighter. He was the only person in the world whose touch didn’t repulse me. I loved him—that he existed in the world, that someone could be the opposite of dark soul-suck instead of various shades of gray fading to black. I really, really loved not feeling alone when I was with him. I loved the way he looked at me like he saw me.

      I was smiling idiotically as I left the restroom and headed for my next class. Drama. My mom had thought I’d get a kick out of it. It was okay, but Met wasn’t in it. After class, I saw Jax down the hall with the blonde guy from the flagpole, the one that hadn’t noticed me standing there and knocked me into Met. I should thank him. Or kick him. Thank. I was a pacifist.

      I waved at her. She jerked her head to the side and headed into the ladies room. The guy followed but came out almost immediately. He had a stunned look on his face as I passed him. He blinked and frowned, noticing me and my horn for the first time.

      I shook my head at the poor idiot before I ducked into the restroom.

      Jax was standing in front of the mirror, fussing with her hair. “You didn’t need band-aids.”

      I smiled in the mirror at myself but saw Met, protecting me from my sister’s nails. “It was sweet.”

      She snorted very indelicately. “The art teacher isn’t terrible. I like her.”

      “Drama wasn’t bad. Where were you for lunch?” And here I was, back in the role of her parole officer.

      She made a face at me. “Parking lot. Do you want a ride home or are you going to walk?”

      We lived close enough to the high school that we could walk the half-mile easily, but she always drove her precious Rasputin, the white sedan that had seen better days. I didn’t ask if she’d been in her car with a guy. It was the first day of school. Not that that meant anything.

      “It’s a gorgeous day. I’ll walk.” I wanted to dance with Met. He’d be my imaginary dance partner all the way home.

      “I heard that you ate lunch with the hulk.”

      If only she didn’t know about him. I crossed my arms and studied her. “His name’s Met.”

      She made a face at me. “Actually Methuselah Barrow. He’s a pillar of the school, and not just literally, at least he was until he put his best friend in a coma and broke up with the head cheerleader. Had a kind of mental breakdown and only hangs out with the loser goth who is apparently an equal opportunity womanizer.”

      I swallowed and my fists clenched. If she wanted him, she could get him. She could entice anyone. “Sounds like you’ve been doing research. Why’s that?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Do you like him?”

      “No. I think I love him.”

      We stared at each other, my challenge clear. She sighed and rolled her eyes, breaking eye contact. “Perfect. You’ve lost your mind. I was wondering if I should seduce him to keep you out of his clutches, but apparently he’s actually a solid not-jerk in spite of the company he keeps. Warning, he doesn’t date, so you’ll have to deal with unrequited love. Seriously, you like him? Why?”

      I exhaled in relief before shrugging helplessly. “He’s not gross.”

      “Gross? Wait, you don’t hate him touching you? He was all over you and you didn’t lose it. I expected you to at least kick him in the balls or something. Really? You like him touching you?”

      I shifted away from her. She made me sound so weird. “I wouldn’t say like, but not hate. Isn’t that incredible?”

      She stared at me before she sighed and patted my head. I didn’t flinch away from her even though I wanted to. “Not hate. Must be love. We’ll talk later. Don’t declare your feelings to the world until we’ve talked more about this, okay?”

      Yeah, that would be a good idea. “I only told his best friend, Vincent Shade.”

      She snorted. “The Equal-op womanizer, yeah. That’s a weird thing. He hasn’t tried anything with me. I just saw him watching me like I was amusing, or maybe it was the idiot guys who were amusing. I don’t like it. A guy who isn’t gross, a guy who is amused instead of smitten…”

      “And a guy in a cowboy hat.”

      “Who?”

      “You didn’t see him? I almost ran him over. Not as gross as some guys, but still gross. I’m a pacifist.”

      Her brow furrowed and she shook her head, stepping away from me. “You’re what now?”

      “Pacifist. You know, someone who hates violence.”

      She laughed for a long time. She was bent over wheezing until I patted her on the back kind of hard.

      “Ow.” She straightened up and scowled at me, but kept snickering. “Ellie, pacifists don’t hurt people. Can you tell me that all day you haven’t punched or kicked or threatened anyone? All day?”

      I’d punched cowboy hat in the throat, but that didn’t count. He’d touched me. It totally counted. I wrinkled my nose. “I’m working on it. A pacifist in training, if you will.”

      “Wait, is this because of Met? It is. Wow, already changing yourself for a guy. Seriously, El, that’s really pathetic. Also, how long do you think it’s actually going to work? It’s not. Oh well. This will be amusing, at least it would if there was any chance…” She pulled out her lipstick and spread it on her mouth. How many times had guys tried to get to her through me? I couldn’t count how many.

      “What? You think he’s just letting me hang around him because of you? He doesn’t date anymore. He’s not seeing anyone and he doesn’t want to.”

      “But you think he’ll date you?”

      “No! I don’t want him to. I want him to just sort of let me hang out with him like a normal person.” So I could feel something besides panic and anger.

      “You will never be normal. I didn’t think you wanted to be normal. I mean, you’re wearing a unicorn horn. It screams, ‘I’m special, don’t you dare think I’m normal,’ really loudly. Doesn’t it give you a headache? It doesn’t matter. What do you think of the alpha blond? He’s cute, right?”

      “Very cute. Are you going to make him your boyfriend? That works okay sometimes.” Before the guy got obsessive and possessive and took more than she was okay giving.

      “Not with him. I don’t know if that would work anymore. It’s getting worse.” It being the need to be adored by guys who wanted her body instead of whatever she really craved.

      “Yeah. Um, Jax, do you mind if I let you deal with that whole thing…”

      “You’re serious about this pacifist thing? I don’t need you to be my personal defender. You’re pretty pathetic, you know.” She scowled at me, and I could tell I’d hurt her feelings.

      I’d always defend my sister, but this place was different. I’d never touched anyone like Met, and for a first day, it had been incredibly low-key. Maybe this place would be different. Maybe we’d finally find somewhere we belonged. I grabbed her in a quick hug even though I hated it. “Thanks. I mean, I’ll step in if you really need me, but I’d really like to try to not lose it.”

      She pushed me away after a minute and was smiling. “Your new love is a beautiful thing. A weird, ridiculous, imaginary thing, but that’s perfect for a unicorn. See you at home. Spaghetti. Again. I’ll defrost the hamburger so you can get right on that when you get there.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. Sure. Feed Molly, okay?”

      “You’re the one with the horn.”

      “Molly’s a pony. She doesn’t have a horn.”

      She laughed, ran a hand through her hair and headed into the hall leaving me with the girl in the mirror with the pale blond hair and big eyes, and the horn on her forehead. It was starting to give me a headache. If I didn’t wear it all the time, would Met still recognize me? Of course he would. He’d noticed me when no one else did.
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      I didn’t see Patrice in the class I had with her after two periods after lunch, AP history. After class, I headed outside towards the bleachers. I’d taken two steps out the door when I pivoted and headed to the side where the entryway made an el against the school, an out-of the way place for a quick embrace.

      The succubus was kissing Nathan, the blond football player who was going to ask out Felicity. Apparently there had been a change of plans. She had him against the wall, her hands on his skin, hungry and grasping.

      I cleared my throat. Twice.

      She raised her head and turned, her lips parted, eyes dark, burning with rage and hunger.

      “Tell him to go to class,” I said in a soft voice.

      She narrowed her eyes before she inhaled deeply, trying to smell me, my desire probably. A succubus had zero appeal for me. She wasn’t used to that if her reaction to my disinterest was any indication.

      She snarled at me and gripped Nathan more tightly, sliding her hands under his shirt to run over his body.

      “Does your sister know what you’re doing?”

      Her eyes widened and she blinked rapidly before she shook her head and stepped away from Nathan. Interesting. I’d smelled El very deeply and there hadn’t been anything other than human on her, but she lived with a succubus.

      “Go to class. Run,” she purred in Nathan’s ear.

      Nathan gazed at her adoringly before he turned and stumbled towards the school. She crossed her arms and leaned against the bricks, shivering from whatever succubii felt when they were in the grip of unfulfilled cravings.

      “Thanks,” she said in a quiet voice. “Are you going to tell her?”

      She’d thanked me? Strange. “Why would I do that?”

      She shook her head and slid down the wall, wrapping her arms around her knees. “What are you? Your friend’s a vampire, but I can’t get a read on you.”

      She wasn’t bothered by having a vampire in a school with her sister? Ordinarily that would be extremely dangerous. How could she know that Vincent was disciplined? “Does it matter? I keep things balanced.”

      She raised her head and sneered at me. “Yeah, it matters. El hates everyone, but she likes you. Are you like me, a male equivalent? No, she’d hate that most of all. You’re some kind of asexual creature, right?”

      “You’re worried about your sister? I won’t hurt her. I would never harm a human.” Except on accident. She was right. I should stay away from El.

      “You’re the one who keeps balance in the valley? You?” She looked me up and down and shook her head. “I expected a little more. She’ll be hurt when she realizes that she can’t have the one she can touch. You can’t help hurting her. You should just tell her now before she can fall any further. Tell her you don’t like her, that she’s too weird for you, that you have a thing for me instead. She’ll believe you.”

      What did the succubus mean, the one El could touch? Why couldn’t she touch others? I’d seen her reaction to Vincent and her sister. Why was she so sensitive to the darkness but not see it in me? El would believe me if I told her I wanted her sister. She was used to people using her as though she wasn’t twice as interesting as the succubus. “You want to protect your sister by crushing her? That’s irrational.” Not that succubii were known for their rational behavior.

      She stared at me with her dark and hungry eyes. “You want to drag it out? I guess there’s nothing I can do about that.” She chewed on her bottom lip then said, “She doesn’t know what I am. She can’t know about the hidden world.”

      How could El not be aware of her sister’s bad habits? “Why is that?” I didn’t like El not knowing. If she was aware of monsters, if she could love her sister, there was a chance that she’d see my true colors and not try and kill me.

      She shook her head and inhaled deeply. “You must have noticed that she’s messed up. She has a hard time separating reality from fantasy already. She’d need to change her medication again, and the nightmares would get worse. I hate it when she does that. Not pretty. Just leave her alone, okay? She doesn’t need any more darkness in her life.”

      “I suppose she has her fill with you. You touch her even though she hates it. What are you doing to her?” She was doing something, drawing unseen energy from her sister with every touch, even though it wasn’t based on lust.

      She glared at me and stood up. She flipped her hair and gave me a devastating smile that didn’t reach her voracious eyes. “You’re the one who ensures balance, right? As long as I don’t kill a human, or harm anyone against their will, you have nothing to do with me. I’m going to let El have her little crush on you, because I care about her, but if you hurt her, if you play games with her and mess with her affection, I’ll make sure you regret it.”

      I wouldn’t ever pretend to be interested when I wasn’t. I couldn’t help but be interested. “You’re going to protect her? Good. Start with yourself. Stop touching her.”

      She snarled at me. “You stop touching her. Whatever you are, you’re messing with her. She doesn’t need any more monsters in her life. She’s full up with me and her nightmares.”

      “What nightmares?”

      She rolled her eyes and headed towards the school. “Keep the balance. Forget about my sister. She’s none of your business.”

      I knew that I should stay away from El, but hearing her sister the succubus tell me that I was a danger to her made me want to prove that I wasn’t. What were the odds I’d lose my temper with El and hurt her like I’d hurt Garrett?

      I sighed and shook my head. I wasn’t going to find El and ask her about her nightmares or talk about whatever random thing she came up with. I needed to check on Patrice.

      She wasn’t under the bleachers. I tracked her to her car and could hear her snoring inside. She had cookies and a juice box cuddled in her arms.

      Vincent had treated her like a proper blood donor. Sometimes I wished he’d go too far and I’d have to end his unlife. It wasn’t okay for him to use people like this, but they had choice. He didn’t use compulsion on anyone, just their own stupidity.

      I skipped my last class and headed up the hill towards the old church. I needed to be centered, philosophical, rational, and I needed more information about Eleanor Adams and her family.

      The woods came close on that side of town, thick and deep with leaves drifting down around me. I walked on the edge of the road in the shade of the oaks and maples until I got to the narrow track that wound beneath the branches. I continued until I reached the peak of the hill and stepped into the overgrown cemetery, through the wrought iron gate and towards the narrow church.

      The brown-robed priest worked in the garden on the opposite side of the church, digging in the vegetable patch, his long robe mud-streaked. Maybe that’s why it was brown.

      “Brother Methuselah,” he said in his strong voice without looking up. He could sense me as well as I could sense him. He was more than a priest, more than anything human. He was here for the same reason Vincent was, to escape the constant bickering and fighting among the darkness.

      “Brother Brother,” I said as I dropped to my heels and pulled a few weeds, getting dirt under Met’s nails.

      “How was school?”

      That was a good question. If I only thought about the slayer and the succubus, it was a balanced day. If I thought about El, it was something much more interesting. “There are three new students.”

      “The succubus and her sister I knew about, but I didn’t hear about anyone else.”

      “You heard about the albino?”

      “She’s not an albino,” he said with a grunt as he dug down, proving that he did know about El.

      “No? What is she?” I hadn’t been able to sense anything other than human.

      He looked up and studied me. “They say Icelandic with a touch of Norwegian.”

      I laughed. “Human?”

      “What else? She’s been touched by the darkness. Not even my messengers know her story.”

      “She doesn’t remember it. How can she forget something that changed her so deeply? Why is she with a succubus? She should be enveloped in humanity.”

      “The mother is a slayer. She’s here to protect her children from the demon.”

      Slayers didn’t get seduced by incubuses. “Does the father have a name?”

      He hesitated. “They whisper of Moros. Keep that name close. Will you protect them?”

      Moros. He was a newer demon gathering power and wealth at a surprisingly quick rate on this continent. “He’s new.”

      “No. He was quite a force for evil a century ago, but he took a break.”

      I stared at him. “He retired from evil? I wasn’t aware they had pension plans for that.”

      “Do you know what happens when a demon like Moros controls his incubus side for a hundred years?”

      “How could I possibly know that? I can’t imagine it happening very often.”

      “No, it doesn’t, but if they can shut off the lust for that long, they can get close to those with a great deal of shine. In the last five years or so, Moros shifted the power in the world using his son, a half incubus, half dream-walker. He wants the daughter as well.”

      I studied him. “He seduced a dream-walker? That’s fascinating.” Dream-walkers were notoriously good, on the side of the light, and they would never use their abilities to manipulate the thoughts and emotions of others or enter your dreams. A child who had that skill without the shine… Moros was on his way to bringing about the end of the world. Oh well. The slayers would take care of it.

      He nodded. “Indeed.”

      “This Moros also seduced a slayer? I thought they had trouble conceiving.”

      “Yes. He managed to create the first life and then he met the slayer woman determined to kill him while he was in that state of contrived purity. They fell in love. When I say love, he became obsessed with her. She betrayed her own to raise the child destined for darkness. If the father finds her, she won’t be able to resist.”

      I sighed and worked with him in silence. Jasmine Adams was a succubus, and her nature required the life force of humans. Somehow she was able to take the energy of other humans, like her sister, but it didn’t satisfy her nature. She’d need more and more until she killed a human getting it. Then again, as part slayer, who knew what reserves of will she had? If El was touched by darkness, what chance would there be that she wouldn’t be revolted by me if she discovered what I was? I shouldn’t care about that, but ever since I’d almost gotten skewered by that marshmallow stick, I’d wondered if it was possible for anyone to feel anything real towards me.

      I shook my head. I had other matters to discuss. “There’s a slayer who’s going around in a cowboy hat. You hadn’t heard? I thought you knew everything.”

      He lifted his face to give me an extremely sober look, brown eyes concerned. “The spirits choose their messages. Describe him in a bit more detail.”

      His spirits made me nervous. “Tattoos, Texan, and in my school like he owns the place.”

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      I sighed and rubbed my hands on my jeans. “Nothing unless he upsets the balance. It seems good though, one slayer, one succubus, good for balance.” And what was El?

      “You still prefer balance to good?”

      “Barring the fact that I don’t technically consider slayers good, it is out of the question. Balance I can do, not goodness.”

      “Yes, but why, Met? Why struggle to achieve something so short-lived and elusive?” He peered at me as though he were looking beneath my skin. He’d be dead if he ever saw so much as a flicker of blue.

      “Everyone needs their unicorn.” Why had I said that? There was no such thing as a unicorn, not in my world.

      He studied me for a long time. “There is good in you. I can see it. You will have to discover who you are as you create your true identity. We sculpt our own lives with every stroke of the hammer, every word spoken or deed done. You are good because you do good, like your father. You can call it balance, but that doesn’t change your heart.” He focused on his work with single-mindedness and purpose that I wanted but wasn’t sure I’d ever have.

      I left Brother with more peace but no less confusion. I knew where she lived. In a small town like Humphreyville, there were only so many options. A new family had moved into the Thompson’s old place, the tidy Victorian backed to the woods on the edge of town.

      I stepped through the trees, moving silently through the undergrowth until I reached a point where the unicorn girl would walk on her way home.

      I was wrong. She did not walk home; she danced. I watched her move, pale hair picking up light and color, almost like a rainbow as she spun and leapt. It was not the same dance she’d been doing earlier. She was so breathtakingly alive. Even out of my skin, I couldn’t move like that. As she danced, I could hear her music in the wind blowing through the trees, in the brush of her foot against the pavement, music that including my own breathing and beating heart the closer she came to me. I wanted to step out and take her hand, to join her in the dance with the unheard music. I gripped a tree trunk and inhaled deeply. I could smell her all this way, fresh, pure, alive, and so very human.

      I was so caught up in her dance, I didn’t immediately notice the car crawling along behind her, a bright yellow car. The silhouette of a cowboy hat made me growl. Why was the slayer stalking my unicorn? I forced myself to turn and head back into the woods.

      She wasn’t my unicorn or my prey. The slayer would not harm her. No one would. I growled low and ran faster.
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      The sky was sunny, the breeze was breezy, and the whole world glowed with potential. I danced my way home, a swirling something that only needed the perfect dance partner. A few cars slowed down to stare at me, but that kind of thing hadn’t bothered me for years. I could be a dancing advertisement for my dad’s classes.

      When I got home, I checked the shed. Molly munched her hay stolidly. Jax had taken care of her after all. We’d gotten her for Suzie. My mom made a deal with her: start talking, get a pony. Suzie started talking, and we got Molly. Suzie was still small enough to ride her, but the thrill was gone. Still, the pony was a part of the family. Percy was the best animal person in the family what with his always bringing home hurt animals that usually died. We’d have to start another cemetery in the backyard once the robin died, the young one with the broken wing that hadn’t been eating or drinking in the past week.

      After petting Molly for awhile, scratching her behind her ears where she liked it best, I closed the shed and headed for the white clapboard Victorian. I got inside and there were Suzie and Percy sitting at the island in the nicely updated kitchen, bright and sunny, working on homework while Jax sat at the table, papers spread out while she drew. She’d apparently felt a lot of burning red eyes she needed to get out of her system. They always bothered me but art was a personal matter.

      I wished I could use art for therapy. It would be better than pills. What was better than pills or art was Met. I felt better just knowing that he was in the world and that I’d see him again someday. Methuselah Barrow. What kind of name was that? I sat down at the table and pulled out my homework. I had that ridiculous English paper to write. What homework did Met have? I should have asked him about his classes. I needed to work on my conversational skills. He didn’t like talking about his friend, the one in the coma. Who would like talking about that? Seriously. I needed to at least pretend to be normal. If he didn’t love me back, well, it wouldn’t exactly surprise me, but I didn’t want him to hate me. I wanted him to let me sit at his table and maybe sometimes brush against him. Would he still not feel disgusting tomorrow? How could I subtly touch him without it being weird? People touched casually all the time. My dad was a touchy person, always patting shoulders and rubbing heads. Would it be weird to pat Met’s shoulder? I couldn’t reach his head to rub it unless he bent down. I shook my head and focused on my homework. I hadn’t gotten very far when my dad came in, an explosion of energy from his red hair to the tips of his lime green sneakers.

      “Ellie, I need you to come to the studio tonight. Bruce wants to surprise his girlfriend with his fancy steps at her mother’s big anniversary. You need to be an angel.”

      I rolled my eyes. He always called me his angel, because an angel was one of the people in a class who wasn’t the teacher and didn’t mind getting stepped on. It wasn’t the stepping that bothered me, it was the ick factor, but I could cope with it. I’d gotten a lot of practice over the years. If I was dancing, I could keep the panic and rage to manageable levels. Dancing was my therapy. And pills.

      “Sure, dad. Where’s James?”

      “Out back building a fort, or raceway, something like that. And here you are all sitting and staring at your books like you didn’t just spend all day sitting and staring at books. Close ‘em up. Get out of here. Forty-five minutes of fresh air and rolling around in the dirt. I’ll make dinner. Spaghetti? We had that last night. Let’s do guacamole!”

      I exchanged glances with Jax, but we both gathered our stuff up and headed outside. When my dad made guacamole, he also made tacos or quesadillas, but the guacamole was the main thing. He was a bit of an avocado head.

      The backyard went up to the woods. James was playing in the shade with his cars making revving sounds that were remarkably realistic. He had a great ear.

      “Let’s hang up the hammock,” Jax said grabbing Percy’s elbow and pulling him towards the garage where we still had stacks of unpacked boxes. We’d only been there two weeks, not that all the boxes ever got unpacked.

      Suzie wandered towards James and stood over him, staring into the woods, a faraway look in her eyes.

      “Looking for fairies?” I asked, tugging on one of her tiny braids.

      She turned her serious eyes to me and shook her head. “Monsters.”

      I flinched and she looked down and rubbed her dirty sneaker in the dirt.

      “Sorry,” she said in a quiet voice. “I’m not afraid of them, I just want to see if any are there.”

      “So you can tame them and play with them?”

      She swooped up a stick and jabbed it towards the dark woods. “I’d defeat it, kill it and banish it away from this world forever.” Her eyes were bright, intense, super focused.

      “Cool. Careful not to whack James on the head with your foil. Do you want to take fencing?”

      She glanced at me. “You think they have that here? Some kids were talking about soccer and there’s a karate studio, but no fencing.”

      “Do you want to do karate?”

      She shrugged and threw the stick into the woods. “It wouldn’t be serious enough. They wouldn’t really be focused on defeating monsters.”

      “Hey, El, help us with the hammock. Do you think these trees…” Jax bit her lip as she stretched, trying to see how high it would have to be. Percy came with the small toolbox.

      We spent the next twenty minutes fiddling with the hammock. Suzie convinced Perce to play sword fighting while I got on the hammock, testing it out. Jax fell over beside me. I held still instead of shifting away from the contact of her warm arm.

      We swung there, watching the branches shift against the blue sky. Maybe I could lay on a hammock with Met.

      “I like it here,” I said.

      “It’s not terrible,” she admitted.

      “It’s different. No fights. No detention. No guys losing it over you. What do you like best?”

      She turned to look at me. Her eyes were brighter than they’d been this morning, her smile more relaxed. I rose up on my elbows. Her relaxed was not a good thing.

      “What happened?”

      “Chill out, El. It was just nice, you know? No assault, no detention, just cool. That guy Met is weird. Are you sure you’re in love with him?” She poked my shoulder.

      I shrugged and didn’t punch her for touching me. “Love at first touch.”

      “Because his touch wasn’t revolting.”

      “Weird, huh?”

      “So weird.” She elbowed me and snickered.

      I elbowed her back and with that we were wrestling, snorting, and struggling until we flipped over backwards and landed in the dirt. I groaned as I lay there, but she was laughing as she rolled to her feet.

      “Come on, El. Let’s play tag in the woods.”

      I stayed on the ground as she danced a few feet away, clearly ready to go, to run and climb trees. It had been ages since Jax was this happy. Our last place hadn’t been very good for her. How long would we have before dinner?

      “I want to play,” James said, standing up with a blue truck clutched in his still squishy hand. We’d gotten him as a toddler and I still thought of him as a baby. Suzie had probably never been a baby.

      “Yeah, let’s play in the woods,” Suzie said, standing up.

      Perce shook his head. “There have to be boundaries or we’ll all get lost and dad’ll have to send out search and rescue or something.”

      “Good thinking, Perce,” Jax said, still bouncing on the balls of her feet. “To the fence line above the ravine on the north side and the small pond on the east side, and then the neighbor’s side on the west. Sound good?”

      “No crossing the old barbed-wire fence, okay. Are you sure that’s not too far?” I asked.

      “Afraid you’ll get lost?” Suzie asked with a fierce smile and bright eyes.

      I laughed and chased after her. “You know it.”

      “You can’t catch me!” she squealed as she ran away from me, as light on her feet as a goat, dodging around bushes and trees like a ninja. That was Suzie. I slowed down and went after Percy instead. He laughed and danced away from my swipe. I ran at the tree where Jax was trying to climb high enough I couldn’t catch her, but my ethereal thighs were good for some things. I leapt and touched her arm. I landed in a crouch but had to dodge to the side because she was on me in an instant, a blur of dark-haired vengeance.

      I laughed, stumbling back and tripped over James. I fell over and knocked him down.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I said, pulling him upright.

      He shrugged and brushed off his hands. “That means I’m it.” He frowned seriously as he analyzed the problem. I was purposefully standing within range, but he ignored me. He didn’t think it was fair to do touch-backs, even though Jax had no problem with them. She had already disappeared behind a tree.

      James smiled this little clever smile then ran towards Jax. Man, the kid was fast. When he got to the tree, instead of running around it, he ran up the trunk, flipped over backwards and landed on Percy who had been holding still, trying not to be noticed.

      “Ow. It’s not football, it’s tag. Get off me!”

      James rolled to his feet and disappeared into the shadows. Percy stood and brushed his hair out of his eyes. He frowned as he looked into the shadows before he whirled around and went after Suzie. I laughed and followed.

      We played until I heard my dad calling from the back porch.

      “Dinner!” I yelled and headed towards the house.

      James fell in beside me almost immediately, then Percy and Jax. We were halfway through the woods when Percy stopped.

      “Where’s Suzie? She hasn’t been it for twenty minutes.”

      “Twenty-four,” James corrected.

      Percy ruffled his hair. “Yeah, that’s what I said.”

      “No, you said…”

      “It’s an approximation.”

      “But when you’re dealing with a lost person, you should always be precise so they can more accurately predict the person’s location.”

      Percy sighed. We stood there in a circle for a second while we discussed it. We could split up and look past the fence, but we didn’t know the area. We’d all get lost, and it would get dark in an hour or so, plus I had to help dad in the studio. None of us panicked because Suzie was always capable. She’d probably gotten an idea that she wanted to check something out, and she’d come back when she wanted to. Still, it was annoying and worrisome. What if there were bears or something?

      We agreed to continue to the house and tell our dad.

      He frowned and called up the realtor because Todd knew everyone in town.

      We ate the delicious quesadillas and guacamole while we listened to one side of the conversation.

      “Hey, Todd. No, the house is great. Suzie wandered off in the woods… She’s eight. No, not the blonde one. Do you know anyone who can check it out in our neighborhood? No, we’re not worried. Suzie has a good head on her shoulders, I just want to be sure that she gets back before dark. You know someone? Doesn’t live too far from us? Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      He hung up and started eating. He didn’t seem worried, so we didn’t worry. Suzie hadn’t run off looking for adventures for a long time, but it wasn’t weird for her.

      We ate and I changed into leggings and a leotard with a wrap sweater over the top so I’d look professional in my dad’s studio. I was twisting my hair into a neat chignon when James started yelling from the window facing the backyard. I ran downstairs and out to the deck, mouth full of bobby pins. When I nudged my way to the railing overlooking the backyard next to Percy, my mouth fell open and I lost all my pins.

      Suzie rode Met across the yard, her hands gripping his shoulders while her legs dangled down his chest. He smiled up at all of us, a smile that caught the rays of the sinking sun and made his dark eyes light up. Indigo. My heart thumped more and more quickly as I stared at him. I could ride on his shoulders. He had such enormous shoulders. He wouldn’t mind me much more than Suzie. What was I thinking? I had a hundred pounds on Suzie at least. Even Met would notice a hundred pounds.

      “Huh,” Jax said from behind me. “He’s seriously into the rescue thing. Good thing you’re such a weak damsel.” She shot me a glance while I quickly finished pinning up my hair. That was the plan, not that pacifism was weak.

      He bent down and Suzie jumped off his shoulders.

      “Suze, wash up and eat. Thank your rescuer. David?” my dad asked.

      Met shook his head. “He’s a friend of mine. I heard he was doing a quick run over this part of the woods, so I came along to cover more ground. She made it a good ways.”

      Suzie shrugged as she brushed off anyone who tried to hug her. “I went to find monsters,” she said, but she sounded tired as she headed inside to eat.

      I shook my head before turning to smile at Met. Would he recognize me? “Sorry about the trouble, but thank you. Thanks for giving her a ride.”

      He laughed, low and a little bit rough as he studied me. “I didn’t even notice, like carrying a fairy.”

      “Don’t tell her that. She’s a fierce slayer of dragons.”

      “That explains why she was headed towards dragon territory. Next time she’ll have to pack a lunch. That’s what they call it, Dragon’s Rock, because from a certain angle it might possibly look like a dragon. It helps if you’re drunk. So I hear. I don’t hike drunk.” He shook his head. “I’ll get out of your way. I can see that you’re busy. See you at school, El.”

      “Bye,” I said while I clasped my hands together and watched him cross the yard and disappear into the deep woods. He remembered my name and recognized me without my unicorn horn. How could I have touched him? Maybe I could have shaken his hand or something. People shook hands. That was totally normal.

      “It’s like he’s trying to make you fall in love with him,” Jax said.

      I nudged her before I went down the steps, searching for my lost bobby pins.

      “Do you think I should be embarrassed that I lost my little sister? It shows a lack of maturity and conscience,” I said, frowning as I stuck another pin in my hair.

      She sighed and bent over to fish a bobby pin out of the grass that I’d missed. “I’m just glad you didn’t faint or throw yourself at him. You just stood there, beaming at him like he was your white knight returned from battle. You look normal though. Better be careful or he’ll get the wrong idea.”

      I dodged around her up the steps. He hadn’t even looked at Jax. That had to mean something. I should be skeptical and think he had some game that would end up hurting me, but I couldn’t.

      My dad yelled at me to hurry and I ran, laughing, while my heart floated up into the pale sky.
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      I didn’t mean to get involved with the Adam’s, but I saw David in the woods. The middle-aged man spent a lot of time collecting mushrooms and other things.

      “Met, have you seen any kids?” he asked, scratching his head.

      “Kids?”

      “New family that moved into the Thompson place lost one.”

      El was lost in the woods? “Where was she seen last?”

      He gestured west, towards the Thompson place. “Somewhere between their line and Dragon’s Rock.”

      “I’ll find her.”

      He nodded and smiled slyly. “Of course you will. You could find the shadow of the moon in a monsoon.” Whatever that meant.

      I took off, running west. I ran through a few different scents with the same base. El. I tracked her scent, almost dizzy with it when I trailed it in circles until it wound back to their house. She wasn’t lost. How many siblings did she have? I could easily identify Jasmine, the succubus, and another smelled faintly of death, but there were two with tracks that held none of their own scents, only the slight imprint of the others.

      It took me some time to track down the little girl with the small braids and slayer blood. She fearlessly attacked me when she realized that I wouldn’t walk past her hiding place in the bush. She was fierce. I blocked her strikes with the sturdy branch, impressed with her speed and power. She would be a mighty slayer when she grew up.

      “I’m here to bring you home for El.”

      She froze, stick raised, eyes intense. She looked me up and down then dropped her arm and sighed. “Good. I’m tired. You’re El’s friend?”

      I smiled. “She sat with me at lunch today. We go to school together.”

      “You’re a monster.”

      I hesitated then nodded. “I only harm monsters.”

      “Oh, the monster of monsters? Good. Give me a ride. You’re so big. Have you given El a ride yet? Every picture of her when she was little is riding around on dad’s shoulders. You can’t tell her that you’re a monster. She doesn’t know that they’re real.” She shook her head like it was the stupidest thing.

      “How could she not know?”

      “I don’t know, but she doesn’t. If she’s ever faced with anything super scary, she has an episode and is a mess until she blocks it out again.” She scowled at me. “Promise that you won’t tell her about monsters.”

      I laughed and picked her up, putting her on my shoulders. She didn’t resist, just dropped the stick and held onto my chin. “I won’t tell her.” What had happened to hurt her so badly?

      “You are really tall. Be careful of tree branches.”

      I gripped her ankles and headed towards her house. I started jogging. When she urged me to go faster I broke into a full sprint. She was laughing when we got to the barbed wire fence across the end of her property.

      I stopped, staring at that line. El was on the other side of that barrier. Did I look like a monster? I had a slayer child on my shoulders and my human skin was in place.

      “Can you jump over it?”

      “Not unless you want El to see a monster.” I pushed down the wire and stepped over it before moving slowly towards the clearing, cooling down beneath Met’s thick skin.

      When we came out of the woods, I barely recognized El without the horn and loose hair. She looked like a real dancer, a human, someone pulled together who would never have anything to do with my world of darkness.

      She smiled and met my eyes. For a long moment I heard her music. It was as beautiful as her smile. I left before I did something to show that I was a monster, but I lingered on the edge of the woods until she finished picking up her pins and went inside. What was I doing? I shook my head and ran through the trees, feeling the song lingering in the air, even if I couldn’t hear it. I’d never forget that song.

      The next morning, I got up, showered and dressed, but the song still clung to me. In the kitchen, Quarl smiled at me brightly and handed me a plate of organic omelets with vegetables. The song died the moment I saw Met’s false mother.

      “How did you sleep?” she said with a large smile and wide eyes.

      “Too bright,” I muttered, moving to the granite topped island.

      “How did you sleep?” she asked again but this time with a slightly sympathetic smile, head cocked like she cared, but not too much.

      “Better.”

      She moved around the island so she could stare at me while I ate. She kept the smile on her mouth, but I didn’t look at it. “Full moon on Friday. August moon.”

      “And?”

      “The queen will expect you.”

      I pushed the omelet around. I didn’t have much of an appetite, or rather, I wanted to eat the monster in front of me wearing Met’s mother’s skin. “I am aware.”

      “Just reminding you.”

      “Unnecessarily.”

      “Apologies. You know your place.”

      I got up and left the kitchen with its perfect designer lines. She kept the house immaculate. What else could anyone want? I clenched my jaw and took the long way to school, past the old falling down church in the woods and the cemetery outside it.

      I went to the far side and the unmarked grave. That’s where Met’s mother was buried, his real mother, the one they’d killed.

      My whole body felt achy. That was normal. There was a reason I wouldn’t be here for the full moon. It was the brightest moon of the year, the strongest. I needed to get out of my skin and stretch in the darkness. I hated that I had to do that whether the queen decreed or not.

      Once I got to school, I headed for my locker, trying not to search the halls for the moonlight that soothed instead of irritated.

      “You checked up on me yesterday,” Vincent said, leaning against the locker next to mine and eating cracker jacks.

      “Patrice wasn’t in class. You took too much.” I slammed the locker and headed down the hall.

      “Bad mood? Ah, the moon. I guess you won’t make it to Nathan’s big party. He’s going to make it very big to impress the succubus. I wasn’t invited. He specifically cornered me to tell me that I’m to keep my sweaty hands off his precious Jasmine. I’m looking forward to the husk she’s going to make of him.”

      “She won’t.” I walked more quickly.

      “That’s so sad. You’re not letting her misbehave? You and your balance. Did you tell her what you are?”

      “What am I?”

      “Monstrous.”

      I sighed. I turned a corner and there she was. Eleanor Adams. She was tapping her lips with a rainbow pen. No unicorn horn today, just stripes of every imaginable hue and size, layers and layers of stripes with one blue tutu.

      “Why do you think she dresses like that?” Vincent asked.

      It matched her song. It was slightly different today. I heard a strain that grew louder the closer I got to her. “Because it’s delightful.”

      “I think it’s horrifying. She is what my horror movie would look like.”

      “Convenient that you get to stay away from her.”

      “I will not turn your unicorn into my donor.”

      She looked up and saw me. There was no mistaking the happiness that lit her candy eyes and spread across her face. She sparkled, and it wasn’t just the rainbow glitter.

      “She’s in love with you. She told me yesterday at lunch. She’s going to follow you around like a puppy. Why do I feel like you’re the one who will be fetching for her?” Vincent murmured too low for anyone else to hear.

      She wasn’t in love with me, but she was interested. I should tell her I wasn’t. I’d promised Suzie that I wouldn’t tell her about monsters. If I let her close to me… I walked past her, inhaling her scent while the song swirled around me.

      She sat with me at lunch, sliding into the chair three spaces away. She kept her eyes down as she pulled out her lunch. “Would you like a cookie? It’s oatmeal raisin. I don’t know what you like.”

      “Thank you, I’d love it.”

      She looked up and my breath caught when I saw her eyes. “Thank you. I mean for finding Suzie and bringing her home yesterday. You didn’t have to give her a ride.”

      My lips twitched. “I’m pretty sure I did. She threatened me with a stick.”

      Her eyes widened and then she scowled. “Of course she did. Did she call you a monster too? She probably thinks she defeated you. She’s a little bit delusional, I mean, enthusiastically creative. Sorry.”

      I rested my elbow on the table and leaned closer so I could see her eyes more clearly. Her scent was so sweet. What would she taste like? I sat back and swallowed. “She’s very cute. How many siblings do you have?”

      “There’s Jax, Jasmine, you already met her. She’s mom’s blood daughter. I’m not, obviously. I’m not an albino. Usually someone asks on the first day of school, but I’m just Icelandic. They tested my blood a lot of times and albinism has markers that I don’t have. You didn’t ask. Sorry. Percy is my parent’s blood son, which explains why he’s pasty after my dad and has my mom’s dark eyes. Suzie and James are the cutest things, but Suzie can be a little wild, and James is almost too wise for someone so young. Do you have any siblings?”

      I shook my head and bit into the raisin cookie. It tasted like her. She must have made it herself. I could taste her feelings, her gratitude and delight. Delight was the only word for it. Would she really let me carry her around on my shoulders? I opened my mouth to ask and then realized what I was thinking. I stood up instead. “Thanks for the cookie. I’ll see you later.”

      The next day she sat in the same seat at my table, but she didn’t say anything, didn’t even look at me, instead kept her nose in a large book. Moby Dick. I’d never read it. I didn’t mind not talking. I just liked her being there, her heart beating and her song floating around her like her scent.

      By Friday my skin was crawling and my head felt like a death metal band was using it for their drum.

      She sat three seats away from me, as usual, offered me a cookie then said, “Are you going to Nathan’s party tonight?” She bit her lip as she waited for my answer.

      I wanted to say yes. I could dance with her, take her hand and pull her close enough to…

      “Met has to go out of town with his mother to visit some distant relatives,” Vincent said for me, like he was worried I’d blurt out something about having to go to the nether realm for the queen’s masquerade.

      I smiled and leaned over the table. “Actually, I’m going to the nether realm for the queen’s masquerade.”

      She stared at me for a long time before she said, “Don’t eat the food.”

      I nodded. “Good thinking. Do you want to come?”

      She gasped like I’d asked her out on a date or something. She hesitated then shook her head. “I have to stay home and keep an eye on Jax.”

      “Do you think she’ll run away?”

      “No, but if she’s going to the party, I’ll have to go with her. Also, you weren’t being serious about me coming with you.”

      Vincent laughed, a not entirely calm laugh. “No, he wasn’t. You’d hate to visit his senile relatives. Sometimes they forget to wear pants.”

      I glanced at him. “You make my relatives sound exciting. Be careful at the party. It won’t be too wild, parties here don’t really do that, but it’s a good idea to stick to your sister.” I glanced at Vincent. He should keep an eye on the succubus, make sure she didn’t lose control, but he’d resent that and end up accidentally losing track of her. It would be fine. Jasmine was more concerned about what her sister thought about her than what I said she could or couldn’t do.

      I left school, went into the woods and walked for a long time, miles and miles, losing my way intentionally. Not that I could ever be truly lost in these woods, however dark and tangled.

      I eventually made my way to the small copse and the overgrown rock. It had been a few months. I took off my clothes and carefully folded them before I shifted my shoulders, stretching and pulling until I reached back, sank my fingers into my skin and ripped it open down the back. The breeze was cold on my real flesh, cold but invigorating.

      I shifted and tugged, pulling off the skin like a wetsuit until it lay in a pile at my feet, my dark hair falling around my shoulders like a damp curtain. I gathered the human skin and the clothes into the box I’d carved out of the stone. I took out a pair of pants made from feathers and scales. I had to adjust them to fit around my hips, open slits down the side over my pale blue skin.

      I stretched up, cracking bones until I laughed and started running. Running without human flesh to hold me down, I was a bird, a fish, darting and gliding through the trees, sometimes in the branches, sometimes amidst the roots. I was a shadow without skin, without conscience.
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      My dad was on the phone with mom when I got home.

      “I understand, Holly, but it’s been over two weeks. We all miss you. I know you’d be too tired from jetlag to really be good company, but we’ll take you sleeping, snoring on the couch. Mm hm. I know. Love you. Right.” He hung up and slid the phone across the counter towards Jax.

      “Another delay. It’s almost like she likes her job more than us. Can’t imagine how that’s possible. We’re all so charming,” Jax said with a sneer.

      Dad grabbed her in a headlock and knuckled her head while she squealed.

      “You’re messing up my hair!”

      “It was already messy,” he said with a bright smile.

      “But it was messy on purpose, now it’s just awful.” She went to peer in the microwave’s reflection and fussed while my dad shook his head and ruffled my hair. I endured it without violence. Violence wasn’t first-nature to me anymore.

      “Now you two match. We’ll order pizza tonight. I’ve got to get to the social dance in Huntsville, spread the word about the studio. Do you want to come, Angel?”

      “No thanks. I’ve had my fill of awkward forty-year old men,” I said.

      “There might be someone your age.”

      I stared at him. He knew I didn’t like touching guys, particularly ones my age.

      “Well, anyway, hold down the fort. I’ll be back late, so get the kids to bed and then get yourselves to bed. No raves. No gigolos. No drummers.”

      Jax rolled her eyes and left the room. He ruffled my hair again before he went to get changed. I checked on the little kids then went to Jax’s room. It was pink and white striped. Suzie had refused to have that room, so Jax got it. She didn’t complain. I knew that she was secretly a pink princess kind of girl.

      She was sitting on her bed with her phone texting, a funny smile on her mouth. It disappeared when I threw myself across the bed, bouncing it.

      “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar. You’re going to the party. What time?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “Eleven.”

      “So we’ll sneak out after a fun pizza and movie night with the kids. No ice cream or they’ll never get to bed. Except for me. I’ll eat all the ice cream.”

      “Is Met going to be there?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Just you and other gross guys.”

      She nudged me. “I can’t believe you like someone.”

      “Love. It’s definitely love.”

      “Well, he hasn’t hit on me yet, so maybe. Come on.”

      She got up, ready to start movie night. By the time the lights were out and James was asleep, cuddling a blue car, Jax was almost vibrating from excitement. It was not a good thing, but with Jax, I could either let her go alone, or go with her and hope I kept her from doing anything too crazy, or the guys from getting aggressive.

      I kept it simple, white for the full moon, gauzy dress and leggings with my white boots. Also sparkles. Jax went black and more black. No sparkles.

      “I am the moon and you are the night,” I said all sing-song.

      “I am the cool girl and you are the loon.”

      “How about a white heron.”

      She bumped me into the wall.

      “Sh!” we told each other before we laughed and went out through the window. I followed her along the porch roofline and then climbed down the side, scraping my cheek, but not drawing blood.

      “Come on,” she whispered then laughed as she hurried towards the road.

      We ran along, ducking down when we saw a car. It was the most fun I’d had with Jax in ages. By the time we got to Nathan’s house, I had a side ache. The two-story farmhouse sat back from the street behind a line of thick bushes.

      “Will his parents be there?” I whispered.

      She shook her hair back so it looked good. “Act normal. We do not run around at night giggling like idiots.”

      “Oooh. Cool. It’s a good thing you told me.”

      She ran her hands through her hair one last time. “Okay. So, I’m going to be in the main living area. Stay where you can see me, okay?”

      I nodded. She’d been giving me more physical contact than usual, but it wasn’t so bad as usual, not triggering my violent impulses. I blamed Met. If only he could be here, I’d have someone I could dance with who didn’t trigger my ew reflex. “Sure. Unless I have to use the bathroom or something.”

      “Right. Are you going to drink?”

      I cocked my head while I thought about it. “Then I’d have to use the bathroom more often.”

      “But you might not mind people touching you so much.”

      “Is this negative peer pressure? Huh. I don’t mind minding as long as there’s a Met in the world,” I said airily.

      “You’re so pathetic. Okay. Let’s go.” She walked ahead of me briskly, like I was just a second thought. I was okay with that. I would do my thing. What was my thing? Walking around and staying out of the way of the running and laughing teenagers. When Jax grabbed a beer, I was a little surprised, but I didn’t say anything. Nathan smiled at me, dragging his eyes off her for five seconds.

      “Hey… Jasmine’s sister. I’m glad you were able to make it.”

      Two points for that effort. He couldn’t even remember my name. I put my finger and thumb in an el on my forehead.

      He blinked at me then scowled. “Excuse me?”

      Yep, you really are a loser. “My name’s El. Great party.” I gave him a closed-mouth smile and he blinked, staring at me, then glancing at Jax until he gave me a slow smile and a ha-ha kind of laugh.

      “Right. Enjoy yourself.”

      I went into the den and took one of the video game controllers. We played, six of us, some race car game, and Jax stayed in my line of sight in the living room with Nathan. They held hands. Things went like that, strangely calm without anyone so much as nudging me, until I glanced over and didn’t see Jax.

      “Excuse me. Need to powder my nose,” I said, handing the controller to a guy hovering by the arm of the couch.

      I searched the main floor, careful so no one touched me in their dance, okay, that wasn’t a success, but by the time I’d checked the kitchen, I was pretty sure Nathan was showing her his room. Creep.

      I started up the stairs when I heard a whisper that made me freeze. I shook my head. It was just in my head. My nightmares belonged in bed, not at a party where I was trying to be pulled together for Jax. I was almost to the landing between flights when I heard the laugh again. I whirled around and peered over the railing at the crowd. Everyone was dancing to the beat, a dark song for dark rooms and sweaty deeds.

      It was too dark. I kept blinking, but it got darker and that laugh… I stumbled back until I hit the wall behind me. I was breathing too fast. I was going to hyperventilate. I fished in my bag for my pills. I closed my eyes and took two. Everything was fine. It was all in my head.

      “Is that where you want me to be?” It was only a whisper, but it made me jerk and hit my head against the wall.

      I stared at the body taking shape on the landing. He was beautiful, the moon and midnight, black feathers for hair, pale skin, eyes like pain and promises.

      “You’re not real.” I took two pills, swallowing hard to choke them down.

      He stepped forward, putting one semi-solid hand beside me so I couldn’t go up the stairs. I couldn’t anyway, not when my legs were jelly. “What is there besides your lovely head, Angel?” He brushed my hair with his fingers and I shuddered, pressing back like I could sink into the wall.

      “Not real.” I took two pills.

      “Do you like me better in your dreams? I’ll come to you tonight. Every night. Forever and ever and ever and ever and ever and ever…” He continued murmuring while I dumped the bottle in my hand and swallowed the rest. It would make him stop, but his voice went on. Ever, and ever while I slid down the wall to the ground.

      “What are you doing?” Someone grabbed me by the front and dragged me upright.

      I opened my eyes and instead of Mr. Night, it was cowboy hat wonder boy. He was kind of fuzzy. There were multiple cowboy hats.

      He pried the orange bottle out of my hand. “How many did you take? Hey!” He slapped my face and I bobbed around, trying to find my legs. He picked me up and hauled me up the stairs, like I couldn’t walk on my own. I looked over my shoulder, and there was the shadow, a flash of teeth, a glimpse of dark eyes, and then I was in the bathroom.

      Cowboy hat was giving me Heimlich, and then I was puking in the toilet, and then he punched my stomach, and then I was puking some more, and then I was struggling against the jerk, because what was his problem? I’d thought he was rescuing me, but he just wanted to hurt me with his gross hands and take advantage of me in the bathroom, and other things, but everything was so dizzy and weird.

      I started shaking and crying, and I couldn’t hold myself up, so I curled up on the floor.

      “You have no idea how filthy that is. Come here.” He pulled me up on his lap. He was so gross.

      “You are so gross.”

      “You’re suicidal, so I’m not going to pay attention to what you say. You’re just trying to let me leave you alone again so you can overdose on aspirin or whatever’s in their cabinets. What’s wrong with you? Most people who take pills do it somewhere not visible from everyone in the living room.”

      “It was too dark for people to see me.”

      “Maybe you had your eyes closed. I saw you fine.”

      I sighed and put my head on his shoulder. He was ick, but so much better than Mr. Night and his ever refrain.

      “Wonder boy, I’m not suicidal, so you can leave. I was just having a panic attack and lost track of how many I took. So get away from me because you’re gross.”

      I clung to him tightly and pressed my face to his throat. He let go of me and shifted, but I held on tighter.

      “You call me gross and don’t let me go? You are messed up.” His drawl was slightly amused. “You have a lot of panic attacks? That the demon you were talking about?”

      I shuddered and tried to breathe his neck. It didn’t work very well. “Mr. Night. Usually he stays in my nightmares, but sometimes he visits other times. I know he’s not real, but he really freaks me out. It’s worse than gross people.”

      “Wow, that must be really bad then. Gross people are the worst.”

      “Not really. Everyone’s gross. Except little kids.” And Met, but for some reason I didn’t want to mention him. Maybe because I didn’t trust cowboy hat.

      “Everyone’s gross to you? I guess that makes it okay. What about the monster big guy?”

      I tried to pull away, but then I thought I smelled Mr. Night and smashed back against cowboy hat’s throat. I’d punched it.

      I licked my dry and vile tasting lips. “Sorry about punching your throat. I’m a pacifist in training.”

      “How can you be a pacifist if you’re haunted by demons?”

      “What difference does it make? They’re not real. I can’t work through the issues inside by beating others outside.”

      “Sounds like your therapist was pretty consistent. So, Eleanor, or is it Ellie, or maybe just El?”

      “Make something else up. Those are names for people who know me.”

      “In that case, I dub you Pill. Because you take them, and puke them, and are one, to me specifically.”

      “Shut up. That’s so mean. I only puked because you made me.”

      “Because I was saving your life.”

      “Like I asked you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I hesitated a moment before I sighed. “Thanks.”

      “Yeah. How long are you going to sit on me? I won’t be able to feel my legs.”

      “So put down some towels.”

      “You’re really not letting go of gross me? Fine. Don’t tell anyone that I let you sit on me. It’ll ruin my reputation.”

      “And don’t tell anyone I punched your throat and took too many pills. Not that I have a reputation, but don’t talk about me anyway.”

      He laughed a little bit, and for some reason, my heart stopped pounding so hard and I passed out.
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      The cavern was dark, but I could make out the symbols scrawled across the walls in ancient blood. That was life, death, the sign of the darkness to come. I ran down the steep and winding stairs too fast, but I still felt the wind, the night behind me, and it carried me.

      The darkness grew thicker until it brushed across my skin like cobwebs, each tiny hair on my skin a receptor that could burrow into flesh or pick up the slightest changes in atmosphere. A guard stood on the steps, barring my way.

      I laughed and dodged around him, leaning back from the swipe of his enormous sword. He was half a head shorter than me.

      “My prince.” He dropped to one knee and lowered his head. “Welcome to the Queen’s kingdom. It’s a night of sobriety.”

      “I’ll be sure to tell the queen.”

      The deeper I went, the closer the walls grew until I reached the thick webs that crossed and crisscrossed the narrow tunnel that partitioned the two worlds. I pushed through them until I was coated with the blinding, binding fibers. When I reached the other side, the sound of laughter and screaming was out of tune. I brushed off the webs, pulling them from my eyes and eating them like sticky cotton candy. Behind me the webs had already regrown across the opening.

      Below me was the queen’s cavern. Blue and gold veined the walls of the immense space with stairs and tunnels twisting and turning down and through the ruins built and abandoned over centuries, millennia. You could spend years wandering lost in the crumbling remains of ages past.  The main path through the cavern from my point of entry was just beneath me, lit by bobbing orbs of blue, pink and gold. Jagged towers rose on either side of the raised stone walkway.

      I took a deep breath and could taste the blood of my kind, even as far as I was away from the Queen’s castle where it shimmered on the opposite side of the cavern.

      I leapt down, hitting the path with a dull thud, barely missing a blue orb. It wasn’t empty. Fairy folk who had been unfortunate enough to be caught in one of the webs were imprisoned and bound to a track. I’d tried to free one once, but they were not the charming creatures of human fairytales. They would burrow into your skin with their sharp teeth, lay eggs, die, then hatch the next generation in your corpse.

      Agar had dug it out of me, laughing the whole time in his deep chuckle about the foolishness of freeing monsters. Agar was short, only up to my waist, but almost weighed as much as me, even when he wasn’t holding his enormous axe. He was a slave of sorts, but a respected one both for his wisdom and his humor. His folk didn’t usually have humor. It made him remarkable.

      Stone-tiled roofs poked up from the darkness to my right, the streets of this decrepit neighborhood far below the main walkway.

      It didn’t lead a straight path, of course. Steps led me down, deeper into the city and closer to the queen’s gala. Music floated around me, bits and pieces of tunes that were universal in their wistful anguish. Their voices were like a funeral dirge played by a heavy-metal band. In a moment, I passed through a gate with one spiked door hanging off its hinges and reached the enormous square filled with my people, chanting and pounding feet against stone that reverberated to my own soles. They were beautiful and terrible. Monstrous. Some singing voices were so pure and perfect, it caught the ear and held your attention while you thought of strange scenes, fire and rivers of blood.

      What would El think of the dancing? It was part primal, part carefully choreographed and passed down for generations. I wanted to dance with her. I wanted to bring her light and music into my darkness and change the music, the scent, this world.

      My own blood pumped faster as I moved to the beat. I caught stares from some of the spinning, masked creatures as I made my way through the square. They were as beautiful and monstrous as a dark and glistening oil spill. They pulled back so they wouldn’t accidentally touch me. That was respect or fear. Probably the same sentiment to be honest. On the edge of the crowd, I accepted the mask a tall male offered me with a low bow.

      The scent of dark fae was always smoke and copper. As I got closer to the palace, the sound shifted, more screams, the laughter more hysterical and grating. I headed through the thirty-foot arches, elaborate stone lacework seeped in the blood of my people.

      The two guards on either side of the pillars gazed forward as though they were made of stone.

      I hesitated before I put on the feather mask and slid a sword soundlessly from one guard’s scabbard. I continued between the pillars into the broad hall that opened on a scene from a nightmare rave.

      To my right someone was being roasted alive over a fire. It smelled like the lower jail cells. The Queen entertained the crowd by executing prisoners. She would amuse herself by choosing a new victim to fill the unfortunate prisoner’s cell once the current menu option stopped screaming. One had to have full prisons.

      I looked over the masked dancers with their haunted eyes surrounding the burning man. They danced with a rustle of rough leather and soft silk, black or dark red clothing swirling beneath the grotesque masks, animals twined with demons.

      Past them, the queen perched on the back of her the throne in her dress of silk and leather. She swung her legs while she waved a goblet around in time to the music and screaming. She had blue skin, like me, but hers carried patterns in pink and red. Her headdress was a combination of feathers, fur, hair, and ribbons, all in shades of red from palest pink to darkest black. She wanted everyone to know how much she enjoyed dyeing things in blood.

      I stood on the top step across from her and felt the beginnings of a greeting welling up from my belly. I opened my mouth as the roar came out, a growling, thundering, booming sound that made loose rocks tumble down in small puffs of dust.

      The screams halted along with the music and the dancing.

      The queen laughed in the sudden silence as she slipped off the back of her ebony chair to the blood red velvet cushion, toes curling in the fabric. She tilted her head back and consumed the blood in her goblet, tossing it to the side before she stepped down to the stone, blue toes hanging over the edge of the top step.

      I braced myself, watching her, leaning forward until she launched and I pushed off the stone, running through the crowd, barely touching the ground until I met her in a clash of steel. The metal flickered between us, her grin terrifying behind her filed teeth. Perhaps they came that way. She couldn’t be a skin walker with teeth like that, at least not the kind that blended in.

      Blue sparks ran over the enormous blade I wielded as I shoved her away from me before I spun and slashed at her. She slid beneath the blade, her own coming up quickly, deadly, red runes flickering and reflecting the blood wine dripping down her chin.

      We fought, blue against red until she snarled and brought her sword down on mine, breaking the blade at the hilt. It clattered across the stone floor. She held the point of her sword at my throat while I breathed heavily, my chest rising and falling. She gazed at me, as cold and motionless as stone before she shrugged and tossed the sword over her shoulder. It flew end over end, landing dead center in the back of her ebony chair.

      “My sweet prince. You’ve come home.” Her voice was a low murmur, but it echoed in the hall.

      I knelt and bowed my head as she circled me. “My queen.”

      She plucked the mask from my face and summoned another, much more elaborate, black and blue with streaks of red like blood. She pulled it across my face, for a moment suffocatingly close before she adjusted it and brushed her fingers over my chin, her nails scraping, but not enough to draw blood.

      “Have you brought me a sacrifice?” She laughed and spun around with arms outstretched as she addressed the audience. “He is not ready for sacrifice, my precious child. Who will dance with my son?”

      I stayed kneeling even though every time she said ‘son’ or ‘child,’ I very nearly sacrificed her. Methuselah Barrow’s mother lay in the cemetery beside the church, at the queen’s decree. The queen had taken Met Barrow’s body and left me with the human family while she dealt with civil war. She claimed rule by my blood, but whether she’d killed my blood father to take rule or not, I didn’t care. Agar cared, but as far as I could tell, she was the perfect ruler for the dark fae.

      Agar would whisper words of sedition, but I had no interest of ruling the darkness. That suited the queen.

      The queen grabbed my chin and pulled me up before gesturing at the kneeling females, their smooth heads covered in swirling designs or headdresses, shaved like the queen’s own.

      Only one met my gaze. Muriel. Her dark blue skin was set off by her amber eyes. I nodded at her and she stood. The music began again, moaning and screaming mixed with voices of such piercing, perfect beauty, it was like being drowned and flayed in a vat of boiling glass.

      I took Muriel’s hand and moved with her through the crowds, away from the queen. After the victim was cooked, we moved to the tables, where the queen carved the roast.

      I grabbed a jewel-encrusted bottle and drank, not blood wine, but strong. Strong enough I wouldn’t remember most of the night except in my nightmares. What nightmares did a unicorn have?
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      I woke up with my neck at an uncomfortable angle. I must not have slept. My nightmares were as constant as the dawn. If there was sleep, there were nightmares. That was my first realization before it hit me that I was lying on a warm body.

      I rolled off him and hit my elbow on the sink cabinet. I stared at the cowboy wonder boy. He blinked his eyes slowly at me, his mouth curving in a sleepy smile.

      “What did you do to me?” I hissed. I almost yelled until I realized that I was in some stranger’s bathroom.

      “You have no gratitude. Let me tell you what’s going to happen. You’re going to buy me breakfast in the local café, or I’m going to tell your boyfriend that you slept with me.”

      I sputtered. “First, I don’t have a boyfriend, second, we were just sleeping. Third, what kind of a jerk blackmails someone after letting someone sleep on them all night? That’s just weird.”

      He stretched his arms and rolled his shoulders. “I wouldn’t have, but I fell asleep. I clearly need more regular naps. Well? Do we have a deal?”

      “A deal? You want me to buy you breakfast? Fine. First, what’s your name? I can’t keep calling you wonder cowboy.”

      He grinned again. “You could. It’s Abe.” He held out his hand and I slowly put mine in his.

      He wasn’t as ick after I’d spent all night on him. “Abe? That’s it? I’m Eleanor Adams.”

      He shrugged, still holding my hand in his warm grasp. “Abraham Royce Snow. I’ll go out the window so no one sees us together.”

      “You can fit through the window?”

      He stood up, bounced up and down for a second before he gripped the sill and hoisted himself up. It was a matter of seconds before he was out the window and closing it behind him. Flexible and silent like a ninja.

      “Okay then.”

      Was I really buying him breakfast? I turned to the sink, scrubbed my face, and rinsed my mouth out then headed out. In the living room, Nathan was cleaning up with a large black garbage bag.

      “Hey, El,” he said with a smile. He looked happy. That was probably a bad thing.

      “Where’s Jax?”

      “I walked her home last night. We thought you’d gone already. You were passed out in the bathroom?”

      I gave him a tight smile. “Yep. Great party.”

      “Do you want something to drink or eat?”

      I shook my head. “I’m good. See ya.”

      I went outside and checked my phone. Why hadn’t Jax messaged me? Ah, it was dead. Awesome. I walked down the sidewalk towards the street and a car pulled up, bright yellow and growling. The passenger door opened and there was Abe leaning over the seat, his face expectant.

      Seriously, I was going to buy him breakfast? One whole night without nightmares. Yes, I was. I’d buy him five breakfasts.

      I slid in and beamed at him. “Okay then. Let’s do this.”

      I’d thought there would be some conversation, but the relationship he had with the courses and courses of food was a little bit intense. It was the all you can eat breakfast, so he kept eating and eating and eating. And I’d pay for it. Which was fine, but still, so much watching someone eat.

      I knew that hunger. I’d also noticed there was a bed in the back of his car. The seat folded down so it could extend out through the trunk. The guy was on the street. At least he had wheels.

      “Where do you work?” I asked.

      He paused then shrugged. “Not yet.”

      “So you’re looking for work?”

      He shrugged and stabbed eggs, hash browns, and sausage with his fork.

      “Thanks for letting me sleep on you. That was really nice. Also for not taking advantage of me. Also for kind of saving my life last night, even if you were brutal.”

      He swallowed some orange juice then grinned at me. “No problem. You’re paying for it.”

      “Yeah, but maybe I should take you out to dinner, you know, to thank you for the other stuff.”

      He stared at me, his warm eyes going cool. “Do you think this is a date? It’s not. You’re not my type.”

      I scowled at him. “Excuse me? Does this seem like a date to you? No. We were homeless when I was little, five or something. I know what it’s like. When’s the last time you ate?”

      He stared at me like he was deciding whether to run or not. He finally shrugged and took another bite. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Right. Look, my dad’s looking for some help around the studio. You can get some cash, some meals out of it, that kind of thing.”

      “You shouldn’t offer to include someone you don’t know and can’t trust into your life. For all you know, I’m a sicko psychopath.”

      “Who goes around saving suicide victims and letting strangers sleep on them without getting handsy? You’re weird, probably a mess, but that’s family. Anyway, here’s my dad’s card. It has the address of the studio. All right. Now that’s out of the way, eat as much as you want. I’ll go settle your bill. I’ve got to get home. My dad is going to kill me.”

      I walked down the street through the lovely sunny Saturday morning. I browsed an early garage sale before I continued. When I got home, my dad was still asleep.

      Jax was not. She grabbed my arm and dragged me to my room.

      “Where were you?”

      “I was looking for you and then I fell asleep in the bathroom.”

      She stared at me. “You fell asleep in the bathroom? Who does that?”

      I shrugged. “It’s not like I made a bed in the tub or anything, I was just sitting on the floor and then I fell asleep. It was actually pretty good sleep.”

      “Are you sure nothing happened?”

      I nodded. “How about you. Did Nathan really walk you home like a gentleman?”

      She shrugged and wove her fingers together beneath the sleeves of her oversized sweatshirt. “He did. I told him I want to take things slow. He’s okay with that.”

      “For now.”

      “I think he’s really nice, surprisingly so.”

      “Cool.” It never lasted, the stage of being a nice gentleman, but she kept hoping. Good for her. Hope was awesome even if it was stupid. Like how I felt about Met, the one person in the world who touched me the right way. When he looked at me, I felt like he saw me, heard me, valued me. Only two more days and I’d get to see him again. I’d never looked forward to school so much.
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      I got back to town Sunday evening. It was dusk when I walked past the church and through the cemetery. I crouched down over the patch of dirt that held the muscles and bones of the woman who had raised me.

      “Isn’t this hallowed ground?”

      I looked up slowly to see the silhouette of the cowboy hat. I was still filled with darkness and rage. I shook my head. “That’s a question for a priest. I’m not that.”

      The slayer leaned on the iron gate, watching, waiting.

      “If you don’t mind, it’s kind of personal.”

      He laughed, harsh and short. “Yeah, well I was hoping our interaction would be. I saw you in the woods that morning, tracked you to the high school, but I wanted to be sure.”

      “Sure of what?”

      “That you’re the murdering cur who needs killing.”

      I shrugged as I yanked out a weed. “You say that like there is only one.” I looked up at him and smiled.

      He studied me, his eyes bright with expectation. “I don’t know what you’re doing to her, but getting in her head like that, setting her up for a suicide? Did you think no one would notice?”

      I’d been growing steadily more furious, but that statement just confused me. “What are you talking about?”

      He stared at me before he opened the gate and walked towards me. It would be very bad manners for a slayer to desecrate graves with violence. Maybe his manners weren’t top priority.

      He dropped down next to me and just stared at me, in easy distance for me to smell him if he had a scent, which he didn’t, but he reeked of Ellie Adams, unicorn girl.

      I frowned at him while rage and panic spread through my chest. “Where is she?”

      “Home. Safe as far as I know, but with a sister like that, and friends like you and the vampire, how long can she last?”

      “You think her sister will hurt her? Which one?” I shook my head. He must not have met the younger ones. I stood up. This was not going to be the centering experience I needed to help me feel at home in my skin. “If you’re here to try and kill me, we’d better do it out of the cemetery.”

      “Try?” He had such a cocky smirk. “First, I want you to tell me how you did it and why? What kind of sick thrill did you get out of trying to get a stupid girl like her to kill herself?”

      I almost grabbed his throat and squeezed. I took a step closer to tower over him. “She tried to kill herself? Where? When?” Vincent could have done that, mind controlled her into stepping off a roof or into a street in front of a car. I’d rip him apart. I’d eat his flesh and burn his bones as an effigy to show other vampires what to expect in my territory.

      “At the party that you were noticeably absent from.”

      “Was Vincent Shade there?”

      “The vampire? No.”

      “And her sister?”

      “Busy with the football boy. She’s taking her time with him. She must not have her full-blown powers yet.”

      I ran a hand through my hair. “How did Eleanor try to kill herself?”

      “She took pills. All of them.”

      “It was an overdose, like party drugs?”

      He scowled at me. “No. She didn’t know she was taking them, like she didn’t realize what she was doing because she was so stricken with terror.” He shook his head and turned away. “You didn’t know. You’re not done playing with her yet. In that case, you should thank me for saving her life. Still, it’s sick to play with someone like that.”

      “Why would you save her?”

      He turned to glare at me. “I’m the good guy. Saving people is kind of the gig. I’m sure you wouldn’t understand.”

      “Hey, boys, why don’t you come inside for prayers?”

      We both turned towards Brother who walked slowly even though he took large steps, avoiding the concaved areas over the graves.

      Cowboy hat swore softly before he smiled and raised his hands. “Thanks, old man, but I’m not interested in religion.”

      Brother frowned at him, picking his way even slower as he neared us. “I’ve heard of you. You look too stupid to have such a reputation at such a young age.”

      Cowboy hat’s eyes widened as he stared at the old, retired Slayer. “Sir, I’m trying to keep a low profile. If you don’t mind keeping my whereabouts to yourself…”

      Brother smiled. “You wouldn’t be asking a priest to lie, would you?”

      “No. Course not. It’s just that I’m not supposed to be here.”

      The old man came close enough to put a hand on the kid’s shoulder. “May I tell you something in confidence? Neither am I. This stretch of country is bound to peace. There’s a truce between all creatures whether traditionally light or dark in this place. There’s no hunting. No slaying. No ruckus allowed. Do you know why?”

      He put a hand on my shoulder. He had to reach up to do so. How tall could I get before Met’s skin ripped off me?

      The slayer scowled. “I’m not causing anything.”

      “No. You’re not. Otherwise I’ll have to call some folks down south to come and get their hot shot. What did you think, get big game to impress someone? No one leaves a swathe like you’ve done without a reason.”

      The slayer pulled away from Brother and adjusted his hat. “Just doing my duty, sir.”

      “That right? Maybe you shouldn’t be out of your territory.”

      Cowboy hat glanced at me, anger burning in his eyes. “He’s doing something. I’m going to catch him and when I do…”

      The old man laughed and patted my shoulder. “Methuselah, would you like to wrestle with him?”

      I glanced at him. “I’m not in the best state of mind. I might hurt him.”

      He smiled sharper. “Let’s get you in a better frame of mind. Boys, I think it’s a good idea for you to learn some respect. Not that you lack respect, Met, but I know you don’t understand the slaying mentality.”

      “The craving for violence cannot be moral whatever its object.”

      Cowboy hat stared at me. “It’s good to stop bad things.”

      “Stop? Yes. What you do is not stop, it’s destroy. Do you have a name? I can’t keep thinking of you as cowboy hat.”

      “Abe,” he said, glancing over at the brother Slayer. “I don’t suppose you have a name.”

      “I’ve given up such transient things. Come. We must show respect to the fallen.” He gestured us towards the gate, his hand still on my shoulder. We went to the grassy area beside the church.

      “Abe, disarm. This is going to be hand to hand combat.”

      “He’s got the advantage there with his height and weight.”

      He ignored him. “All right, both of you disarm.”

      I emptied my pockets. I had a pencil and a piece of string. Abe had seven knives of various sizes and shapes along with a few cords and a harmonica.

      “You play?” I asked.

      He gave me a grumpy glance. I sighed. I’d have to somehow not fall on top of him and crush him.

      “What are you?” he asked as we crouched across from each other. He feinted forward. I stood there.

      “Two-seventy-five.”

      He scowled and punched me in the stomach. I stood there.

      “I mean what manner of monster are you that you maintain the balance?”

      I swung nice and slow so he could dodge underneath easily. “I’m not sure what your taxonomy is. Do you group corporeal and incorporeal or base it on feeding habits, fur, etc?”

      He punched me again. In the throat that time. It hurt. He struck me again, at my face. I grabbed his fist and squeezed, lifting him off the ground. I tossed him when he tried to punch me with his free hand. She thought I was a pacifist. I smiled at him as he raced towards me. I kicked him back like he was a terrier. Like a terrier, he kept coming.

      “You’re fast,” he said, sounding slightly out of breath. He was in classic punching stance, mitts up to keep me from punching his face. I punched his fists into his face. He stumbled back and glared at me. He really wished he had his knives. That would be a bad idea. He was a slayer, but slayers weren’t equipped to kill an immortal demi-god, or whatever I was supposed to be. He didn’t quit. We went at it for an hour until Brother came in the center, hands up as he pushed us apart.

      “Better?” he asked, glancing at me.

      I smiled and nodded. I did feel more in my skin, more human.

      “What are you?” Abe asked, sounding more irritated than before.

      “Hungry. Stay away from El Adams.”

      He scowled at me. “I saved her life. You want me to not do that?”

      I frowned. I needed to find out what had happened at the party that only someone aware of the darkness could understand, but Vincent hadn’t been there. It probably had something to do with the reason the family had moved into my neighborhood. Was there any trace of Moros in this area? I’d have to check and ask Vincent without seeming to be interested in Moros specifically. What darkness dared touch a unicorn?

      Her scent was all over him. I wrinkled my nose. “You smell so much like her from saving her life?”

      He grinned, his teeth slightly pink from his bloody nose. “Naw. That was from…” He scowled and shook his head. “Never mind. I can’t stay away from her. I’m working with her dad.”

      “Why?”

      He pulled out a business card. “Ask her. You’re not keeping secrets from her, so why would she keep any from you?”

      He turned and stalked off, holding that pale card up like a taunt. It was. He was very good at being irritating, drawing me into his little game. Once he was out of earshot, I turned to Brother.

      “What does he want?”

      He shrugged and adjusted his robe. “You weren’t even trying.”

      “Neither was he.”

      He smiled. “True. He’s an interesting kid, got a good story. Lost his sight when he was five or so when his parents got killed. His eyes healed, but he couldn’t see. He hunted anyway. Some called it suicidal, but he didn’t lose. Got his sight back a few years ago and then really made an impression. Trying to make up for his dead parents. Anyway, he’s here for you. You’re the biggest game available. That’s what the spirits say.”

      “So he’ll hang my head on a wall somewhere?”

      He shrugged and smiled slightly. “I heard there was a girl, someone he was trying to impress. At any rate, you should keep your eye on him.”

      “Will he kill the vampire or succubus?”

      “Shouldn’t, not after I specifically made it clear that I’d tell the authorities if he got out of line. He’s not scared of you, but of the Butchers, that’s something that keeps us all in check. This girl, you like her?”

      I shrugged and turned, heading back to the cemetery. He wouldn’t bother me there. Did I like her? Far too much. I didn’t want her hurt. She was exactly the kind of thing that I wanted to keep the darkness from strangling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Unicorn

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning brought with it Jax hovering above me, watching me have nightmares.

      “Ugh.” I rolled over and pulled my pillow over my head so if she fell, she wouldn’t give me a concussion. It took a minute for the nightmare to fade away enough that my heart went back to normal. I would sleep in a bathroom for the rest of my life if that meant I didn’t have nightmares.

      I got dressed for school, unicorn horn in its place on my forehead, smaller metal horn tucked under my t-shirt. It was three inches with a sharp enough point that I could seriously kill my hallucinations with it.

      I walked James to his school, but I was distracted.

      “You okay?”

      I blinked at him. “What? Oh. Of course. Have a good day.” I rubbed his head and waved before heading towards school.

      Would it be weird to see Abe? What about Met? I’d slept on someone else after claiming to be in love with him. That would make me look incredibly fickle. If Jax told me that she’d spent the night sleeping on some guy, there’s no way I’d believe that nothing had happened other than snores and dreams instead of nightmares. Wouldn’t it be incredible to have dreams instead of nightmares every night? If only. Jax honked and yelled out the window as she passed me in her car. Nathan was in the passenger seat and waved with a big smile.

      He was way too happy. So was she. Hopefully it would last for a little while, but knowing my sister, not likely.

      At school, my classes were okay. I handed in my English paper and gave the teacher a saccharine sweet smile. On my way out of class, I looked up and saw Met walking down the hall, heads above the other students. I stood there staring at him, unable to look away. He really was that magnificent. Other than his size, he was so different from everyone else, like a steady bright light in the middle of flickering candles.

      “El. Did you have a good weekend?”

      I beamed at him. “Yeah. You?”

      He shrugged and turned, waiting for me to walk along with him. He was so casual, so cool, like it was totally normal for me to stare at him and him to just start talking to me like we were friends for real. Would he freak out if I touched him? His hand was just swinging there looking warm and non-ick.

      He said, “It was the best of times and the worst of times—scratch that—I’ve had worse. What did you do? Did you make it to the party?”

      I frowned at the ugly carpet beneath my white boots. Would wonder boy keep the whole weird bathroom/hallucination thing to himself? He wasn’t above blackmail, so probably not. I knew that Met and I weren’t anything like together, but lying to a guy was always a good way to never get together. This would be horribly awkward though. I’d have to say it fast. Really fast. “The thing is, I kind of slept with a guy.”

      When I glanced up at him, he was frowning, but like he was listening, not like he was angry. I continued hurriedly.

      “I accidentally took too many pills, and he gave me a Heimlich, so I was on the bathroom floor, and we fell asleep. Weird, right? Nothing happened. I don’t like him. He’s gross, although not as gross as your friend. Anyway. That was my weekend.”

      He laughed, a low rumble. “Maybe your weekend was worse than mine. That sounds terrible. I ate rat poison when I was little and had to get my stomach pumped. Awful.”

      I grabbed his hand without thinking. That I didn’t mind his touch was still so strange, but wonderfully strange. His hand was warm, strong, and his fingers curled around mine like it was the most natural thing in the world. Everything felt brighter, happier, more possible. I cleared my throat. “Rat poison, huh? That’s scary. I’m glad you’re okay.”

      He smiled, slow and sweet. “You too. I’m sorry that I wasn’t there. I’m glad someone was. Who was it?”

      “I forgot his name. He’s not really anyone.” I forced myself to let go of his hand and step away. “Okay. I’ll see you at lunch?” Was that too pushy? Maybe it was too pushy. I had to be cool.

      He ran his finger over the edge of my horn. “I’ll save you six seats.”

      “Okay.” I stopped walking and just stared at him. He’d save me seats. What would I do with six seats?

      He kept going, but glanced over his shoulder at me and gave me a little wave. I stood there watching him walk away then I groaned and hurried to my class. I was such an idiot, but I was still smiling.

      He was at lunch. He had folded little paper triangles on six seats when I got there, all labeled, ‘unicorn parking only.’

      I sat down two seats away from him then glanced up to see if he noticed that I was invading his space, but he was talking to Vincent about the hockey team. He probably really missed it. I watched him, the way he moved, graceful for being so big, so strong, his shoulders so broad and perfect for sitting on.

      I blinked and for a second my imagination went crazy and we were out on a ballroom floor in a spotlight, me on his shoulder in one of those lifts that I could never do because while I’m not gargantuan, only little doll types can do those kinds of dances because you just can’t find a partner strong enough, big enough, and graceful enough to pull it off.

      I’d always wanted to be one of those doll dancers, petite and adorable, like Jax actually. Pity she didn’t have any interest in dancing.

      I only realized I was leaning on my elbow and blatantly staring at him when he glanced at me and cocked his head, giving me a slightly quizzical smile.

      I straightened up and searched my bag for cookies. There. I pulled one out and slid it across the table. He looked down at it and then took a package of store bought oatmeal cookies out of his bag.

      “Trade?”

      I nodded like an idiot while he opened the plastic and slid the cookie over. He flashed a smile with lots of teeth that showed a dimple in his cheek. I felt so ridiculously good just being near him. He was so magical.

      I wanted to tell him how wonderful he was, but that would get weird fast—weird even for me. “Thanks. Do you like bought kinds better than homemade? I could bring some from the store, if you’d like that better. I mean, there are some really fancy ones, like grasshoppers, you know, those chocolate mint wafers. I’d never know how to make those. Not that those are actually fancy.” I pressed my lips together. I was rambling. I was supposed to not bother him too much. Maybe I should have stayed three seats away.

      “Your cookies are good. I have a thing about my mother’s baking.”

      I frowned because he just didn’t seem like the kind of person who had a mother. He was too big and strong and assured. He knew who he was and what he would and wouldn’t do.

      “She doesn’t bake well?”

      He laughed, but it wasn’t quite happy. I wanted to touch him to make him feel better, like that would help. It helped Jax. “She’s excellent, just soulless. It’s complicated. I guess she did something a long time ago that I still resent.”

      I put my hand on the table, in case he wanted to hold it. “Like making you eat all your broiled liver before you got dessert?”

      He smiled and pushed his chair back. “Would that make sense? I have no problem with broiled liver. I have an iron stomach. See you later, Unicorn girl.”

      He walked off, kind of slow, kind of sad, nibbling on the cookie I’d given him.

      “Did his mother have an affair with a baker or something?” I asked Vincent.

      He rubbed his hand over his eyes and held back a yawn. “Close. Killed his favorite pet then tried to replace it.”

      “Why?” I was picturing a monster woman with a chef’s knife.

      “It was an accident. She had to be put down, but he’s still upset about it.”

      Oh. Not a monster woman, a nice mom with a cat in a vet’s office trying to do the humane thing after she’d run over it. I frowned.

      “But what does that have to do with cookies?”

      “Our Met’s a complicated guy. It’ll take a scuba certificate to dive into his psyche and not drown. I heard you passed out in Nathan’s bathroom over the weekend.”

      “Shut up.” I stood and headed out.

      Vincent followed and stepped in front of me. “You should be careful,” he said in a soft voice.

      “You’re worried about my safety?”

      He tilted his head as he studied me, eyes so dark and liquid, almost mesmerizing. “Met seems to be adopting you. If something happens and he has to step in, get violent, he won’t appreciate it.”

      “Oh. So I need to not have any trouble because it might disturb Met? You’re really a jerk.”

      “I’d think you’d want to know what he likes and what would irritate him. I’m doing you a favor. Don’t do stupid things at parties.”

      “Am I allowed to do stupid things not at parties?”

      He smiled slightly. “I don’t suppose there is any alternative. Enjoy your classes, Eleanor.”

      Sometimes he sounded so old and world-weary. He really played the vampire role to the hilt, even that name. Vincent Shade. I guess when you got a name like that, you either fought it your whole life or embraced the inevitable.

      After school, I walked home, enjoying the afternoon walk much more than the morning one. It had nothing to do with Met.

      “Unicorn parking,” I mumbled and reached in my bag to finger the paper. Was he making fun of me? Maybe, but it was funny and not mean. Definitely not mean.

      When I got home, I helped Percy with his math then when my dad came in, he thumped a box on top of the math book.

      “Carry this out to the van for me.” He left to go get another box.

      I picked up the incredibly heavy thing and staggered outside. He came out a few minutes later with another box.

      “Tell me about this kid, Abraham? He said he’s a friend of yours, but unless you told me in the morning, I haven’t heard about him. You like this guy?”

      “No! He’s gross. Not as gross as some guys, but still. Anyway, no, I just, well, the thing is that he’s transitioning right now and could use some stability.”

      He adjusted the box, slammed the door shut and turned to face me. “Angel, he have a bad home life?”

      “Not that I know of, I mean, he lives in his car. No job. No family. He’s decent enough to not take advantage of me, although he’s still kind of rude and annoying. Don’t tell him I told you. It’s just that I remember what it was like…” I bit my lip and he pulled me into a hug, arms wiry but strong. The ick wasn’t too bad, but still, I shifted uncomfortably until he pulled back.

      “Empathy. If that’s what you’re learning at school, they must be doing something right. Okay. I’ll be nosy and get my own answers. Running into your mother and you two angels was the best thing that ever happened to me. I didn’t save her; she saved me. She’ll be home on Friday. For real this time and she’ll stay until Wednesday.”

      “Really?” I didn’t want to sound skeptical, but she was always pushing her trips longer and longer.

      “Really. Otherwise, we’re packing up the van and finding her. No joke. I can’t live without that woman. See you tonight. Check on Jax, would you? She’s been weird lately.”

      “She’s always weird.”

      He shook his head and I went in the house.
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      I ran through the woods, taking a straight route to the abandoned warehouses outside of Fairfield. It was slightly out of my territory, but the boundaries were what I watched closest. It felt like the place I needed to go, where darkness hung in the air that I could taste. Eleanor spent the night with the slayer. Slayers weren’t known to be seductive so I believed her when she said that nothing happened, but she’d been with him—touching him—while I’d been in hell.

      I glanced up at the window high up the wall. I could have climbed that out of my skin, but I was very large, very heavy, and not as quiet when I wore Met. I grabbed the handle on the enormous barn door and flung it open. Inside at a table sat a group of villains. You could always tell which were villains and which were heroes, because villains tended to mind their own business.

      “Evening,” I said, closing the door behind me and walking over to the group like I belonged there.

      One of them stared at me, his cigar almost falling out of his mouth before he nodded and gestured at the empty chair. They were playing cards.

      “You’re a big one. Care to play?” he asked.

      “Not particularly. What’s your business here?”

      “Not business. Purely pleasure. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      I walked over and sat down, stretching out my legs. “You’re right, it’s not my business, but ten yards in that direction…” I gestured above my head while I tilted back in the chair until I was balanced on two legs. It creaked a warning and I came back down on all four.

      “Good thing we set up on this half of the warehouse.”

      “It would be, if you hadn’t left your contraband in that half.”

      The first guy got his gun out, but I hooked my foot on his chair and at the right moment, swung it around so he shot the other guy instead. Another shot, but I ducked back so the bullet whizzed past my chest and chin.

      When I came back up, I swung sideways so he shot the guy who’d managed to get out his knife first.

      After that, something weird happened. Specifically, a knife hit my back and sank in through Met’s skin and through one layer of my own. I grabbed a guy and turned, throwing him in the path of the next knife. Idiot slayer. I pulled out the knife, bashed the last human trafficker in the temple then licked my blood off the blade.

      I stalked towards the far end of the warehouse where I could smell the reek of human filth. I grabbed the end of the first metal container and ripped it off. The scent hit me like a crowbar. The humans were not in good shape, but using Abe’s knife to cut through their bonds, some were able to stumble around, heading for the exits like rats fleeing a ship.

      “What’s going on?” the slayer said, all surprised that I’d been fighting bad guys.

      “Nothing interesting. Some will need an ambulance, and it smells like some will need a different kind of ride. I’ll give them a few minutes to get out of here before calling for help. Not everyone appreciates interference.” I turned to face him, arms crossing my chest. My back would hurt for awhile, and it would take some time for Met’s skin to close.

      “Yeah, that was a killing throw. Why aren’t you dead? Some kind of tactical gear under your t-shirt?”

      “Brother’s always going on about the value of slayers in our society, but here you are, some kind of prodigy, proving my premise.” I wanted to kill him for touching my unicorn when she was vulnerable. All night, he had her in his arms. What had her song been like? To have an entire night filled with songs instead of screams…

      “I never said I was a prodigy. Seriously, you should at least bleed profusely. Let me see that knife.”

      I threw it at him. He dodged, but it still nicked his shoulder, sending a streak of red through the fabric of his t-shirt and down his chest.

      “I don’t have time for this. Maybe I will kill you. We’re out of the territory, and it would be self-defense.” I studied him while he lifted his chin and tried to not look worried.

      “You came all the way out here to save these people?”

      I headed back to the table and searched the least bloody guy for his phone before I took it outside. In the cool night air, I called 911. I said enough to get someone out there then threw the phone as hard as I could into the woods before I headed in a different direction. I’d be keeping an eye on the wanderers as long as they were around my area so hungry things would resist the opportunity for an easy snack.

      In all of my scouting, I hadn’t heard a trace of Moros or anyone connected to the monster. Pity. I would enjoy ripping apart anything that touched my unicorn, particularly the slayer.
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      Tuesday was normal through school until after classes when my phone buzzed.

      Pacifist needed. By the gym.

      I chewed on my bottom lip as I hesitated for a half-second before I pulled both straps of my backpack over my shoulders and darted through the crowds, ducking in and out of people’s paths as I ran.

      It took me two minutes to get to the hall between the auditorium and the gymnasium. I didn’t see anyone other than the few sweaty and laughing guys and girls coming out of the gym.

      I dodged around them then spun, looking in the alcove leading to the auditorium. No Jax. Was she messing with me?

      I heard something from the end of the hall. A groan? I jogged closer, pulled off my backpack, threw it against the wall, and then took off my rings.

      “Unicorn girl?”

      I jerked to a stop. Met’s voice was the only voice in that world that low and growly, also that nice.

      “Help!” The words weren’t more than a whisper coming from the end of the hall, but Met was past me in an instant, running to the small corner behind the second alcove.

      I ran along with him, but he was fast, and I wasn’t sure what to do. I mean, he was a real pacifist. I was only a pacifist in training. I grabbed the back of his shirt.

      “Hey, you don’t have to get involved,” I said, but he only dragged me down the hall like he didn’t notice me hanging on his back. He would be such an incredible lifts partner. Would it be weird if I climbed on his back like a monkey? So weird.

      I dodged to the side in time to see Met pick up Nathan by the back of his shirt and heft him off Jax where she was half against the wall, half on the ground. Nathan didn’t fight back, just swung there with crazy eyes.

      “What’s going on?” Met asked looking first at Nathan then at Jax.

      She sat up and licked her lips, shooting me a big-eyed look before she glanced back at Met. She looked out of her mind. I ground my teeth and very nearly kicked her with my very solid boots. But Met was a pacifist. He wouldn’t like seeing me flip out on my sister when I couldn’t kick Nathan because he was still dangling from Met’s hand.

      “Sorry… I don’t know… I thought she… what happened?” He sounded so out of his mind.

      She pushed herself up the wall until she was standing, but her hair was messy and her lipstick around her mouth instead of on it. And her neck had dark marks down to the low line of her shirt. How could she be in that kind of a position and still look so lush and lusciously lovely? I really wanted to kick her.

      “I said no,” Jax said in a soft voice, running her fingers through her hair, like she could somehow look less of a mess.

      “And Nathan, did he say no?” Met asked, still holding him in the air. Did he not notice? Nathan didn’t look very comfortable.

      I reached up and touched Met’s arm. Not gross. Actually really, really nice. “Hey, Met, maybe you should put him down. It doesn’t look like he’s going to fight anyone.”

      No, Nathan just swung there, looking from Jax to Met with shocked and stunned eyes. He hadn’t meant to push Jax, but he couldn’t help it. Same story, new actors, but it had taken a lot longer to get to this part of the plot.

      “Right,” Met said, putting Nathan on the ground. “Go take a shower, then we’ll talk. A cold shower.” He pushed Nathan towards the gym.

      I grabbed Jax’s arm and dragged her to the nearest restroom, fast, not looking back at Met because I really, really wanted to touch him instead of her. Once there, I grabbed paper towels, got them wet and started cleaning up her face. She stood there, wearing the expression of one of those people who are either nuts or higher than a kite. My sister, the sex addict. And she’d never even had sex. She’d definitely pushed Nathan too far and then pulled back when he was lost in her animal magnetism.

      “So gross,” I muttered, but kept working on her face until she looked like she hadn’t been in a brothel.

      “Why did you bring the hulk?” She frowned with a spark of irritation that could barely break through the glow of her addiction.

      “I didn’t. He must have seen me running through the hall like a gazelle. I was extremely graceful.”

      She snorted. “I bet.”

      “I told you I was trying to be a pacifist. Why do you let it go so far?”

      She shrugged and looked down like I’d believe that she hadn’t done it on purpose, but she’d texted me. She’d known what she was going to do and what would happen. Did that make her stupid or insane?

      I shook my head. “I’ve got to get home. I need to do homework done before I’m dad’s angel.”

      “Nathan’s in the shower.”

      “And Met’s going to be with him. Does that sound like a fun party? I’ll tell you right now, you touch my massively non-gross friend, and I will tell mother that you’re still watching me sleep.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You pick the one thing she wouldn’t care about. Seriously, you’d be the worst blackmailer in the world.”

      I shook my head and left. I should hang out with wonder boy. He could rub off on me.

      In the hall, I hesitated because I saw Met standing right there in the doorway, and there weren’t actual doors on the bathroom, just curved walls, so he may have just heard that whole conversation.

      “Your backpack,” he said, lifting the old maroon thing up by its loop.

      “Oh. Right. Thanks.”

      He bounced it a little bit. “Are you okay?”

      “What? Why wouldn’t I be?”

      He gave me a half smile. “Right. It just seems like that kind of thing might shock you.”

      I blinked at him. “Oh. Um, I guess it should shock me. Right. I’m really shocked. Are you?”

      I put my hand on his forearm and could feel the muscles tighten beneath his skin. He felt so good. My breath caught for some reason. He leaned down, his dark blue eyes streaked with darker blue and bits of gold. Indigo.

      He was going to say something amazing, I was sure of it, but then Jax was there, her hand on my wrist, dragging me away from him. She’d also snagged my bag and pulled it over her shoulder while she herded me to the main entrance beside the office. I looked back at Met. What had he wanted to say? He waved a hand but didn’t follow. He did frown at where Jax was pushing on me, but he didn’t stop her. Did I want him to? It would be so nice to be rescued instead of always rescuing, particularly saving Jax from her own stupidity, but that’s not really who I was.

      I yanked my arm away from her. “Chill out. I’m not a puppy on a leash. Although, if I were, you still shouldn’t drag me around.”

      I waved back at Met and he smiled. I smiled, but I didn’t stay there staring at him. I was cool. I headed out the doors with Jax and didn’t turn around to check to see if he was still there watching me. Go Ellie.

      “You’re driving,” Jax said, tossing her keys at me.

      I caught them out of the air, but it made me stumble. She could have warned me. I wasn’t like Suzie with her wicked ninja reflexes.

      The drive wasn’t eventful. Jax curled up in the passenger’s seat and once I’d parked, ran off to lock herself in her room.

      I went to feed Molly, but Percy must have taken care of it already. Sweet kid. I found him in the kitchen, scribbling on a sheet of paper.

      “Hey, thanks for feeding Molly.”

      “It’s dead. Again. Why can’t I heal any hurt animals, Ellie? It’s like the harder I try, the sicker they get. I’m cursed.”

      “Oh, buddy.” I grabbed him in a hug. Slight ick, but he was dealing with stuff. His poufy hair got in my nose.

      He let me hug him for a minute before he wriggled away. “Sorry. It’s no problem. I know that most hurt animals don’t usually recover, but I did research online, and I was sure there wasn’t any internal bleeding, just a broken wing. I splinted it just right.”

      “But wild animals don’t like living in captivity.”

      He nodded and continued with his drawing. Jax flaking out in her room, Perce having an existential crisis, and it was time for me to go be an angel to the worst dancers in the world. I’d have to go help with a class after the private lesson with Bruce. He was more than moderately ick, but while I was dancing, I could cope with high levels without losing it.

      At the studio when we pulled up at the curb, there was Wonder Cowboy leaning against the glass studio door like he wanted it to break. I hadn’t thought I’d actually see him here.

      I glanced at my dad, but he only smiled at Abe and got out with a big friendly wave. That was my dad—effusively friendly. Abe smiled, a nice smile that showed his teeth then he glanced at me and tipped his hat.

      I unbuckled my seatbelt and got out. I wasn’t going to sit there staring at him.

      Inside, I stretched out and put on my ballroom shoes while wonder Cowboy wandered around carrying things, like pieces of wood and mirrors.

      Bruce came in, and I focused on the balding forty-year-old instead of Abe. I danced without much comment, then after the private lesson, there was a class. For the short time the studio had been opened, it was a good group, seven people who wanted to understand the mystery that was the quick-step. Not my favorite, but I just kept smiling.

      After the class, I was sitting on a chair, pulling off my shoes while Abe went around with a broom.

      My dad grinned at him, bouncing on his heels. He was always more energized after classes. “Good work, Abraham. I know I promised not to hound you, but we have a perfectly unused room over the garage. You’re welcome to it until you get on your feet.”

      I shot a horrified look at my father, but he ignored me.

      Abraham noticed it. He pressed his lips together like he was holding back a laugh. “Is that okay with you, Miss Adams? I’d hate to intrude.”

      I gritted my teeth. “No, it’s fine. We’d love to have you.”

      My dad squeezed my shoulder. I pulled away from him, but he didn’t seem to notice. Abe did. He was seriously amused by all of this. Whatever.

      “I’ll go wait in the car, dad.”

      “Sure, angel. I’ll be there in a second, just have to lock up.”

      It was more than a second, but not ages before he came out, laughing and saying something to Abe before he climbed in and turned on the car.

      “He’s going to stay with us, isn’t he? Are you sure he should be in the house? I know it’s good to be kind and whatever, but Jax isn’t exactly…”

      “He’ll stay over the garage. Maybe he’ll eat dinners with us, if we can persuade him that he’s truly welcome, but he’ll fend for himself for breakfasts. You don’t like him? He has a solid work ethic.”

      “I don’t hate him; I just don’t like him.”

      He laughed. “That’s a relief. If you liked him, he definitely wouldn’t be staying with us.”

      The thing was, as we drove home, I had this thought. No nightmares. When I slept in the bathroom with him, no nightmares. Not one. Not even slightly. Maybe that was from all the pills I overdosed on, but maybe it was from him.

      “Take the boxes out of the guest room down to the garage, okay?”

      I nodded and headed up the narrow stairs. It was a nice little studio apartment, little half stove, tiny sink, tiny bathroom with shower, and a pull out bed in the wall. It wasn’t immaculate, and there were some boxes in front of the bed that I’d have to haul downstairs before I could pull it down.

      I sighed and picked up two boxes, staggering down the stairs until I hit something. It was an Abe but I couldn’t even see his cowboy hat over the boxes.

      “I’ve got these. You tell me where they go.”

      “Shove them somewhere along the wall in the garage,” I said, letting him take them and turning to get more. I was halfway down again when he was there, and took them without saying anything. Fine. He could haul the boxes while I put on sheets.

      I worked while he hauled boxes, and then he was leaning against the doorway, watching me.

      “Enjoying the show? I’ll have to throw in some fancy sheetwork.” I shot him a frown.

      “You look too normal like this. No sparkles, no magical powers, just the ability to let forty-year-olds grope you. Not a super power I ever wanted to have.”

      “Groping? There was no groping. Shut up. Towels are in the box under the sink if you want to shower. I’ll finish this up and leave you to it.”

      He nodded but frowned. “Doesn’t this seem weird to you, your dad just letting me move in like this?”

      “It’s temporary. My dad’s pretty good with weird. What’s weird is you watching me make up your bed.”

      He rolled his eyes and went to the bathroom. I finished the bed quickly then listened for the water to come on before I walked to the door, opened it, said, “Night, Wonder Cowboy,” then slammed it and crept back to the bed. I went on the far side from the bathroom and slid carefully underneath. I should have brought a pillow, but the carpet would be more comfortable than the bathroom floor.

      I held very still when I heard the water shut off then stopped breathing when he opened the door. I stared across the beige carpet at his feet. Didn’t he know how to dry off properly? He’d get the carpet all wet. He went to the door, locked it, then walked over to a bag he’d brought. He took it to the bed and rustled around in it. Was he eating? No. Maybe. I strained my ears and then there was a crash that made me jump as he flung himself across the bed. Maybe it was going to collapse on top of me. Awesome.

      I listened to him breathe with the light on. I was starting to relax when the bed creaked and the next thing I knew, he was dragging me out by the bottom of my feet.

      I shrieked before I remembered that I didn’t want my dad to come in here and ask what I was doing.

      I kicked his face when he lost grip for a second. He grunted, but only gripped my ankles more tightly until I was out from under the bed and pinned beneath him on the floor no matter how much I wriggled.

      “Get off me!” He wasn’t as ick as some, but he was still ick, and his whole body was against mine. Ugh!

      “Is this some kind of voyeuristic outlet you have?”

      “How did you guess? I love watching guys sleep through a mattress. Nothing else is quite as evocative as seeing body weight shift through ten inches of foam. Let me up!”

      He yanked me upright, but kept my arms twisted behind me. He was so close and so ew.

      “What are you doing in here?”

      I sneered. “Scientific experimentation.”

      “Under the bed? Come on, Eleanor. Otherwise I’ll get your dad.”

      “You and blackmail. Haven’t you ever heard of loyalty? What about courtesy? No, of course not. You want to know? Fine. I have nightmares. They suck. I didn’t have nightmares when I slept in the bathroom. I thought maybe if I slept under your bed I wouldn’t have any. Like you’re a living dream-catcher or something. It’s stupid. It was probably from the pills, taking so many that kept the nightmares away. Sorry. I won’t bother you again. Let me go before I break your nose with my face.”

      “That would hurt you more than me.”

      “Yeah, but it would hurt you.” I smiled at him.

      He sighed and let me go, stepping back like he expected me to come up swinging. I was tempted.

      “I’ll let you sleep with me on one condition.” He stared at me.

      I stared back. “What?”

      “You’ll invite me to eat lunch with you tomorrow, introduce me to your friends, share your lunch, also make me breakfast in the morning.”

      “You’re really padding something you wouldn’t even notice. Why do you want to sit with Met and Vincent? If you want to sit there, you can. You just walk over and sit down, or you could ask. Met is really polite. I don’t think he’d say no to anyone who was polite. Ah, that’s the problem, you don’t understand nice.”

      “You think you’re nice? No. You’re weird. I’m not weird enough for your friends. Well?”

      I shook my head and stepped away from him. It was a bad idea to sleep in his room anyway. “No. It was probably just the pills. I’m not going to let you use me to play your games. Also, you wear your hat in the shower? You going bald or what?”

      He smiled at me and touched the brim. “If your answer is no, you should probably get out of the room of a guy wearing nothing but a towel.”

      “And a hat.”

      “And a hat.”

      I whirled around and left the room. I slammed the door behind me. The guy was a blackmail addict, and I was an idiot to think that he’d had anything to do with my lack of nightmares.
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      “You should have taken me instead of the slayer.” Vincent’s voice was low, but his eyes burned in his pale face. I was at my locker, frowning at my books.

      “I didn’t intend to take anyone. I didn’t intend anyone to be there. You know it’s used on and off, but an entire container full of humans? I’m supposed to know about that. Or am I? Do I only keep the balance with the supernaturals that humans can’t handle? Probably, but how do you watch inequality without acting? And the killing of the villains when I was arguing against the slayer’s motto of kill first, ask questions later, tastes of hypocrisy. Do you find hypocrisy inevitable?”

      “So much morality for so early in the morning. He showed up? How did he track you?”

      I glanced at Vincent then shook my head. “That is a good question. Should I ask him? I’m not certain I care. How did you find out about the humans?”

      “Got reports about some sasquatch/giant coming in and ripping off the end of the container, releasing the prisoners. Of course most of them were in really bad shape, so not a lot of people are going to believe it, but still, ripping off the end of the container?”

      “I know. It was careless. But the slayer stabbed me in the back.”

      Vincent’s eyes widened. “I hope you returned the favor.”

      “Of course not. I’m balance, not vengeance.”

      Vincent leaned against the blue locker, thumping his head lightly as he considered. “I see. And if I told you that the slayer is staying with your unicorn?”

      I looked up at him. “He’s going to work with her father.”

      “He slept at her house.”

      I gripped the locker door and accidentally left fingerprints in the metal. I growled as I pressed my hand against it, smoothing it out. I glanced around at the other students, but no one was paying attention to me, other than Abe. He stood down the hall, watching me blatantly.

      I focused on the contents of my locker. I should tidy up. I inhaled one breath at a time, but then I smelled him. There was a little bit of her on him, but not like after she’d passed out in the bathroom, seeping into his skin overnight. I wanted to grab him, shove him against a wall and inhale every particle of her off him.

      “That’s odd.”

      “I’m watching you not kill him. It is odd. Also quite boring. He’s the enemy, Met. I know you don’t like divisive language, but he is the enemy and he is toying with her to get to you.”

      “Maybe he genuinely likes her.”

      Vincent snorted. “Maybe vampires sparkle. He’s here, smelling like her so that you want to rip him apart. He wants to prove you’re a monster. Is he right? Do you care about her?”

      “I care about everyone.”

      “And no one. Still, he’s a fool to push you. A dangerous fool. And here she comes. What is she wearing? She looks practically normal.”

      I glanced over and there was Ellie in jeans and a rainbow t-shirt. When her eyes met mine, they lit up and she smiled. She radiated happiness. I wanted to lap up the reflected light from her soul like a cat.

      I shook my head. My tongue was staying firmly behind my teeth. My tongue was my real tongue with nerves that could taste her. Would her hair taste like cobwebs? Would it be sticky? I’d never tasted her hair. Had Abe? Humans didn’t taste hair.

      “Good morning,” she said, sounding slightly breathless. I should keep her away from me. I didn’t want to hurt her, but she needed me to help her with her sister. If Jasmine ended up destroying Nathan or any other human, the slayers would take care of her, and that would hurt El even more than me breaking her heart. Or maybe I was just rationalizing being close to her.

      I smiled at her and shoved my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t touch her. “Good morning. It is a good morning.”

      She nodded. “Very good.” Her eyes were more violet in this light and her song swirled around her, light mixed with shadows.

      We stood there like that until Vincent cleared his throat. “Met, you were going to help me with something. Eleanor, always a pleasure.”

      He pushed me away from her and the slayer, heading towards the gym instead. I let him touch me, but I looked over my shoulder to catch one last glimpse of those eyes.

      “So, the succubus takes her first obliging victim. What are you going to do?” Vincent asked as soon as we were around the corner.

      I frowned. “I had a long talk with him. I mean, he talked to me about how he doesn’t remember what happened, but she wanted to take it slow, so he definitely should have slowed down. He won’t bother her again. I gave him some defense against the compulsion. He’s quite guilt-stricken about it. I love that about people. Guilt.”

      Vince gave me a sharp smile that showed his teeth. “It’s adorable. So you’re not going to chat with her?”

      “No.”

      “Because of Eleanor.”

      “Not entirely.”

      He laughed and glanced past me to a girl with her hair up, exposing the expanse of her neck. “Denial is a beautiful thing. Self-denial even more so, but I don’t do that on Wednesdays. Later.”

      I nodded at him while he took a detour to admire her pulse. He would deny himself her death. I’d make certain of it.

      “I’d like to talk to you.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Abe. He was smiling, looking pleasant enough. I turned and waited for him to catch up to me.

      “I’d like to apologize for stabbing you.”

      I stared at him. “Really?”

      He shrugged and smiled slightly. “You’re right. I acted without checking out the situation. You’re evil, there’s no doubt about that, but you’re playing both sides. I should have realized that. What are you going to do about the succubus?”

      I shook my head. “She hasn’t hurt anyone.”

      “Yeah? I heard that in her hands, the jock turned into a blubbering idiot.”

      “Love does that to humans from time to time.”

      “So they say. You think that’s what it was?”

      I shrugged. “She hasn’t become entirely unbalanced. She asked for help.” El had been on her way to save her sister, but I was fast enough that she’d touched me, at least my shirt. I wanted to get between her and her problems every day.

      “Huh. I’m having dinner with them tonight. They’ve taken me right into their home. If she shows sign of seriously hurting anyone, I’ll kill her.”

      My hands squeezed into fists. I knew that. He knew that I knew that. He wanted to tell me that he’d been invited into El’s home, that he’d see her in the intimacy of her family. “You’d accept hospitality from someone you intend to harm? And you claim superior morality.”

      He shrugged. “It’s what she is. Jasmine can’t help it.”

      “So it’s up to you to end her. It’s what you are—a murderer.”

      He grinned. “You’d rather see her in the hands of a demon pander? It’s death or confinement of one kind or another. To me that would be cruel, letting a mack daddy demon lord add her to his collection. Have you seen demon managed succubii? It’s even uglier than the human kind. I don’t usually get involved with straight up human evil. You killed them though, all of the guys playing cards, but I’m a murderer and you aren’t?”

      I shook my head. “They killed each other and you finished them off.”

      “Seriously? Okay. If that’s the way your twisted mind works. Yeah, putting people in the way of a bullet isn’t murder at all.”

      I’d been breathing through my mouth for a long time, but finally I couldn’t help inhaling. I bent close to him and breathed deeply. “What did you do with her?”

      His eyes gleamed. “Ah, the succubus is interesting, but you seriously have a thing for the unicorn. Dancing. We did some demonstration in between changing light bulbs and replacing mirrors. Not that I can dance, but I do better than the creepy forty-year old who puts his hands all over her.” He scowled.

      “Dancing. That’s right, she’s a dancer.” She had to let people touch her. It shouldn’t bother me enough to rip off the slayer’s head. Not that I would, but it’s what I wanted to do to him as well as the creepy human I’d make a point of not stalking.

      “Ballroom dancer. She’s surprisingly normal when she’s at work.”

      I looked away from him. She was always normal compared to what we were. We were just better at faking it. “You’re staying at her place.”

      “Do you want to stay there? I’m sure she could fit you in… wait, no, she really couldn’t. It must be annoying to be so big and clumsy.”

      I cocked my head and studied him. “You aren’t my enemy. I know that you’re trying to dehumanize me so you can feel nothing when you take my life, but you should know that whatever rage and hate you muster won’t ever be part of me.”

      “That’s inhuman of you.”

      “Thank you. If you hurt anyone who isn’t actually causing harm, I will remove you from the equation.”

      “You’ll kill me?” He grinned and his eyes sparkled.

      “I’ll capture you then notify the Butchers who accepted the truce. They’ll be glad to have you back in the fold. They don’t like slayers wandering off doing their own thing. Slayers get killed like that.”

      “Slayers get killed either way. Like you care.”

      “I care about balance.”

      “Yeah? When you smell her on me, you feel balanced? Good because I’ll be around her a lot.”

      I shook my head and ducked into my class. He’d followed me all that way. He wanted me to get angry enough to show the monster that lurked inside. He was still so confident in his ability to destroy me. So much confidence. I didn’t like him smelling like Ellie, but my emotions didn’t rule me. They couldn’t or I wouldn’t stop with him. I would start ripping apart every single thing that had ever hurt me. I’d start with the creature who wore Met’s mother’s skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Unicorn

          

        

      

    

    
      There were so many weird things about Abe eating dinner with my family. Jax didn’t look at him once. Was she worried he’d fall in love with her? Dad kept up conversation and asked lots of questions about Mexican food, because cowboy hat was from Texas, but he said he didn’t know anything about cooking any kind of food in spite of being half Mexican. He gave me a look when he said that, like I’d be prejudiced or something. No, his ewness had nothing to do with the color of his skin.

      “I’ll see you later,” he said to me pointedly, something in his eyes assuming I’d be under his bed by the time he got back from working with my dad.

      “No, you won’t.” I stacked up the plates and focused on dishes instead of him and his smirk.

      After he was gone, Jax came and put her pointy chin on my shoulder. “How long do you think he’ll come around?”

      I shrugged and stepped away from her while putting away a plate. She knew I didn’t like physical contact although it hadn’t bothered me so much since I started eating lunch with Met. “Do you think Abe likes you?”

      “No.”

      I glanced at her. “Weird. Two guys in school who don’t adore you? What are the odds?”

      “Three. Vincent Shade is amused by me. Am I amusing? I don’t think so.” Her voice was small.

      I turned to face her. “What happened with Nathan?”

      She shook her head and half-shrugged, tangling her fingers together. “Nothing. I saw him and he passed me staying as far away from me as he could. He didn’t even look at me.”

      “That’s weird. Usually they don’t stop once they start.”

      “The oversize humanoid put the fear of god in him.” She curled her lip.

      “You don’t want him to stay away from you even after he pushed you too far after you said no?”

      She sighed. “You know how it is.”

      I nodded. “You shouldn’t have dated him in the first place. Seriously, how come Wonder Cowboy doesn’t like you? Oh! Do you think he likes boys?” That would explain how he hadn’t gotten disrespectful when I’d slept on him.

      Hm. That made me feel a little bit better about trying to sleep with him. Nightmares. I wrinkled my nose and was glad when Suzie came in to ask how you killed elephants. Um…

      When it was dark, I curled up in my bed, pulled my blanket over my shoulder, snuggled into my pillow, and fell asleep to the sound of cicadas outside. The nightmare was one of those ones, the kind that hurt and hurt, but I couldn’t escape.

      It wasn’t pain pain, more like craving compounded past need to desperation and agony that I couldn’t escape. I couldn’t wake up. I tried to open my eyes, but I felt fingers on my throat, holding me back, down, dragging me into the waters of agony until I screamed, twisting and jerking, trying to escape Mr. Night’s grip.

      He laughed in my ear of ever and ever.

      I kept struggling until I felt a prick from far away in my arm. My arms weren’t far away, but they felt like it. I sat up in bed and hit my face on my dad’s.

      He winced while I blinked and tried to breathe. Jax had the needle she’d used to inject me. Abe was holding my arm, his grip intractable.

      His eyes were wide and horrified, like he’d seen a monster. I blinked rapidly and then slid down onto my pillow in a boneless heap. The drug would knock me out until morning. Maybe longer. Probably. Everything got further and further and further away.

      When I woke up, my dad was sitting by the bed, sketching out choreography in a notebook.

      “Dad?”

      He looked up and beamed at me. “Hey! Bad night?”

      I inhaled shakily and shrugged. “I couldn’t wake up. Sorry. Did I hurt anyone?”

      He touched his cheekbone, but shook his head. “Of course not. Do you want to talk about it?”

      I winced and pulled my blanket over my head. He laughed and pulled it down.

      “Hey. You can talk about it.”

      “I could, but it’s not going to help. What time is it? Eleven? I had an assignment due in History.” I flung my blankets back, but he shook his head.

      “Why don’t you relax today? Last night was pretty bad.”

      “It’s always bad. I couldn’t wake up, but after you shot me up with something I slept amazing. Should do that every night.”

      I grabbed my robe and headed to the shower. Once I got there, I leaned against the white tile while the water pounded on my shoulders. I turned slowly beneath the spray while I tried to process through the dream. His fingers had felt so real. I kept my hands down by my sides. The dream would fade. They always did, and after a dream like that, things should chill out for awhile.

      I still shuddered once or twice, shaking off the dream and the drug. When I got out of the shower, the water was cold, but I felt more me.

      I toweled my hair dry and stared at myself in the mirror. I’d scratched myself pretty badly. “I rescued a cat from a tree, but it wasn’t very grateful.” I scrunched my nose. That was too stupid. Not that anyone would ask other than Met. Abe would give me a hard time. No, he wouldn’t, because he’d been there.

      I bent over and hit my forehead against the edge of the sink. Ow. Was there any humiliation he hadn’t witnessed? I couldn’t think of a single thing. At least he wouldn’t come around for any more dinners. Jerk. He had a good grip, though. That’s why my arm wasn’t ripped apart from Jax trying to hit a moving target.

      Ugh. Going to school for three classes didn’t seem worth it, and having to see Abe? Definitely not worth it. When I went back to my room, my dad wasn’t there. I got dressed, but in pajamas with unicorns and rainbows on them, no sparkles, just primary colors. I went out into the sun on the back deck, looking over the lawn to the woods for a long time before I got up and started walking. The grass was prickly under my feet. I should have gotten my boots.

      The woods were dark, but kind of peaceful. I spread my arms and danced in and out of the shadows, like the woods had their own music that I could hear through my bare feet instead of my ears. I danced and spun all the way to the old barbed wire fence. I hesitated because I didn’t want to get lost in the woods, rather, I didn’t want to be found in my pajamas.

      I laughed and ducked under the fence, careful of the barbs. I danced through the shadows, pretending I was wearing a dress made out of cobwebs with fairy wings that carried me through the woods. The trees parted ahead and I saw a big rock and the lake Met had mentioned.

      I found a trail and followed it around the lake towards the stone dragon. At one point I stopped and it did indeed look vaguely like a dragon, or an elephant. I started up the stone rubble towards the main rock. I reached up to grab a ledge, but my hand slipped off and I fell. It wasn’t far, not more than three feet, but I slipped and stumbled back and would have made a bigger mess of my face if a hand hadn’t come around my waist and pulled me against a body more massive and non gross than any other.

      I didn’t need to look at him to see who it was, but it would be weird if I didn’t look. I turned to look up and up and up at him. I smiled because he was the reason I’d wanted to climb the rock, so I could tell him that I’d done something he’d mentioned.

      He looked angry, his forehead creased and the corners of his mouth turned down.

      The sun didn’t shine quite so bright all of a sudden, and then I remembered that I was wearing pajamas.
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      School was fine until I realized that El wasn’t there. Abe was there as well as the succubus, but not El. I wasn’t certain until after her English class when I happened to be walking down the hall where she’d be, and she wasn’t there. I stood there waiting, but no unicorn girl. By the time I was certain, classes had started and I couldn’t ask her sister until after. I waited outside the succubus’s class, sitting on the floor, working on test prep.

      I got up as soon as the bell rang and stepped beside her.

      “Where’s El?”

      “Good morning to you too,” she snarled.

      “Good morning. Where’s your sister? Is she sick?”

      “She’s indisposed.”

      “What does that mean? Did something happen?”

      She looked terrible for a succubus, dark circles under her eyes, and had the feel of someone who was dealing with extreme stress. She reminded me of Vince when he’d gone without feeding for too long, also when I woke him up at dawn. Dawn was not his good time.

      “What are you, her mother? I said she’s fine.”

      “I know, but I’m her friend. I’m concerned about my friends.”

      “Whatever.”

      Abe was even less helpful. His scowl only grew darker when I approached him. When he turned and walked the other way, I followed him.

      “You spent the night at her house again. Did anything happen? She’s not here today.”

      “I slept over the garage. Like I know what’s going on with that freak.” He pulled his hat lower and I was left staring at his back. Something was wrong if the slayer missed a chance to rub in how close he was to her. I left school and headed for the woods. It took me five minutes to reach her house.

      I paced in the fringe of trees for a long time until I saw movement. Her dad walked past the window with a phone at his ear. I couldn’t listen in through the window, not from the woods. I waited until he was on the other side of the window before I ran towards the house and pressed myself against the wall beneath the kitchen.

      “It’s getting worse, how it usually gets this time of year. It’s been okay, but there has to be something we can do. I know; I just hate feeling helpless. Right. We’ll talk about it when you get home. Friday. Love you. No, I love you. Be safe.”

      I listened to him sip his drink. I followed the side of the house until I could hear water running. She was taking a shower. People who took showers were fine. Maybe she had asthma and had an asthma attack last night. Maybe she had some illness that she hadn’t mentioned.

      I swallowed hard while my chest clenched. What if she had one of those diseases, a terminal illness of some kind? I crouched there behind her house and felt panic that I hadn’t felt for a long time. I’d felt it a lot right after they’d killed Met’s mother. Mortality. Humans were just too delicate with an expiration date that always came too soon.

      I stayed there trying to get it together. I couldn’t save anyone. That wasn’t my thing, just balance. It wasn’t any of my business. I needed to get out of there before someone saw me and started asking questions.

      The door opened and closed, and then she was there, looking small and adorable in a pair of pajamas, her hair still damp from her shower. She gripped the balcony and stared into the woods while the sun shone on her but didn’t seem to penetrate the shadow that clung to her. She stayed there for awhile then took the stairs down and crossed the grass towards the woods.

      I was not stalking her, I was protecting her. There were things in the woods that might hurt her in her happy pajamas. She danced. I almost forgot to move quietly as I watched her leap and spin in time with the pulse of the sun-speckled woods. I heard it sometimes, but the day wasn’t my world. Watching her dance through the trees like they were her partners, I wanted to step in and take her hand, have her teach me the music of the sun shining on dappled leaves.

      When she reached the lake, she stood gazing at it for a long time before she followed the trail. I moved closer to her. If she saw me here, I could claim that I’d cut classes to go for a swim before it got too cold out. She didn’t notice me. I thought about how I would approach her, what I would say, but I wasn’t sure what would be right, what wouldn’t seem strange and creepy. I was going to talk to her. I needed to find out what was wrong with her. I had to know so the panic in my chest would stop crushing my heart.

      When she was climbing, she slipped. I moved, not fast enough to keep her from the first fall, but to prevent her from stumbling down off the lower ledges. She felt so delicate and light in my arms. What was wrong with her? Why was my moonlight tinged in darkness?

      When she saw me, she didn’t seem surprised, only smiled like she’d been waiting for me. My heart pounded rapidly. She frowned as though she’d just realized that I shouldn’t be there, and started to pull away.

      I held onto her. “Why weren’t you in school?”

      She tilted her head and smiled, but it wasn’t a smile of pure sunshine. “I overslept.” Lie. Why would she lie to me? How bad was it?

      “Your sister said that you were indisposed. Do you have a terminal illness?”

      Her candy eyes widened and she laughed. “Wow. No one’s ever asked me that before.”

      “Do you?” I breathed in deeply, trying to unravel her scent, to see if that sweetness came from something that would kill her.

      “No, nothing terminal,” she said, her eyes filled with raw honesty.

      I held her close while my relief mixed with her scent, leaving me unbalanced and dizzy. She felt so soft and light, but alive, very, very alive. Her lips looked so soft. I leaned closer then pulled back before I could really terrify her.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, letting her go. I tapped the leg of my jeans. It would be strange to say that I’d come here to swim after asking personal questions. “You just overslept? Were you up late with your sister? Do you do girl things, like avocado masks and pedicures?” Felicity used to talk about those kinds of things.

      “Um, if we used the avocados for something besides eating, my dad would disown us. Avocados are serious business.”

      “I see. That’s good to know. Does your dad cook?”

      She nodded, seeming relieved to be talking about something normal. Her eyes shone so beautifully in the sunshine, so many shades of loveliness. “He loves his guacamole. No one makes better guac than him. I’d invite you over to dinner sometime, but it’s not the best atmosphere, with kids running around, and my dad talking about stuff he doesn’t have a filter for…” She shrugged and looked so ridiculously adorable, I had to touch her.

      My brain went over various scenarios in rapid succession and then my body followed without proper analysis. That’s why I rushed her, knocking us both off the rock with enough force and velocity that we hit the water out of the shallows.

      The water was cold, and I was wearing boots and a human skin. Her flannel pajamas were soft and she was warm. While we sank through the water, I watched her, her squished up eyes and face while she held her breath and we sank deeper and deeper. I kicked and felt her legs against my wet denim, soft, warm, and I was still sinking.

      I kicked harder, wrapping my arms around her until we broke the surface. She gasped and blinked droplets of water out of her eyes, the violet shifting in that light. I let her go and sank rapidly. I bent over and undid my boot laces, but the wet fibers were almost impossible to unlace. I ripped them off and kicked back to the surface.

      She was splashing around, panicked until she saw me.

      “Met! Are you okay?” She splashed me in the face as she tried to tread water in her sodden clothing.

      This hadn’t been the best idea. Quite possibly the worst. She would think I was a dangerous imbecile. And she was completely right. What was I thinking?

      I laughed and threw my boots one at a time to the shore. I couldn’t help laughing. For that moment when I’d knocked her into the lake, I’d felt okay. The panic had subsided leaving me stupidly relieved. She was still alive and for the moment, okay. That’s all you could hope for in humans—the present.

      The water dragged me down again, my wet jeans extremely heavy, but she probably wouldn’t like me not wearing my pants. Or would she? She was supposed to be in love with me.

      I kicked back to the surface and glanced over at her, feeling reckless and wild, far too wild. When our eyes met, she sent a sheet of water splashing into me. I laughed and wiped my eyes before I ducked down and swam towards her. I took her legs and pushed her up, throwing her out of the water.

      She screamed and laughed as she came back down with a splash that crashed over me.

      She came up sputtering and laughing and trying to push her hair out of her eyes. “You’re crazy!” She smiled at me when she finally got her hair out of her eyes, except for one strand that went over her nose like a limp noodle.

      “I’m going to drown if I don’t take off my pants. Will that freak you out?”

      She bobbed down and got a mouthful of water. She sputtered and shook her head wildly. “Don’t drown.”

      I went down and pulled off my jeans. Wet denim was a serious monster to wrestle under water, but I had a good view of her feet and her stomach where her shirt had floated up. I shouldn’t be looking. I did anyway.

      I finally got off the denim and came up before I’d run out of air.

      She gasped when she saw me and nodded like she’d been wondering if I was drowning. I shouldn’t worry her. I could hold my breath for a very long time, days probably. I grinned and wadded up my jeans. They landed somewhere on the bank, but I wasn’t concentrating enough to make sure they landed near my boots.

      I swam to her and put my hands on her waist, her bare skin. So soft. So delicate. “Are you drowning?”

      She laughed and splashed me, but gentle as she bobbed, water spreading around her chin. “Not yet. Are you trying to drown me?”

      I tugged her closer until her chest brushed mine, her wet flannel against my wet knit fabric. I wanted to stay there forever.

      She stared at me, eyes dreamy while the sunshine played on the water, sending glistening droplets across the surface. How long could I stare at her before it got weird? It didn’t matter. She was really good with weird.

      She put her hands hesitantly on my shoulders and let me buoy her up.

      We stayed like that until she started shivering. Her skin was cooling too quickly. Of course. She didn’t have a human skin for extra insulation, and my skin was very thick. I started kicking us in the direction of the shore.

      “Are we going somewhere?” Her fingers tightened on my shirt.

      “I’m freezing. If I get hypothermia you’ll have to give me some friction.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Really? I’ll have to?”

      I grinned at her. “Don’t worry. I have good circulation. I should be fine.”

      “If you’re sure about that.”

      I laughed and felt the sand beneath my feet. “I’ll let you know.” I kept my hands on her waist as I walked in. That meant that we were out of the water without her having the chance to put her feet down.

      She stared at me. “Are you going to put me down, or are you still keeping me from drowning?”

      “Me? You’re keeping me from drowning. I can’t put you down until I find a bush or something so you don’t see me without my pants.” That almost made sense.

      She blushed. It was the cutest thing, her pale cheeks going all pink like her lips. “Right. I forgot. Now I’m trying not to look, but I kind of want to.”

      I laughed and gripped her waist, trying to memorize the feel of her before we were out of the water. My jeans and boots had landed in the vicinity of a rock. I flipped her around in my hands so she was facing away from me and carried her to the boulder. I lifted her up on top, but I kept my hands on her waist, like she’d fall over if I didn’t keep a grip on her or like I didn’t want to let her go.

      She shivered and I stepped back. Pants. Right. I found them and tugged them on, half-falling over in my hurry. When I finally straightened and got everything zipped, I looked at her and she was all huddled on the rock, staring at me like she’d been watching the entire thing.

      She didn’t blush that time. Maybe she was too cold. Maybe I should blush because she was staring at me kind of blatantly. I wasn’t exactly ideal in human terms, too massive and not chiseled. I’d been in much better shape when I’d put effort into being Felicity’s ideal boyfriend, most popular boy in school. I’d added a lot of padding between me and my skin since then intentionally.

      “Do you have hypothermia?” she asked, teeth chattering.

      I went to her and pulled her down into my arms. I brushed back her hair as I lowered her to the ground. “Next time, remind me to bring towels.”

      “Next time you knock me off a cliff? Sure. You are so crazy.” She smiled big when she said that. I couldn’t miss that it was a compliment.

      I took her hand and tugged her away from the water and towards the woods. I wanted to carry her, but it would be better for her to get her circulation going, particularly when we were both very wet. I also had the idea that if I picked her up again, I’d do something crazy like carry her off into the woods and lick the flesh from her bones or something.

      I didn’t eat people, but I didn’t want to touch them, either. My instincts with her were tangled up in irrationalities and impulses. I couldn’t be impulsive. I was too dangerous, too big, too monstrous.

      Still, I held her hand like she’d get lost if I didn’t keep her close to me. When we reached the barbed-wire fence, I was startled. We’d been moving too quickly. I wasn’t ready to let her go.

      I lifted the metal and she slipped under, letting go of my hand somehow in the process. I stayed there on one side of the fence, forcing myself to stay.

      She licked her lips and shivered. “Oh. I guess you should go. Where do you live? Is it far? If you want to come to my house, I can probably find you something dry…” She grinned at me. “We don’t have anything that would fit you, but we do have towels and we could stick your clothes in the dryer while you hang around my house mostly naked.”

      “You like guys hanging around your house in a towel?” I’d meant it to sound flirty, but she winced like I’d insulted her.

      She backed away from me. “Right. Thanks for the swim. I’ll see you at school?”

      “Yes.” And if she wasn’t there, I’d track her down. I waved at her and backed away, forcing myself to smile like we were just friends. I turned and walked away, hands shoved into my wet jeans pockets. Weren’t we just friends? I certainly didn’t feel compelled to touch Vincent and gaze into his eyes until he started turning blue. Sometimes I had the impulse to make him turn blue, but that wasn’t the same kind of thing. Not at all. I’d tried really hard with Felicity, because I felt like I owed it to Met and his mother, to make my life the best possible human life, to make their sacrifice, their loss, somehow worth something.

      I’d dated because it was part of the ideal, normal human experience. That’s what Met deserved. I’d chosen Felicity because she was congenial and intelligent, pretty and popular, but I’d never panicked when she didn’t show up to school.

      I hadn’t found out what was wrong with El. Then again, she hadn’t asked what I was doing at the lake. We didn’t seem to need words not when she shared her song with me. I shook my head and started running.
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      When I got home, my dad stared at me for a long time before he ordered me to take a hot shower and get changed while he made me a cup of tea. It was kind of nice, curling up on the couch with a book that mom wanted us to read together so we could discuss and bond or whatever, sipping my tea and listening to my dad yell at his brother on the phone. They chatted at least once a week, and they’d get passionate about whatever, changing filters, or politics, or how to handle work stuff.

      When Jax came home, she bounced on the couch next to me, and I was glad I’d finished my drink.

      “Are you sick? The hulk was asking about you.”

      I inhaled and felt a little bit dizzy. “What did he say?”

      “I didn’t record the message. He wanted to know if you were sick. Are you?”

      “Wait, he talked to you to ask about me? Are you sure?” Some part of me was still waiting for Met to admit that he liked Jax and was trying to get to know her through me. It had happened so many times, I couldn’t count, but then why would he have been at the lake? Why had he been at the lake? It couldn’t have been to find me, because he hadn’t known I’d be there. I hadn’t known I’d be there. I should have asked him. Somewhere between him taking off his pants and putting them back on.

      “Why are you blushing, El?”

      “I’m not. So, how was school? Anything else interesting?”

      She shrugged and headed to her room, apparently satisfied that I wasn’t dead. I sat on the couch while James played cars on the floor. When someone knocked on the door, I froze. I was in my ratty robe, but before I could get up, Suzie had thrown open the door and grabbed Abe’s hand, tugging him inside like she’d been waiting for him.

      “How do you kill an elephant?” she asked immediately. Apparently, my answer hadn’t satisfied her.

      He looked over at me and said, “Lots of ways. It depends how much you want it to bleed, how loud you want it to be, how much pain you want it to feel.”

      Her eyes brightened like that wasn’t completely messed up.

      “Excuse me? Are you trying to corrupt the innocent, or what? You have to kill an elephant humanely, Suzie. We looked it up, how to euthanize a hurt or dying elephant.”

      “It’s an academic question,” Abe said.

      “If you go to psycho school. Whatever.” I grabbed my teacup and book and headed away from him. He followed me into the kitchen. My dad greeted Abe like a long-lost son and set him to work peeling potatoes.

      Abe kept glancing at me, like he wanted to say something, but my dad was there, and Suzie, and James, and then Percy who was too pale however much time he spent in the sun.

      Good. He couldn’t make fun of my nightmares. After dinner my dad headed to the studio, but Abe insisted on doing the dishes. My dad’s a pushover when it comes to someone else doing dishes. I was about to head to my room, but Abe asked me where things went. Jax was gone, Percy was depressed, and Suzie didn’t know where anything went except the knives. Maybe the girl had issues.

      Abe washed the dishes quickly, efficiently, like he’d done it a lot maybe on a massive scale.

      “I’ll dry,” I finally said because it was stupid for me to stand there directing traffic.

      “Are you up to it?”

      I glanced at him then stared out the window at the woods. “I’m fine. Um. So, you were here last night. In my room. You didn’t need to involve yourself.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Right. Thanks.” And it was thanks, but it was also, no thanks, because I didn’t need the blackmailer to have something else on me.

      “I am a dream-catcher. It’s the Roma in me.”

      “What?” I stared at him while he handed me a wet chef’s knife.

      He smiled a little bit. “Gypsy.”

      “I thought you were Mexican.”

      “Part Mexican, part black, part gypsy.”

      “Oh. Aren’t dream-catchers Native? I’m pretty sure they are.”

      He grinned sharper. “I’m also part Native.”

      “Uh huh. Well good for you. I’d kill for a dream-catcher that worked.”

      He looked around, checking for any lurkers before he leaned close to me and muttered, “I’ll let you sleep next to me. Not with me, because that conveys a sense of connection, but I’m used to a lot of people sleeping in a small space, communal sleeping. It wouldn’t bother me.”

      He straightened up and continued washing, focusing on a particularly stubborn speck on a plate.

      “What’s the condition? I should say, what are the conditions? There’s no way you’d do something like that for free.”

      He glanced at me. “You set me up for a chill job and a place to crash. And your dad makes a mean guacamole.”

      I stared out the window. I wanted to say yes. I’d try anything to keep the nightmares away, but I couldn’t trust him, and it probably had just been the pills, taking too many of them. He had a game. He was a suspicious kid who’d been on the street for too long, of course he had a game.

      “I don’t want your pity.”

      “I didn’t take you seriously, your whole nightmares thing, I just thought you were cracked up, hiding under my bed and stuff, but you’re seriously sick.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Probably around ten I’ll be showered.”

      “It was probably the pills.”

      “You won’t know unless you finish your scientific experiment. Ten-thirty, unicorn girl.” He tipped his hat and left me to put away all the dishes he’d washed so quickly. The guy had skills.

      I went to Jax’s room and knocked on the door. I went in when she didn’t answer. She was working on a piece of art, more red eyes that looked hungry.

      “Creepy. Um, Jax, can I talk to you about something?”

      “Can I stop you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “What do you think about Abe?”

      “Dangerous, the kind that isn’t sexy. Why? I thought you had a thing for the Hulk.”

      “I do, but I’m wondering if we should be friends with him, let him talk to the little kids, that kind of thing.”

      “Can’t exactly stop him. Seriously, Ellie, he’s trouble.”

      “You think he’s a pervert or something?”

      “No, just dangerous. He’s been watching Met. That’s the kind of danger he likes, the challenge of the biggest wolf in the pack, seeing who can rip who apart first. He’s cold.”

      “He helped last night.”

      She hesitated then nodded. “Yeah. He wouldn’t leave until we got you settled down.”

      “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      “No. He wouldn’t listen to dad or me, only saw a problem and wouldn’t leave until he’d meddled. We don’t need meddling.”

      Maybe she didn’t, but my arm wasn’t torn up nearly so badly as it would have been without him. “He’s not as ew as a lot of guys.”

      “No, he’s not dangerous like that. He’s not going to rape anyone, but he might hurt them. Not you. You’re probably safe with him, but he’d love to hurt Met or Vincent. Or me.”

      “Why would he hurt you?”

      She waved me away. “You know, some guys hate girls like me. I’m such a tease and play with guys, that kind of thing.”

      “Oh. You probably should stop.”

      “You have any other useful advice?” she sneered at me.

      I shrugged and headed out. “Oh, Jax,” I said, hesitating in the doorway.

      “What?”

      “Thanks. I’m sorry I woke you up last night.”

      “Whatever.” She pulled on her headphones and blatantly tuned me out. It was like I was the mother figure or something.

      Mom. I called her as I headed down the hall towards James’s room. He was driving his car around the walls and singing a wordless tune.

      “Hey, honey. What’s going on?” She sounded groggy.

      “Did I wake you up?”

      “Just grabbing a nap between shoots. Are you feeling better? Your dad told me about your bad night.”

      “Did he? Did he also tell you about our houseguest?”

      She paused. “He did mention something about it. Why?”

      “It’s just a little bit weird to have a teen boy around, you know with Jax and my nightmares, and the kids.”

      “Isn’t he staying above the garage? Your dad keeps the house locked.”

      Like there weren’t windows that opened. “Right. We’re fine. He’s not that bad, I’m just feeling like…” I needed a mom. Not that she’d been able to keep the nightmares away, but her grip was even better than Abe’s. “I miss you. Can’t wait to see you on Friday.”

      “Friday night. Late.”

      Of course late. “Right. Okay. I’ve got homework, so I’ll see you.”

      “Love you.”

      I hung up, vaguely disappointed by that conversation. She was always like that on jobs, distracted, kind of disinterested in us. That wasn’t the right word, but she was super focused on one thing, so when she was working, she wasn’t thinking about how to keep everything running smoothly at home.

      I got James and Suzie to bed and then went to mine. I lay down, but I couldn’t close my eyes, not until I heard the gravel crunch in the drive. I checked the clock. Ten-fifteen. He was late. I wasn’t going to sleep next to him. Except I was.

      I grabbed a pillow and my blanket before I slipped out the window and climbed across the porch then jumped into the dew-damp grass. I headed to the garage, crept up the stairs and then knocked on the door.

      When he opened up, his skin was damp, but he was wearing pants and a t-shirt.

      He grinned at me. “Good evening, lab rat.”

      “Is it? It would be better if you were the kind of dream catcher I could hold in my hand and hang on my wall.”

      He shrugged. “How do you want to do this? I’d rather you didn’t sleep on top of me.”

      “I’ll sleep on the bottom of the bed touching your feet.”

      “My feet?” His dark brows rose. “Huh. I guess that would work.”

      “Right. Try not to kick me in the face, although it would be fair. Sorry about that.”

      “If you can shut up and sleep, that would be good.” He headed to the bed, flopped over on it and closed his eyes, still wearing that eternal hat.

      Okay then. I curled up on the bottom of the bed around his feet. They smelled moderately okay. It was so weird, him not saying anything, ignoring me and me ignoring him while I smelled his feet. I fell asleep smiling at the weirdness of it.
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      He smelled like her. Abe stood right next to me, not looking at me, but intentionally making certain I smelled her on his skin. That was more than dancing, wasn’t it? It wasn’t any of my business, but the idiot wasn’t acting like it, flaunting her scent like he owned her or like I wanted to. I shook my head and stopped inhaling through my nostrils. If she wanted to be with him, that was her prerogative. I had to remember that. I had to remember that he was baiting me intentionally, trying to inspire the monster inside so that I’d rip him apart and he’d have an excuse to reciprocate.

      When I saw her outside her English class, I smiled, but it felt stiff. Her face lit up and she beamed at me, like a rainbow cutting through the rain.

      “Hi,” she said, stopping to look up at me, gazing like no one else was in the hall.

      She should be embarrassed. I glanced around at the other students then nodded at her. “Hey. See you at lunch.” I walked away from her, intentionally not touching her or staring at her like I’d so shamelessly done at the lake. At school, we moderated that kind of thing.

      When I glanced over my shoulder, she was turning away, her expression crestfallen. I very nearly ran to her and stared at her until my eyes ached, just to show how little I cared about conventions, but I had to care. At lunch, I took my time, but I was still there when she came. She sat three seats away and when she got out a cookie, she looked uncertain.

      “I brought fancy grasshoppers today,” I said, pulling mine out of a container. “Trade?”

      She nodded and we exchanged cookies, carefully not touching hands. She cleared her throat. “I’ve been meaning to ask, why were you at the lake yesterday?”

      “I go up there when I want to think.”

      “Right. It’s impossible to think in an educational setting.”

      I smiled. “Not those kinds of thoughts.”

      “What kinds of thoughts do you have?”

      Did she want to know? Of course not. Why did I want to tell her? “Wild winds and dark woods. Pumping blood and freedom.”

      She leaned closer, head tilting like she could taste the wind on my breath. “I know those.” She blinked and sat upright. “I mean, the woods are pretty cool.”

      I smiled and tension eased out of my shoulders. “They are. I can’t believe I stumbled into you.”

      “Literally.” She shot me a fierce smile that made my heart pound and blood race.

      “I should apologize, but I’m not sorry.”

      “You should be. I saw your boots afterwards. I don’t think they’ll ever recover.”

      “Why are we talking about ruined footwear?” Vincent asked, scowling at me like I’d done something stupid.

      “No reason,” I said quickly, and gave El a secret smile.

      She returned it and then focused on the grasshoppers, nibbling around the edges with her little teeth. My mouth watered and I forced myself to my feet.

      “Later,” I said to both as I left.

      Vincent grabbed his stuff and followed me. We weren’t out of the door before he was snarling in a low voice, “What is he doing with her? Bathing in her saliva? Disgusting.”

      “What exactly is so repulsive about her saliva?”

      “Not her, you. You’re letting him get a rise out of you.”

      “I haven’t done anything.”

      “No, but I can sense it in you, that you’re being primed to attack. He’s pushing you and at some point, you’re going to snap, and then you’ll feel remorse or whatever you feel, and then you’ll make us all suffer for it.”

      “You suffer from my remorse in what way?”

      “You checking up on my donors? Restricting my behaviors, who knows? Maybe you’ll go on some kind of reverse revenge saving spree and take me along for the ride. Where did you go yesterday? You were with her. He’s not the only one who reeked of the unicorn. I know why he’s trying to get close to her, but why are you?”

      I shook my head. “She wasn’t at school.”

      “No, she wasn’t.”

      “Don’t you ever feel things you can’t explain?”

      “No. Feelings come few and far between for me, but when they do come, they’re always destructive, always hungry, and always in my control. That’s what maturity is.”

      I studied him before I nodded. “We’re only friends. I think we are, or we could be.”

      “Until she saw your true colors and tried to kill you like…” He trailed off and glanced over at the girl standing in the hall staring at us. Felicity.

      She looked at me with tightening lips. “You left lunch early. You don’t mind if I sit with your new friend, do you?”

      “Felicity…” I turned while she walked past me, her chin lifted and eyes hard. I followed her back into the cafeteria, Vincent a shadow beside me.

      When she got there, she walked straight to the table where El still nibbled on her cookie. I held back, not wanting to make this any more awkward, but in case Felicity physically attacked or something, I could step in.

      Felicity stopped behind the chair I’d vacated and put her hands on her hips. “He’s gay,” she said loud enough that everyone in the cafeteria went quiet while they stared at Felicity.

      Ellie’s mouth dropped open as she stared at my ex-girlfriend. “Excuse me? Who are we talking about?”

      “Met Barrow. He’s not interested in girls. That’s why he’s always hanging out with that bisexual, Vincent.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do. It was all just so ridiculous. I started laughing, because otherwise I wasn’t sure what I’d do. She whirled around while I laughed and laughed, shaking my head.

      “Do you really want to do this?” I asked.

      She lifted her chin. “Deny it. It always felt forced with you, and then you stopped being interested after Garrett’s party.”

      “Felicity, shut up!” Tamara Baker yanked on her arm to pull her away, but Felicity ripped her hand off.

      “What’s your problem? Are you still chasing him? Remember when he was dating both of us, auditioning us for the role of his girlfriend? You’re lucky that you lost because it was all just a show.”

      Tamara looked at me, her eyes wide. She’d been at the party. How was this going to go? Ellie was watching the whole thing unfold with horrified fascination, like watching a train wreck.

      What I didn’t expect was for her to move so fast, getting between myself and Felicity, her eyes dark with fury. I’d never been defended by a unicorn. It made you remember how sharp horns could be.

      “First thing, you do not out someone who isn’t ready. Second thing, it’s none of your concern what anyone else’s sexual orientation is. Third, you want to diss my friend, you’d better do it somewhere I can’t hear you, because I will not stand there and laugh. I will…” She trailed off and glanced at me, her expression perplexed before she shook her head slightly and refocused on Felicity. “I’ll report you for bullying. That’s right, bullying, little Miss Sunshine. Apologize.”

      Felicity stared at her. “You don’t care if he’s gay?”

      El lifted her chin. “Do you? Is that a thing for you? Have to point out everyone’s differences and quirks? How about you find a hobby so that you’re interesting enough that you’re someone other people want to date. Hm? Apologize.” She stepped closer, chin out, hands shaking like she was about to strangle Felicity.

      Felicity backed away from her then looked around the cafeteria. Tamara nodded and mouthed, ‘I saw you at Garrett’s party,’ and with that Felicity started going pale.

      She turned to look at me with big, terrified eyes. I hated the fear in them. It reminded me of the night she’d found me half out of my skin and tried to kill me. That was the night I’d had Vincent wipe her memory and sent her with another guy to be passed out together.

      “Sorry, Met. It’s none of my business. I just didn’t want the new girl to get hurt like…” She whirled around and left, clearly fighting tears.

      “Anyone else have a problem with Met’s sexuality, no matter what it is?” Ellie demanded, her voice strong. It was so ludicrous, her defending me when she was so small, so delicate.

      “I do,” Vincent said. “I have taste. The idea that I’d ever be with Met if I were bisexual is incredibly insulting. I’m not bisexual. I’m sure I would be, but there are too many incredible women in this school, I’d never get around to any of the men.”

      He headed out while I stood there, still staring at Eleanor Adams. What I wanted to do was kiss her, right there where everyone could see, and settle the question, also because I wanted to.

      I blinked and shook my head. “Thanks, El. That was a really good show. Wasn’t that a good show?” I asked the cafeteria in general.

      A few people clapped, some people yelled insults.

      “See you later, Unicorn girl.” I smiled at her and couldn’t quite help but touch her face, brushing my fingers down the side of her cheek before I turned and walked away.
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      I walked slowly to my class after lunch. I kept reaching up to touch my cheek, where it wasn’t gross. Maybe I’d defended him too vigorously. At least I hadn’t ended up in detention for ripping out Felicity’s eyes. Where did she get off acting like that? Met had the right to end a relationship that wasn’t working for him whatever the reason. My dad was a ballroom instructor. It’s not like sexual diversity wasn’t incredibly common in his line of work. I didn’t let myself wonder whether or not Met wasn’t ever going to look at me that way, just because I was a girl, no, it was too iffy he’d look at me anyway.

      But the idea that he might possibly be gay made me need to ask him.

      I waited by his locker after school trying not to look like I was waiting for him. Finally, he came down the hall. He smiled slightly as he spun his combination.

      “Hey El. What’s up?”

      I licked my lips. “I have a question. It’s maybe a little bit awkward.”

      “You want to know if I prefer the company of gentlemen?”

      I blinked at him. “No, of course not. It’s just…” I moved closer to him and put my hand on his arm until he gave me his full attention. It felt so good to touch him. “Have you ever considered doing dance?”

      He blinked at me. “Dance?”

      “I’m kind of looking for a dance partner, and you’d be pretty much perfect. Does that sound insane to you?”

      He smiled, a slow smile. “So, after Felicity’s announcement, you think I’m a dancer? I played hockey. I don’t know much about it, but shouldn’t dance partners be of similar size?”

      “Can I show you?” I pulled up my favorite video on my phone and pressed play. I held it up and could barely see the edge of my phone’s screen.

      Met cleared his throat as he bent down to get a closer look. “All this picking up someone and spinning around, that’s what you do?”

      “No. I’m too big for that kind of dancing. I mean, with a normal-sized guy, I’m too big, but you could do lifts pretty easily.”

      “Oh. I think that there’s more to this than size. Look at his position. So many deep lunges. He has very good thighs.”

      I glanced up at him. “You like his thighs?”

      “You like his thighs. If I had you above my head, it would be very far to fall. Can you really do this thing, where she’s bent almost in half backwards?”

      “It’s called an arch. Um, yeah.”

      “Wow. You’re really that flexible?” He leaned against the locker next to me all relaxed.

      “Sure. I’ve been doing gymnastics, ballet and ballroom forever. It’s our family thing. Not as much now, and I haven’t competed since I was eleven, but it could still be fun. Is that crazy? It’s crazy, I know. I just thought…”

      He shrugged. “I’m a hockey player, not really a dancer, but if you’re trying to find someone with questionable rhythm who can put your life in danger, I guess I’m your guy.”

      I stared at him until he put his finger on my chin and lifted it, closing my mouth.

      “How about my first audition at the barbed-wire fence, six-thirty tonight?”

      I nodded and he turned, closed his locker and walked off, leaving me clinging to my phone and staring after him.

      After he was out of sight, I covered my mouth and started dancing and squealing and seriously acting like an idiot, but he’d actually said yes. Right? That was a yes. He hadn’t exactly said yes, but we were going to audition in the woods. Wait. Didn’t I have something tonight? At the studio. I’d have Jax go for me. No, that would be a disaster. Dad could dance with the client. Maybe Abe could.

      I spun around and wove blissfully through the school kids who mostly ignored me. I’d finally dance with the one person in the world I wanted to touch.

      I told dad that I’d meet him at the studio a little late and I headed into the woods with dinner, my notebook, and my speakers. I found the clearest, flattest area by the fence and set up. I raked the ground and then sat, eating cold chicken while I sketched out ideas for choreography. I listened to music, trying to get the feel for what would work. Met came at six-fifteen, stepping out of the shadows, one second mysterious and dark, the next all warm with the sunshine playing in his brown hair.

      I stood up and held out my hands. He came over slowly, looking around at the clearing.

      “You’ve been working on this.”

      “Yeah. It’s kind of my life’s dream.”

      He cleared his throat. “I’ve been doing some research, and the guys aren’t always so much bigger than the girls. In fact, most of the best cabaret dancers are almost the same size so they can exchange weight and the lady can lift the guy. There’s no way you could lift me up.”

      I wrapped my arms around his waist and hefted him up for a whole half a second before dropping him and falling over. He grabbed my hand, holding me upright while he laughed. I loved his rumbling laugh. It was solid, like his energy, his touch.

      “My mistake. You’re much stronger than you look.”

      I smiled up at him. “Yeah? Just wait until I get in shape. I’ll be throwing you off cliffs.”

      He grinned. “So glad I have that to look forward to. Okay, so, what do we do?”

      I put on some music, lyrical contemporary stuff, and took his hands. “We’ll start walking in time to the music, okay? You walk forward; I’ll walk backwards. Ow! Not yet. Um, do you mind taking off your shoes?” I tried not to limp so he wouldn’t feel bad, but he was very heavy and his boots were very large.

      He blinked and then sat down right in the dirt, taking off his enormous shoes and socks, revealing his feet. So big. And so cute.

      He stood and was more hesitant. He waited for me to guide him forward in time to the beat. We made it to the edge of the clearing and I ducked under his arm, turning him then led him back across the clearing.

      “So good!” I bounced and squeezed his hands.

      “Right. Because I didn’t crush your feet that time. I’m glad to see that you have a very low bar.”

      “Which is convenient because you can just step over it. Again?”

      He followed me across the clearing and back a few more times, then came the tricky part.

      “So, the guy has to lead. That means that you direct the movement, direction, speed, mood. Leading is tough, so don’t feel bad if you’re out of your element.”

      “Right. Prepare for humiliation. Thanks for the warning.”

      I poked his stomach. “You’re going to be great. Just try not to step on my feet and I’ll try to anticipate you. All we’re doing is walking in time to the music.”

      He cocked his head to the side, indigo eyes streaked with orange. Orange? Couldn’t be orange. “Maybe we should start with the easy stuff, you know, staying in one spot and moving to the music then graduate to the walking thing.”

      I stared at him while my stomach flipped. Was he talking about high school dancing? “You mean…”

      He put his hands on my waist and tugged me close to him. He looked down at me while he moved from side to side, his body warm and so not ick. I wrapped my hands around his neck and we danced like that, slow and sweet.

      My heart pounded and I couldn’t look away from those dark eyes, yep, dark dark blue almost purple streaked with golden-orange. He gazed back at me as our feet brushed. He smiled and lifted me onto his feet and he started walking. When he spun me around, I arched back, confident that those strong hands of his would never drop me. My hair brushed the dirt as I spread my arms, feeling the world whirling, Met the center that would keep me flying forever.

      When he stopped spinning, his arms wrapped around me while I laughed from sheer happiness.

      “Dizzy?” I asked, my skin prickling and breath short.

      He smiled down at me and nodded. “Dizzy. Very dizzy. Well? Did I pass the first audition?”

      I nodded too enthusiastically. “Your bigness passed the first audition. Your cute feet passed the second.”

      His eyebrows came together. “Did you just call my massive, monstrous feet cute?”

      I beamed at him. “I’ve never seen such cute feet.”

      He cleared his throat and let me go, stepping back. “I can see that this is not an ordinary audition.”

      Too much, El. Be cool. Don’t call him cute. You’re his coach, not his girlfriend. “No, sorry. I mean, you did great. You have natural rhythm, confidence, and grace. That’s what I’ve always thought, that you’re incredibly graceful for your size. What about you? Was it too humiliating, being bossed around by a girl?” I crossed my arms and raised my eyebrow, daring him to diss my teaching chops.

      He gave me his slow smile. “It was fun. You really can bend in half the wrong way. Maybe you’re an alien.”

      I giggled before I could stop myself. No giggling. “That would explain so much about me. Really? You didn’t hate it?”

      “I didn’t hate it. You expected me to? You’re going to have to up the torture levels.”

      I swallowed and caught his hand to swing it between us. “Don’t worry. It’ll get much worse when we start doing lifts.”

      His hand tightened on mine. “Will it?”

      I nodded seriously. “You will get very tired and cranky. I guarantee it.”

      He was always so nice, so calm, so serene. It must be the pacifist thing. I’d felt much happier and calm since I’d started sitting with him. I hadn’t gotten violent in ages. He was magic. I loved touching him, and being in his arms while he held me so carefully. He hadn’t dropped my hand yet. His hand felt better than not ick, so good, so incredibly warm and strong and perfect.

      “I love you.” I gasped once the words were out of my mouth. Be cool and that’s what you say?

      He blinked and dropped my hand.

      My mouth opened and closed. “Sorry. I mean I love dancing with you. I also love chicken. I’ve got to run. I have this thing at the studio, and I’m going to be late if I don’t really run, like literally. So thanks for coming out here and being so—”

      He interrupted me. “I can drive you if you’d like.”

      “Drive? You have a car? Also, you aren’t freaked out by my declaration of love?” I held my breath while I waited for his response.

      He grinned at me. “I also love chicken. I’m not quite to the point that I love dance, but it’s the beginnings of a romance. And you, I definitely don’t dislike you.”

      I blinked at him. “You don’t dislike me? Oh.” Would it be better to be hated or loved instead of something indifferent like not dislike? Still, he hadn’t run away, so that was a good sign.

      “Come on. You said you were late.” He put on his shoes and gathered up the rake and speakers while I hesitated. He had to want to take off after that whole awful, terrible thing, but he was being nice again, much too nice.

      “I need to go to the house to get my dance shoes.”

      “I’ll drive you. I’m not parked far. Come on.”

      I followed him through the trees, his immense back so perfectly strong. I wanted to touch it, but somehow I resisted. It was bad enough that I assaulted him with my feelings. It would be really irritating if I touched him without his permission.

      “Met, thanks for doing this. You’re probably the nicest person I’ve ever met. Other than my dad. He’s ridiculously nice. You’d like him. Not that you want to meet him because that would be weird. It’s just…”

      “I have met him. He came over personally to thank me for finding Suzie. My mother served him cookies.”

      “Were they poisoned?”

      He glanced at me over his shoulder before he stopped and waited for me to walk beside him. “Apparently. He’s under the impression that she’s not a wicked witch. It must have been the poison.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry if that was awkward, my dad going over like that.”

      “Not at all. It was very proper.”

      I snorted. “My dad’s a ballroom dancer. Proper isn’t his thing, not that he can’t act proper, but he’s actually quite nuts.”

      “Nuts? Still, nice.”

      “Nice and nuts. Why are we talking about my dad?”

      “No idea. That’s my car. Isn’t it hideous?” He pointed at a low-slung silver thing that had dents down the sides.

      “It’s really hideous. I love it!”

      He laughed and opened the passenger door for me. “Thanks for the audition, El. Let’s get you to work before you get in trouble.”
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      Dancing with El was both the strangest and the most ordinary thing in the world. It was so easy to be with her, but also difficult because I found myself thinking and saying things that ordinary humans wouldn’t ever say. She did the same, but she seemed to have no filter no matter who she was around. She was probably just rubbing off on me. I wanted her skin against my skin, always so soft and silky, rubbing her sweetness onto me.

      She was different when she was in teacher mode, more patient and stable than when she was actually dancing, throwing back her head and almost slipping out of my grasp. Giving her a concussion would be a quick end to this whole strange experiment. I hadn’t lost her, and I hadn’t fallen over or tripped on my own feet, or kissed her. She was so tempting, particularly when she told me she loved me. I wanted to be agreeable and tell her that I loved her. I’d said it to Felicity—I love you. It was easy enough to say those words. But with El, it wouldn’t just be words. I wasn’t sure what love was for a dark fae, probably nothing beautiful, but for El it would be everything lovely, everything wild and unfettered. I wanted to see her loving someone as fiercely as she’d defended me. I wanted her to say that she loved me and then not look like she wanted to die from embarrassment.

      I shook my head and went to the house. Met’s father would be there. We would have a nice dinner as a family and then we’d go to the college football game in Huntsville.

      My father was an expert conversationalist and knew how to draw anyone out. We had an extremely entertaining dinner with stories from his cases while I volunteered some amusing tidbits from teachers or students, some made up for the sake of interest.

      “What about Felicity?” he asked.

      I stared at my perfect pot roast. I’d taken half a bite off a corner. “You know that we broke up months ago,” I said looking up with a smile.

      “Yes, but a young man like you needs a girlfriend.”

      “What about that new girl, Adams, wasn’t that her last name?” My fake mother’s voice was low and gentle, so much like Met’s mother’s had been. “Her father came over. Apparently, Met helped them find the little sister who got lost in the woods.”

      My father shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t like the woods. “That’s good to hear. So this girl, Miss Adams, what is she like?”

      I cleared my throat. What to say about El? “She’s a dancer. They moved here from…” I had no idea. “Ohio. She’s…” How old was she? “Eighteen.”

      He raised his pale eyebrows, his coloring blond and Californian. “Blonde or brunette?”

      “Blonde. It’s not serious, we’re just friends.”

      He waved a hand like I hadn’t said anything. “You should invite her to come tonight.”

      “She has work.” I pushed away from the table and started gathering dishes.

      He laughed and patted my back. “You know her schedule, hm? Good for you.”

      The rest of the outing was as perfectly American as it was supposed to be. He was flying back to the city afterwards. His real life was far away from us, which is how I liked it. It made me want to rip something apart every time Met’s false mother touched him.

      After the game, I went back to the clearing where we’d danced. I could almost see her there, hair silver in the moonlight as I whirled her around, her back arched, spine curved over my hand like a python.

      “She’s sleeping with him.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to not notice Vincent, but it was impossible when he wanted to be noticed and heard. “Go away.”

      “This isn’t healthy.”

      “Do you think I’ll catch a bug?”

      He took his time answering while he crouched down, sniffing the air. “She’s sleeping with the slayer. She’s not on your side.”

      “I don’t have sides. I also don’t believe you. Why would she sleep with him?”

      His expression grew mocking. “Has it been so long, Met? You didn’t dislike Felicity. She is a pretty piece of flesh.”

      “We’re not talking about Felicity. El isn’t anything like her.”

      “Women are women. She might prefer you over the slayer, but she’s not going to wait for you if you don’t provide her with the affection that she desires.”

      Affection, was that what El wanted? No one said, ‘I love you,’ if they didn’t want to hear it back. Is that what the Slayer said to her?

      I ran a hand through my hair. I wanted to rip it off and feel the night wind blowing through my own dark strands. I wanted to track her through the night and burrow my nose into her skin until I was saturated with her.

      I undressed quickly then reached back and pulled off my skin until my indigo hair fell down over my shoulders. Vincent hissed, but he didn’t say anything. I stretched then tucked my skin behind a fallen log. I hesitated before I retrieved Met’s shorts and pulled them on. If I happened to run into El, I certainly didn’t want to scar her for life.

      “Where are we going?” Vincent whispered as I started for her house.

      I growled.

      “Oh, lost speech with your skin, hm?”

      “I will see that she’s safe.”

      “Safe, or sleeping with someone else? I don’t think you want to see this, Met.”

      “I’m not Met. The slayer’s getting close to her to infuriate me. I’m responsible for his behavior.”

      “Oh, come on. That’s ridiculous. She’s a big girl. She can tell the slayer no.”

      “He could take her by force.”

      “Not every night without her father stepping in. She’s where she wants to be.”

      “Then this will be quick.”

      He sighed, but didn’t say anything else. Soon, we were at the edge of the woods, and there was El’s two-story house in the moonlight. I crossed the yard and could smell her in the air, on the grass, heading towards the garage, leaving her sweet scent in the prints of her bare feet. I climbed soundlessly to the second story. I hesitated next to the window. She was inside. I could smell her. Was the slayer there? I couldn’t smell him.

      “What are you doing?” Vincent hissed, next to me.

      “I’m going to lure him out and then when he’s chasing you in the woods, I’m going to check on her.”

      “He’s a slayer. What if he kills me?”

      “Then I’ll avenge your death. No, you’re already dead. I’ll feel very bad.”

      He shot me a dark glare then smiled. “I’ve been wanting to toy with the slayer. If he has bare feet, I’ll take him through the prickers. If he has his shoes, I’ll drag him through the marshes and ruin them. And that hat. I will definitely lose the hat.”

      “It’s good to hear your enthusiasm. Now quiet.”

      I stepped in front of the window and peered into the shadowy room. Abe sat up in the bed, white sheet revealing his bare chest, cowboy hat on his head. Maybe it was fused to his skull.

      His eyes met mine, but instead of shooting me through the glass or throwing the blankets back and coming at me, he sank back under the blankets. He was with her. The roar came out of my chest, throat and stomach, a sound that echoed and echoed in the woods.

      Someone sat up in the bed, but it wasn’t the slayer. Eleanor. She looked around, eyes wide and terrified. The slayer tried to pull her back down, but she slipped out of the bed and came over to the window. I moved to the side, pressing my back against the siding so she wouldn’t see me. She couldn’t see me like this. Why not? She’d never recognize me without my human skin.

      I heard rustling and cursing as the cowboy slayer pulled on his boots. I caught Vincent’s eye, and he nodded before he slid off the roof to the grass and began running, but slowly. He’d almost be to the woods by the time the slayer got outside. I reached up and caught the edge of the roof and pulled myself up. I pressed myself down while I listened to the slayer’s heavy breathing, and then peered over the edge to see him racing over the yard towards the woods.

      I climbed down on the shadowy side of the building and slipped inside the ajar door. I traced the shadows to the stairs and then took them up, but then she opened the top door and peered out, eyes enormous and terrified.

      She crept down and a beam of moonlight fell over her hair and face, making her ghostly pale, ethereal.

      “Mr. Night, I’m not afraid of you,” she said, but her voice trembled. Who was Mr. Night that terrified her so much? She took another step down, closer to me. The Slayer might have seen me, but she couldn’t separate me from the shadows. Shadows liked to cling to me.

      Another step and I could hear her heart thumping in her chest. She was terrified. She was like Felicity, afraid of the monsters. Something about her being like my ex-girlfriend made me angry.

      I growled and stepped loudly closer to her.

      Her eyes widened and she froze. “That’s not Mr. Night. A bear?”

      I growled again and took another step. I took another and only hesitated a breath before I stepped up into a shaft of moonlight that lit my bue skin, mottled and swirling. I stood to my full height with the moon on my face. She was on my eye-level.

      She stared at me then reached out slowly until she’d brushed my nose with her fingers. “Don’t be afraid,” she told me.

      I leaned closer to her and inhaled deeply. She smelled so sweet, like fresh springs and deep woods. I pressed my face to her hand and inhaled while she shuddered.

      “So soft,” she whispered as she trailed her fingers over my lips. Her touch was like electricity, lightning and life in those tentative brushes.

      The light shifted ever so slightly as the door in the garage opened silently. The slayer was here. I slipped past her, running into the room and slipping out through the window, closing it behind me before she’d made it up the stairs. I climbed back on the roof and lay down beneath the moon on the roofline feeling her touch on my raw nerves, aching to feel more. She wasn’t afraid of me. Was she right? Was I afraid of her?
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      Things were pretty weird, I’m not going to lie. Sleeping with Abe, having new hallucinations, dancing with Met in the woods, it was all just weird. But also wonderful. No nightmares, soft hallucinations with glistening dark eyes that didn’t try to kill me, and dancing with the first not ick guy I’d ever met, so freaking fabulous.

      On Friday, I didn’t know what to wear. I didn’t need magic when reality was so smooth and marvelous. When I was leaving the house, Jax came walking with us, wearing dark sunglasses and pursing her lips when James asked her what she was doing.

      I didn’t look at her, but I’d been waiting for this conversation. After we dropped him off at kindergarten, we hadn’t gone five steps before she moved closer and started talking.

      “You’re sleeping with cowboy hat. How’s that?”

      “We’re just sleeping.”

      “You hate people touching you. I never thought you’d jump in bed with someone, but good for you, getting over your whole PTSD thing.”

      “It’s not that. I’m not over it. Do you remember the night I spent in Nathan’s bathroom?”

      “You were with him?”

      I nodded and shrugged. “No nightmares. Nothing happened other than me kind of freaking out and overdosing and him kind of saving my life. After that, I passed out on top of him, but nothing… Anyway, no nightmares. So when he was staying here, I asked if I could sleep under his bed, but he wasn’t interested until…”

      “He saw your nightmares up close and personal. That explains the guilt. I thought he smelled guilty, but why? Because you tried to get him to help you but he passed, so it was his fault you were acting all possessed with the freaky eyes and hurting yourself, frothing at the mouth and all that stuff.”

      “Ew. Thanks for the descriptors.”

      “So you’re not screwing him. Good. I wasn’t going to say anything, but he’s not dating material. Also, it’s not healthy to sleep with someone when you’re in love with someone else.”

      “Why wouldn’t you say anything? With you it’s always about not screwing around.”

      “Yeah, but that’s me. It’s my addiction, my weakness. For you not connecting is your issue. Mine is opposite. You’re not going to like sex so much you’re going to go from one gross guy to another. I can’t believe you actually stay that close to some gross guy for an entire night. Has he tried anything?”

      “Last night I was having a hallucination and he pulled me back down. Does that count?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, it doesn’t. Are the hallucinations getting worse?”

      “Not at all. They’re actually getting much nicer.”

      “In what way?”

      “Every way. I think that my monsters are mutating as I grow and mature. I expected you to freak out about me sleeping with Abe.”

      She shrugged. “He’s not going to hurt you.”

      “But he’s still not datable? Not that I disagree with you. He’s still ew and can’t have a conversation without trying to blackmail you. Happily our conversations are pretty much nonexistent. He did want to talk about my hallucination last night.”

      “You don’t talk about those.”

      “Nope, I don’t. He gets really pouty when he doesn’t get his way. Must be an only child.”

      “You don’t know anything about him?”

      “Nope. I’ve never even seen him without his hat. I’m a little bit worried about mom being home. Not that I don’t miss her, but she would definitely not be so cool about me sleeping with him. It’s the nicest thing to not have nightmares. It’s like I can actually function like a normal human during the day.” Or maybe it was Met, seeing him, touching him, sitting next to him every day…

      She nudged me. “That’s new for you. It’s cool though. Make the most of it. He’s definitely not going to stick around forever. Man, this weather is perfect. I’m almost glad I walked.” She took my hand and swung it between us.

      I let her touch me because if I could sleep with some gross guy and have no nightmares, I could definitely hold her hand. It was tough though. I lasted a block before I subtly disentangled our fingers.

      At school, I saw Met when I came out of my English class. I beamed at him and took his hand, unable to stop myself until his fingers were curved around mine. Ever since Jax touched me, I’d been waiting for his touch to take the edge off hers.

      “Good morning,” he said with a smile, squeezing my fingers. “You look happy today.”

      “It’s been a really great week. Thank you so much for last night. You were so great. Do you want to do it again sometime?” Please say yes. Please say yes.

      He laughed and dropped my hand to run it through his brown hair. “Definitely. I think I’m going to make a habit of it. I was doing research again. How do people do those things? There was this one video where this girl was spinning around on top of this guy’s head. Crazy.”

      I laughed and bounced on my toes, fighting the urge to take his hand and dance with him right there in the middle of the hall. “Crazy. We’ll start a little less exciting than that.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? Whatever you say, coach. Same time tonight?”

      “Can it be a little earlier? I have to do movie night with the kids.”

      “Are you going to invite me?”

      I stared at him. “Um, sure. We could dance right after school and then you could come over for dinner and movies. With my family.”

      “Great. It’ll be fun to hang out. See you at lunch, El.” He raised a hand then turned and walked off, gripping his books like he was afraid he’d drop them.

      I sighed and watched him walk away.

      “You’re dancing with him?”

      I whirled around and there was Abe, his face grumpier than usual. Maybe he’d resented chasing my hallucinations in the middle of the night. Like I’d made him. I was perfectly capable of chasing my own. Still, it had been nice of him to go check on things when I insisted on finding out what the roar had been. He’d heard that, but he said he hadn’t found anything.

      “How did you hear that from way down the hall?”

      He smiled a lazy smile that didn’t echo the scowl in his eyes. “You communicate with your whole body, Pill. So, you’re dancing with him? Where?”

      “We just did an audition yesterday in the woods.”

      “That explains it.”

      “What?”

      “Why you were late to the studio. The forty-year-old would rather put his hands on you than your dad. Creep. How do you not stab him?”

      “I don’t stab people.” I smiled a little bit and cocked my head while I studied him. I hadn’t stabbed anyone for ages. “You look terrible. Sorry I messed up your sleep. I was going to say my mom’s coming home tonight, so you’ll be able to enjoy your space.”

      “You won’t have nightmares if she’s there?”

      I shrugged and glanced around like someone would be interested in our conversation. No one was. It was nice that teens were so self-absorbed.

      “No, I’ll have nightmares, but she’s way more uptight than my dad. He’d probably give me a lecture or something if he found us together, but my mother would slice off your boy bits.” I made a snipping gesture and grinned widely.

      His eyes widened for a second before he shook his head. “You do know how to paint a picture. I’ll risk it, but I understand if you don’t want to explain to your mother about us.”

      The way he said that, ‘about us,’ left me staring after him while he walked off. Those words were a cloud that passed over the otherwise idyllic sunshine of my world. There was no ‘about us,’ was there?

      At lunch, I kept glancing at Met. Should I tell him about sleeping with Abe? He hadn’t said anything about his own sexual preference or whatever. He could be doing crazy stuff, and I’d never know.

      Like that look exchanged between him and Vincent, it could be about an orgy or something. Would they invite me? Not that I wanted to go. Vincent? Ew.

      “I’ll be there at four,” Met said while he unwrapped a stuffed pastry.

      “Four? Oh. Do you have something to do first?”

      He smiled and bit into the gooey thing.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Something secret?”

      He chewed slowly then shrugged. “I’m going to the hospital.”

      I blinked at him. “Oh, your friend in a coma? Do you need company?”

      He covered my hand with his warm, enormous one. “Thanks for the offer. No thanks. See you around four at the usual place?”

      I nodded and exhaled when he pulled his hand away. Did he know how much I didn’t hate him touching me? There was that word again on the tip of my tongue. I had to stop. I loved him, but he didn’t need to hear it. I was way too annoying.

      He got up and walked through the cafeteria. I stared at him every step of the way.

      “You look at him like that, but you’re sleeping with someone else. Funny that your hypocrisy doesn’t kick you in the face.”

      I gasped and stared at Vincent Shade. “What are you talking about?”

      “I am a creature of the night. I notice comings and goings.”

      “At my house? Wait, Jax? You’ve been seeing Jax?” I half stood and leaned over the table threatening him.

      He pushed me down, his palm on my forehead. Ew, so gross. “Not interested in that one. Sheila lives just down the road from you. You should get to know your neighbors. So, about this…”

      I shook my head and got my stuff together before I hurt him very, very badly. “How is that your business?”

      “He’s my friend.”

      “He’s my friend, too. That’s all. I’ve made my interest clear and he’s always treated me with one hundred percent respect and niceness, zero percent anything else. The Abe thing doesn’t mean anything.”

      “No? Then why are you running away? You tell him everything, at least everything else.”

      “No, I don’t. There’s tons of stuff I keep bottled up inside. I just tell him the easy stuff.”

      “It’s easy to be in love with someone?”

      “It’s easy to tell someone who isn’t real.”

      “Met’s real.”

      I shook my head. “I know, but I’m not, we aren’t. Are you going to tell him?”

      “I already did.”

      I whirled around and stared at him, heart pounding, stomach churning. I was going to kill him. I was going to rip him apart and stab him through the throat into the table.

      He cocked his head while he studied me. “Joking. You really don’t want Met to know about your cowboy. Maybe you should do something before your lover decides to share the good news.” He turned and sauntered off, taking the time to flirt with a long-haired brunette with pale skin and bright red lipstick.

      I ran a hand over my face. I could give up Abe, no sweat, but having nightmares again…Mr. Night and his ever refrain… I shuddered and headed to class.
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      “So, what happened last night?” Vincent was waiting at my locker after school looking particularly soulful and wan.

      “You were there.”

      “Not for the part where you confronted her. Did she try to kill you or turn into a puddle of terror?”

      I swallowed and pulled out my books, unable to hide my smile. “She tried to soothe the scared wild animal. It was the strangest thing to have her pat my face.”

      “She touched you? She actually touched you, not like stab you or try to kill you?”

      “No. I thought she’d mention something about seeing a monster last night.”

      “But then she’d have to mention the guy she’s sleeping with.”

      I scowled at him. “She was wearing pajamas.” They weren’t thick enough though, just a soft t-shirt and shorts. Where were her bright flannel pj’s?

      “She doesn’t want you to know about him. She really doesn’t want you to know about him. She went from happy unicorn girl to homicidal devil child in a matter of seconds when she thought I’d told you. I did tell you, but don’t tell her. She’s scary.”

      I shook my head and stepped outside in the perfect fall day. I inhaled deeply and smiled at the sky. “She is scary. She told me not to be afraid. I am though. What if I hurt her?”

      My smile faded but didn’t entirely disappear, at least not until after I’d said good-bye to Vincent and went to the hospital in Huntsville. My false mother was there. She stood outside Garrett’s room talking to the nurse about his condition. Of course she did.

      She was my guardian, my protector, sent from the queen to protect my blood from the curious humans. I’d told her that Garrett hadn’t seen anything, that it had been an honest accident, but suspicion was part of her DNA. If he ever came out of his coma, she’d be there to kill him if he was a threat. I hated her so much.

      “How is he doing?” I asked her, going directly to the source of my discontent with a concerned frown that she responded to by putting an arm around my shoulders. She had to reach up to do so, but I played the vulnerable child. Revolting, particularly when the scent of death hung on her breath.

      She left me to go into Garrett’s room on my own. I replaced the flowers I’d brought, mums and lilies taken from ditch banks. Garrett was everything Met would have been, alive and wild, foolish and kind. I sat on the chair and studied his silhouette, tubes coming out of his throat.

      “Miss you, man. Felicity could use a boyfriend. Things aren’t the same without you. Not the same, but things aren’t quite so bad. There’s this girl.” I smiled as I remembered her touching my lips. That was not a healthy human reaction to have in the face of a dangerous monster. It was delightful though. I chatted about other things, my car choking in third gear, applying for colleges, that kind of thing, then I got up and pressed my hand over his forehead.

      I tried to reach him, to push past the darkness and shadows, but as always, he stayed just out of reach. I pulled back and curled my fingers. Maybe if I wasn’t wearing a skin… I shook my head and left.

      Met’s false mother was waiting by my car. “You are a dutiful friend,” she said.

      “I can’t reach him. Shouldn’t I be able to reach him?”

      “He’s a human, not one of our kind. You shouldn’t waste your time.”

      “You’re here to visit someone you despise and I’m wasting my time? At least I care about him.”

      She smiled and nodded, with all outward appearances the sympathetic mother. “This girl, you should stay away from her and her family. They’re a mess.”

      “Really? A mess? That’s unexpected coming from you. A waste of time, yes, but a mess? I thought you liked things messy.”

      She smiled a slightly more authentic smile, but it only made me feel cold. I did not want to know what those teeth had ripped apart. “You enjoy the balance. She will tip it.”

      “Which direction?”

      She shrugged. “With her succubus sister and slayer mother, who can say?”

      The woman wanted me to get closer to El and her mess, particularly if it brought me openly out against the slayer El was sleeping with. If I stopped pretending to be human, she could lay Met’s mother’s skin to rest and return to her precious queen.

      I only tilted my head as though I’d consider her words and got into my car. Met’s dad hated it. He wanted to buy me something fast and sleek, something that would suit the son of a hot-shot lawyer, but this was the car I’d rebuilt with Garrett, the car we’d saved from demolition because he was sentimental about things like that. He’d taught me sentimentality.

      I was in a much more somber mood when I met El in the clearing. I still smiled when I saw her working on steps in the freshly raked clearing, her small feet leaving prints in the dirt.

      What would she say if I told her that I wanted her to sleep with me instead of Abe? I sat down and untied my shoes. It took her a minute to see me, but when she did, she danced over to me with a smile so bright, it made me ache.

      “You made it.”

      “Sorry I’m late.”

      “No, you’re perfect. I mean, I’m just happy you’re here. To dance, not because of any other reason.” She shook her head and tried to not smile quite so much, or linger when our hands touched.

      I wanted her to, but she managed to be very professional and both of us focused on serious steps instead of anything fun and wild. After dance practice, we headed to the house. Everyone was rolling out individual pizzas, and I got to make one. It was very lopsided, but Suzie told me that would make it taste better.

      During the movie, Suzie climbed onto one of my shoulders and perched there like it was her reserved seat.

      El said, “Suzie, he’s not a chair. Get off him.”

      “He doesn’t mind. Do you?” she asked, bending her head so she could stare into my eyes.

      “It’s fine, except a little bit uneven. El, do you want to sit on my other shoulder? It could be good practice.”

      The littlest kid took that as a personal invitation and climbed onto my lap then up my body until he was on my other shoulder.

      El had the funniest expression of exasperated amusement. I gripped an ankle in each hand and settled back into the couch so they could lean against the wall behind me.

      Afterwards, she walked me out to my car.

      “You’re too nice,” she murmured, twisting her hands together, probably so that she wouldn’t touch me.

      I took her hand and turned it over in my hands. So delicate and beautiful. “No, El. I can’t be nice enough. Good night. Be safe. Be happy.” I brushed her cheek with my fingers before I turned away, heart aching.
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      My mom was coming home. We were all too excited. We stayed up eating popcorn and watching movies when my dad came home from the Huntsville dance. By us being up, the little kids were passed out around the living room while Jax and I threw popcorn at each other. Percy had put himself to bed.

      My dad picked up the little kids and carried them to bed, but when he came back down, he made a fresh batch of popcorn and we kept watching movies, old John Wayne westerns for some reason even though Abe wasn’t around. I hadn’t seen him all afternoon. I’d been a little bit worried that he’d show up while Met was in my house, in the kitchen, joking with the little kids, helping roll out dough when James got tired, and completely ignoring Jax, like she was a piece of furniture, no not like that, but how most guys acted around me when they saw her. It was so weird, but not at all unpleasant.

      Anyway, we were all flopped out on the couch when mom drove up, maybe two-thirty in the morning, which wasn’t Friday at all, but we’d pretend. We got up and crowded out onto the front porch as she got out. Then my dad leapt off with the proper grace of his profession, and he was swinging her around in his arms while she laughed.

      They kissed for a long time while Jax and I rolled our eyes and took her bags out of the trunk, and dragged them inside. By then, they were done with their macking and came inside, arms around each other. Mom grabbed Jax in a big long hug which Jax returned with the kind of desperation she would never show anyone else.

      When it was my turn for a hug, mom made it quick and instead looked into my eyes for a long time, lingering before she nodded.

      “You look happy.”

      I grinned at her. “I’m pretty good.”

      “Hasn’t had a nightmare all week, and there’s a boy,” Jax said then ducked away when I tried to grab her.

      “A boy?” mom grabbed my arm and pulled me away from Jax.

      “He’s not gross.” I shrugged.

      “What boy isn’t gross?” My dad asked with a frown. “Abe?”

      “No. Absolutely not. He’s the guy who helped find Suzie.”

      “Ah.” My dad nodded. “Good kid. Are you two dating?”

      “No, she just follows him around school like a puppy, but he puts up with it.” Jax grinned at me, and danced away, but I twisted out of my mom’s grip and was after her, chasing her up the stairs yelling while she squealed and my dad yelled from downstairs to be quiet so we didn’t wake up the little kids.

      I went to bed in my bed and didn’t sneak out, but every time I almost fell asleep, my eyes would pop open. Mr. Night was waiting. We would have a wonderful family weekend, but not if I was bleary from not sleeping. Good sleep was so nice. Abe had said he wouldn’t mind if my mother caught us together.

      I threw back my blankets, grabbed my pillow and went out the window. I made my way along the porch roof, jumped onto the grass and went to the garage, like usual. I crept up the stairs, but halfway up, I heard voices. Abe had someone in his room. I took a few more steps. A woman? I shook my head as I crept up. There was something about that voice. The door was ajar. I stood outside of the room and heard my mother’s voice, sharp and decisive, cold and harsh.

      “You come to my home as a threat?”

      What the crap was she talking about? Was Abe a unibomber or something?

      “Your husband offered me a place to stay. I go to school with your daughters.” He sounded so unemotional.

      “Jasmine isn’t a danger to anyone. You have no business here.” I’d never heard her sound quite so aggressive.

      I could almost hear Abe raising his hands in surrender. “That’s not the kind of game I’m after.”

      She paused. “The Vampire? He’s ancient, but hardly a threat, not in the valley of balance.”

      What the crap? Vampire?

      “Nothing so common.”

      Because vampires were so common. I must be having a dream segment. I pinched my arm. Ow. Not that my dreams didn’t hurt.

      She sighed. “We came here to keep our daughters safe from threat from either side. They’re doing well here, particularly Eleanor. I’ve never seen her so calm and content. Even Jasmine is more relaxed, less hungry. She needs this. We all do. I won’t have you threatening the peace that we’ve worked so hard to find. If you disrupt the balance…” The threat was heavy in her voice. Goosebumps popped up on my arms.

      “You’re here for both of your daughters? What about El’s nightmares? There’s something dark in them, something possessing her. What is it?”

      I held my breath. Was this real? I rubbed my arms. I was suddenly very cold. Could Mr. Night be real? Could my hallucinations not be hallucinations?

      “We don’t know. No one does. She can’t know how much darkness is in the world, or it gets worse. Being confronted with the truth makes her spiral. Her mental health is extremely delicate.”

      “She must have seen Jasmine sucking the life out of someone.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “How could she not know what she was seeing?”

      “She has defense mechanisms that help her cope. Why are we talking about Eleanor? She’s none of your concern. Why are you so interested?”

      “Methuselah Barrow is the name he uses. He’s interested in Eleanor, very interested.”

      “He keeps the balance. His reputation is what brought us here.”

      Wait, what? Met was interested in me? Yes, there was definitely something wrong with me because at the thought of those strong hands holding mine, the rising panic and icy cold faded, leaving me feeling almost normal again.

      “You’re one of the best slayers out there,” Abe said.

      Slayers? My mother? Well, if there were monsters, there should be slayers. That was logical. Was I about to have a psychotic break? Was I still breathing? I checked my pulse. Rapid, but not out-of-control. Met danced with me. He was the reason we were here. He would keep the peace no matter how much Abe disliked him. It explained so much while not explaining everything. Met touched me and I felt okay. He was special. He was something that brought peace and harmony to everything, no matter how dark and unstable they were. He was why Nathan hadn’t kept bothering Jax. He was the reason the music I heard was always springtime instead of horror. He had soaked into my skin enough to leave a residue of sanity that I clung to no matter what my mother said.

      “You have your own reputation, Cowboy. One or two excellent fighters aren’t enough to stand against the evil that hunts us. I will keep my family safe. Eleanor has her medication, her coping mechanisms, but she can’t face reality without…” She trailed off ominously. Without what? I had vague missing pieces of my life, like I couldn’t remember the last few days before we’d moved this last time. Would I forget this too? “I won’t let you jeopardize her mental health,” she finished.

      One could say, ‘what mental health?’ If she was right, if I couldn’t cope with facing the truth of the darkness, I shouldn’t push it. I turned and headed down the stairs. If it was real, if my mom and Abe were slayers, then did that make the hallucinations real? Had I actually killed Mr. Night? Why wouldn’t he stay dead? I should ask her how to kill him, but I’d have to talk about my nightmares. My heart started pounding harder.

      I took a firm step down and it creaked really loudly. I turned around and the next second Abe and my mother were peering down at me.

      “Honey, what are you doing here?” My mother sounded so normal, so nice, not like the kick-butt slayer of five seconds ago.

      I shook my head. Was I going to forget about slayers and vampires any second? Was it my pills that made me forget? They made me numb. I’d stopped taking them since my hallucination turned soft, fuzzy, and beautiful instead of Mr. Night and his shadow men. My breathing ratcheted. If he was real, if he was really possessing me, in my head, twisting my dreams, then he could be taken out of my head, right?

      “I don’t know,” I said, feeling dizzy. I couldn’t forget. I couldn’t lose it in a panic that washed away the memories. Met. We were safe here. He kept the balance. He could chase away every dark thing. Just thinking about him helped. Whatever he was, he was good, better than good.

      My mother came down the stairs, her face concerned. Her arms were bare and I noticed the scars and bruises that were really weird even for a professional stuntwoman.

      “What happened to your arms?”

      I knew that her husband, Jax’s father was abusive, and she’d had to leave him, and that’s why we were living on the street when our dad rescued us all, but still, the bruises looked recent. Was she really out there slaying zombies and stuff? Deep breath. Met wouldn’t let any zombies eat my brains. Okay, the idea of zombies was just silly.

      “You know the story, sweetheart. Are you okay? Did you have a nightmare and were looking for me?”

      I stared at her. “Yeah. I guess. But I didn’t know you’d be here. Why wouldn’t you wait until morning to meet Abe? That makes no sense. Nothing makes sense.”

      My mother grabbed my arm and pulled me up the stairs towards Abe’s room. Once we got there, she led me to the couch and sat down next to me.

      “What doesn’t make sense?” Her eyes were hazel, a nice between color that none of us kids had. Jax’s were too dark, mine too light, everyone else’s too something else.

      I shook my head and turned to look at Abe. He had his hat on. He held a knife in his hands. I blinked and it was gone. I ran a hand over my forehead. I was shaking too much. I was on the brink of panic. I could feel it. Met. Met with his dark eyes, Met with his slow smile, Met letting the kids sit on his shoulders and giving me a glance that wrapped around me like a warm blanket.

      “Nothing. I just didn’t expect to see you in here. Are you having an affair with Abe?”

      My mother snorted and rubbed my head.

      One second I’m balanced, thinking of Met, and the next, her touch set me off. I punched at her and kicked, needing space from whatever was on her skin, a residue that filled me with panicked terror.

      My mother backed off, hands raised while I curled up on the opposite side of the couch, clenching my fists and trying to keep the memories, the reality. Met. Where was he right now? He loved chicken. And cookies. He was so beautiful with those dark eyes that were always smiling, except on the rock when he wanted to know if I had a terminal illness. Met. I wasn’t going to lose any memories of Met. I wouldn’t. I took deep even breaths, forcing my hands to relax. I put my head between my knees and stared at the beige carpet while I tried to breathe.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Abe asked.

      “She was taken when she was eleven, fifteen days in the hands of a… psycho.”

      I shuddered. So, that had really happened, only with monsters. I was going to pass out. No. Met. Met pulling me away from Jax. Met stepping in to save Nathan. Met keeping everything in this place balanced.

      “Her scent is all over this room,” my mother said, her voice farther away.

      I raised my head and she was glaring at Abe.

      He shrugged and met my eyes. There was something in them, horror, like the way he’d looked the night he’d helped with my nightmare. “She’s been using me as her dream-catcher. I keep the nightmares away. That’s why she came here, because I help her sleep.”

      Surely my mother would freak out about that, but instead she studied him for a long time then nodded. “Then you can keep her tonight, help her calm down. She lets you touch her? You’re not disgusting to her?”

      “Gross, but not as bad as some,” he said giving me a slight smile.

      I winced because they were just standing there, talking about me like I wasn’t there. I couldn’t think about that thing I couldn’t remember. Met. Met putting me on his feet to dance around the clearing, spinning around while he held me, his goodness soaking into me warmer than sunshine.

      My mother came over to me and I shrunk away from her. I didn’t want her to touch me and I couldn’t control myself. She crossed her arms. “We’ll talk more in the morning. If this boy helps you sleep, I’m glad that he’s here. Goodnight, sweetheart.” She turned and left the room, closing the door firmly behind her.

      I stayed in my corner of the couch shaking and trembling, clinging to memories of Met and my sanity.

      “Hey, El, you okay?” Abe squatted in front of me, elbows resting on his knees while he peered at me with his sad eyes.

      “Go away.”

      He smiled, but his eyes stayed sober. “Where do you want me to go? Should I sleep in your bed inside? I could do that.”

      “What’s wrong with her? Why would she tell you that?”

      “To sleep with you? Yeah, she’s a little bit crazy to trust her precious daughter with a teenaged boy.”

      “About me being kidnapped. Why would she tell you about that? We don’t talk about it with anyone. It doesn’t help to talk about it. It just makes it worse. Why would she tell a complete stranger something that intimate about me? It makes no sense, and those scars.”

      “You’re right. She didn’t have the right to tell me about that stuff. It’s your business. I guess I owe you a terrible secret that’s none of yours.”

      He reached up and lifted his hat off his head. His hair was close-cut and he looked kind of cute, at least until he turned his head and I saw the scars, the rippling skin, red running to pale pink on the knotted flesh.

      My stomach roiled. I covered my mouth with my hand while I dragged my eyes away from those scars to his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      He sighed and ran a hand over them. “Yeah. My parents died in the fire.”

      “Those are burn scars?” They looked like claws. Monster claws.

      “Burns and lacerations from falling debris.” He was lying to keep me from spiraling. I could appreciate that. He put his cowboy hat back on. “Okay, or do you want to hear more horror stories of life on the street after my parents passed?” Slaughtered by monsters.

      I slipped off the couch and knocked him down onto the floor. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on while I cried against his chest. What was I doing? He kept me from the nightmares that weren’t nightmares. I didn’t want to think about his sad story, I just wanted to make it better. Not sure how almost strangling him would help, but Jax needed me to touch her sometimes to help with her darkness.

      He sighed before his arms came around me and he started patting my back. “Is this okay? If you don’t like me touching you, or want me to touch you a particular way, like poking you or rubbing, or just holding, let me know.”

      “I should ask you why you’re being nice, but I don’t want to know about the blackmail you have in store for me.”

      “Probably not. Do you mind if we do this on the bed? Sleeping on the bathroom floor really messed with my back.”

      I sighed. “The bed is okay. I guess. I really thought she’d chop off some of your body parts.”

      “Sorry that you’re disappointed. People can surprise you.”

      He sat up and with a grunt made it to his feet, still hanging onto me, which was good because I wasn’t letting go of him. He threw us both onto the bed. I banged my forehead on his chin.

      “Ow.”

      “Yeah, Ow. Ellie, do you mind letting me go long enough for me to get in my pajamas?”

      “You couldn’t say that on the floor before your chin gave me a concussion?”

      He laughed. “I guess not. Well?”

      I sighed and rolled off him. I curled up in a ball under the blankets until he came back in soft pajamas. I didn’t notice that he took off his hat until morning. I woke up in a tangle of limbs and sheets. My head rested on his chest, and his deep even breathing was as steady as his pounding heart. I opened my eyes and across the room was his bag. Was he really a slayer? The thought didn’t even make my heart pound. I hadn’t lost it last night. He probably had knives and guns inside the black fabric. Maybe I could borrow something to kill my hallucinations for good.

      He drawled, “Morning. Are you going to sleep in or can I get up?”

      I sat up abruptly. That’s when I saw that he had no hat. I gaped at his head and pointed at it. “You lost your hat!”

      He laughed and pulled down my hand. “It’s rude to point. You weren’t looking at my scars. Do you want to see them in the light of day?”

      I blinked at him. “Do you want me to?”

      “I don’t mind.”

      I shook my head and turned away from him. “You aren’t a curiosity. Your pain shouldn’t be on display for anyone.” Monsters had given him those scars. I wasn’t even hyperventilating. I wasn’t going to talk to him about it, no, that would probably send me over the edge, but right now, I was doing okay. Knowing Met made everything possible.

      He took my hand, holding it firmly. It wasn’t very ick at all. “Look, you’ve got issues; so do I. We sleep together. That seems like the basis of some kind of friendship.”

      I turned to frown at him. “You don’t do friends.” Why was that? He didn’t try to connect with anyone; it was like he knew he was only passing through. That’s how I usually was, because connecting meant touching, and I hadn’t been able to do much of that, not since Met. He gave me a higher tolerance for touching everyone.

      “You could use a friend like me.”

      I stared at him. Because he was a slayer? Because I had nightmares that needed slaying and I couldn’t kill them myself? “And the blackmail?”

      He let go of my hand and leaned back. “No blackmail.”

      “Yeah, there is. I can see it on the tip of your tongue, just dying to fall off.”

      He grinned at me. “Stop seeing the big guy and his friends, and I’ll take care of your nightmares and hallucinations. I’ll be like your big brother.”

      I let myself look at him, the tattoos on his neck, wonder, face-cards, dandelion puffs, mushrooms and stars. His skin was lighter and more coppery than Suzie’s and James’s. We could adopt him just like the rest of us, Jax the succubus, Percy the… what was he? Suzie, a ninja, and James, so wise.

      I shook my head. “He’s the first person I’ve ever liked.” Met, what was he? How could he be a monster and so good? Maybe he was a werewolf.

      “You don’t know anything about him.”

      “You think I know about you? You’ve shown me your scars so I’d trust you, not because you want to be known.”

      He scowled at me. “Why do you make this so hard?”

      “How would you feel if you went through your whole life hating every single time anyone touched you? Do you know how many times people touch me every day? My family? I hate hating it, and then one person I don’t hate. One person in the entire world, he’s like a miracle. You want me to throw away my miracle for what? You’re going to be on your way whenever you get what you came here for, or are you suggesting that we adopt you? You want to stay with me forever, Abe?”

      His scowl darkened and he shook his head. “I could help you. I could destroy all your hallucinations if you made certain to stay by me. Once they were eliminated, you wouldn’t need anyone to keep the nightmares away. Maybe you’ll always hate touching people, I don’t know, but just because you don’t hate a guy touching you, doesn’t make him a good guy.”

      I stared at him, his eyes brown, but hard. He had that hardness my mother possessed. He could destroy my hallucinations because they weren’t hallucinations. The panic started spreading through my chest. I couldn’t keep talking about this, thinking about it.

      I swallowed. “Thanks, Abe. I appreciate the sentiment, but you can’t fix me, even if I stop hanging out with people you don’t like. Thanks for sleeping with me. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate that. See you later.”

      I left the room, closing the door firmly behind me. I leaned against it while my heart pounded and my head ached.

      What was I supposed to do? Think, Ellie. First, get dressed, eat breakfast, and then get answers from an indifferent source.

      The vampire. Could Vincent Shade possibly be an actual vampire? One way to find out, actually, no idea how many ways to find out, but I would try one. Mostly just asking.
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      I knocked on the door of the immense house in the shadows of the ancient oak trees. I had my backpack and all my special interrogation equipment inside. The door swung open leaving me to peer into the dark interior. It was just like one of those movies where the door swings open on its own. What the crap was I doing there? I’d left a message with Met. He’d keep me safe. Maybe.

      “What do you want, unicorn girl?” Vincent was not in a good mood if his voice coming out of the shadows was any indication. Still, he sounded whiny and irritable, not ominous and terrifying.

      I gripped my backpack and smiled. “Hey, Vince. I wanted to talk about Met, but if you’d rather I come back later, or never…”

      “I’m up, thanks to you. Come in. If you dare,” he added like he needed to up the drama.

      “I definitely dare,” I said, stepping into the foyer. Because I was an idiot. No. Vincent was Met’s friend. He wouldn’t hurt me. The door swung closed behind me, making me jump.

      I turned to stare at the guy who stared back. He looked old, like forty. Oh. He was probably Vince’s dad, you know, if he wasn’t a vampire.

      “Hi. I’m Eleanor from Vincent’s school.”

      “Good morning. Can you see yourself out, or do you need me to be here to open the door for you?”

      I stared at him. He had a weird way of speaking, kind of blurring the words together so it was hard to understand him. I found myself leaning closer to him but then Vince stepped between us, so close that I stumbled back so I wouldn’t accidentally touch him. He was so much ick. If I’d lost it on my mom last night, what were the odds I wouldn’t go all feral if he put one of his hands on me?

      I went ahead of him through a large doorway into a massive room with a fireplace flickering on the end. This was so stupid. If he was an evil vampire, he wouldn’t help me, would he? One way to find out. Why did I keep thinking that? There were lots of ways, like him drinking all my blood and burying my body in the backyard. So many ways.

      “What do you want to know?” he asked while he went towards the fireplace. He was wearing a robe and silk pajama pants. The front of the robe was open, showing his pale chest. The long drapes covered all the windows so you’d never know it was morning. If he wasn’t a vampire, he was verifiably loony.

      “I have a list of questions. Can I sit?”

      He gestured to the green velvet couch in front of the fireplace. I went over to it, trying to walk normally. I was wearing heels and a short skirt, denim so not too girly, not that I didn’t wear tulle sometimes. But heels instead of boots was probably a mistake. No, this would be fine.

      I sat down and put my backpack beside me. I leaned forward so the wide v-neck of my dad’s pink cashmere sweater slid off my shoulder. I picked up a piece of paper and waved it around.

      “I hope you don’t mind if I ask a few questions that I thought would be really helpful for Met and my friendship. You know him better than anyone and can definitely…” I kept waving the papers around until I got a good nick.

      Ow. The paper cut on my neck was deep enough that the wet of blood was almost immediately on my skin. I kept watching Vincent Shade.

      He didn’t react except that he went completely still. People didn’t go still like that. I stared into his eyes and I knew that those unblinking orbs had been dead for a very long time.

      When he moved, I didn’t even see him. One second he was in his chair beside the fire the next he was on me, knocking me back against the green velvet fabric while he hovered over me.

      His gaze was on mine instead of my neck where I could feel the blood sliding over my skin towards the fuzzy couch.

      I smiled widely. “You are a vampire.”

      He blinked before a smile came to his mouth, slightly flirty, how he looked at stupid girls who thought he was cute in spite of his ewness. “You aren’t going to fight me? Pity. Then again, compliance has its own pleasures.”

      He lowered his face to mine, but before he made contact I said, “Met is meeting me for breakfast in half an hour.”

      He froze, a fraction from my mouth. “Why is that?”

      “In case anything happens to me he can kill you, or do whatever he would do to you if you hurt me.”

      He eased off me until he was lounging back, still on the couch next to me, but not touching me. He hadn’t touched me that whole time. How had he knocked me back without actually touching me? No idea. “What would he do? Do you know?”

      I shook my head. “That’s not important. I don’t care that you’re a vampire either as long as you keep your ickness off me, I just want to know how to kill an embodied nightmare.”

      He blinked at me. “Excuse me? Are we having the same conversation?”

      I leaned closer to him. “I’ve killed him half a dozen times, but he never stays dead. There has to be a way to keep him dead, keep him out of my dream. Tell me. You’re supposed to be ancient or something.”

      He stared at me like I’d just sprouted an extra head. “You’ve decided that I must be a vampire, and Met is probably something, but you only want to know how to kill a nightmare? Are you not human?”

      I shrugged. How much would I have to tell him? How much could I tell him before I started to spiral? “I don’t know. That’s not important. Can you help me?” I took a shaky breath and squeezed my eyes shut, thinking of Met. I’d see him as soon as I got out of here. If I could destroy the hallucination, I wouldn’t need to sleep with Abe and I could face all the monsters in the world without going insane. I looked at Vincent levelly. “I need to kill him. I don’t know if you can sleep, or if you dream anything other than nightmares, but it sucks. Also the killing something that won’t stay dead.”

      He steepled his hands in front of him. “What are your methods and how does your hallucination appear?” He gestured and the older guy came in with a tray, a wine goblet filled with something that wasn’t wine, and a roll of gauze. “Clean yourself up, if you’d be so kind. I’m not the only thing here that enjoys fresh libations. Please, describe your past attempts at exsanguination.”

      I picked up the gauze and started wrapping it around my neck. “I never drained all the blood out of him, just normal killing stuff. Is that necessary? The first time, I was twelve. That was just lucky. I stabbed him through the eye with a pair of shears.”

      “How deep?”

      “All the way to the handle.” I winced as I remembered the rush of dark liquid over my hand. It had definitely felt real, sticky, so dark.

      “How long did it keep him away?”

      “A month before the nightmares started again.”

      He nodded thoughtfully and took a long sip of liquid that left a stain of red on the corners of his mouth. “I can’t tell you what you want to know.”

      “You don’t know how to kill it?”

      He tilted his head as he studied me over the blood in his goblet. That’s when I knew that he was going to blackmail me like Abe. He smelled like blackmail. “I’d have to do research, it’s true, but the real issue is that you are trying to learn the secrets of how to kill things which I consider my associates. What’s going to prevent you from using the skills I give you against me?”

      If he was anything like my nightmare, I should kill him. I tapped my fingers on my knees. I didn’t have a lot of time before I really had to meet Met. “Wouldn’t Met be sad if I killed you? I don’t want to make him sad.” That was true. Was it possible that my nightmare was friends with Met? The ideas was absurd. Met was everything my nightmare wasn’t. Met was…sanity and cookie crumbs, music and sunshine.

      He blinked at me. He hadn’t blinked for a long time. “All right. You’re in a hurry, so we’ll talk more later. Tonight, midnight, meet me in the Huntsville cemetery.”

      “What? You’re convinced that I’m not a danger that easily?”

      He shrugged. “You aren’t clearly on one side or the other, not with your sister…” He smiled slightly.

      I swallowed. I could say it. “The succubus. She’s not evil though, right? I mean, why would anyone have to kill her?”

      “As soon as she kills a man for his life force, the slayer will kill her for you. No, you aren’t going to harm me as long as I’m living according to Met’s rule of balance. I don’t kill anyone. In case you were curious. You really don’t seem to be.”

      He didn’t kill people. Of course he didn’t. Met wouldn’t be friends with a murderer. “I am curious, very, but right now I don’t have a lot of time and if I think too much about it, I’ll have a panic attack and then forget everything. Apparently. I can’t really remember. Right. Midnight in Huntsville’s cemetery. Do you want me to come alone?”

      “Ah, yes. That’s my condition. You may not tell Met about this darkness you wish to vanquish.”

      “Why?” Not that I’d been going to. I wanted to keep him on the side of sunlight and sanity in my head.

      He smiled. “That’s not my story to tell. He wants to live a normal life without anything complicated tainting his ideal world. He’s a pacifist, you know.”

      I blinked at him. “But he still keeps you from killing people?”

      He smiled. “Make certain your houseguest doesn’t follow you tonight.”

      I nodded and headed out of the room. The old vampire was still waiting behind the door. He opened it for me with a sneer on his thin lips.

      “Thank you. Thanks, Vince—” The butler guy slammed the door in my face leaving me outside. Okay then. I stood there for a second or two not hyperventilating, then realizing that I wasn’t breathing. I bent over my knees and took deep deep breaths before I realized I was still wearing gauze around my neck for a papercut.

      I headed down the sidewalk while I unwrapped it then licked my fingers and rubbed off the blood. It was probably too hot for the sweater, but I liked the soft thing that smelled so much like my dad, like a hug I needed after that extremely uncomfortable interview.

      I walked faster. Definitely should have worn my boots. I pulled off my heels and stowed them in my backpack. I jogged along, determined to get to the clearing where I’d asked Met to meet me, but maybe he was still sleeping and hadn’t gotten my text.

      I ducked into the woods off a street and got completely turned around. I was feeling a little bit panicked when a non-ick hand covered my arm. I whirled around and threw myself into Met’s enormous arms.

      He picked me up, cutting out the rest of his world with his constant strength and goodness. Maybe Met was a non-practicing slayer. Abe wanted him to get back into killing things, but he was a pacifist and wouldn’t kill vampires unless they went on bloody rampages and things. That made sense. Maybe it made sense because I had my face against his chest and everything made sense in that brief moment. He felt so good, so incredibly good it eclipsed absolutely everything else. There was no need to panic, not when Met held me close like I was something delicate and precious. I didn’t want him to ever let me go.
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      “Hey,” I said and gave her a long hug that wasn’t long enough before pulling away. She smelled like vampires. I wanted to throw her over my shoulder and take her into the deep dark woods and never bring her back. Instead, I pulled off her backpack and slung it over my shoulder. It would make me useful. Also, the feel of her bag against my back helped settle my skin.

      “Met, can I hold your hand?” she asked sounding kind of shy, worried I’d say no.

      I held out my hand and she snatched it close to her chest. “Sorry. I saw Vincent, and the whole vampire thing is just freaking me out.”

      I stopped walking and stared at her. “Vampire thing?” What exactly had Vincent done to her? She wasn’t supposed to know anything about the dark world or she’d suffer.

      “You know, where he pretends to be a vampire?”

      “Ah.” I nodded. She thought Vincent was pretending, but then why would her eyes be so big and her lips tremble. Her lips. Would they stop shaking if I kissed her? “Your text said that you were going to his house this morning. Why?” If I’d seen her text sooner, I would have stopped her.

      “In case he drank my blood and buried my body in the backyard.”

      I nodded because that made sense then shook my head because not really. “Why did you go to his house?”

      “He said that I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He said, ‘not my story to tell.’ So mysterious. He definitely has a knack for the theatrical. I hope you don’t mind if I kept breakfast simple, just croissants and fruit basically. The fruit is probably moosh by now.”

      Did she know that Vincent was a vampire or not? “Moosh sounds great. That is mysterious. What story could he be referring to?”

      She shrugged and held my hand tighter. She spoke lightly, but she smelled of fear. Not of me. No, she’d stroke my nose if she met me in the dark.

      “I don’t know, but if I suddenly disappear, you should probably search his basement or something.”

      I was going to kill Vincent for scaring her. No. That wouldn’t be balanced. I cleared my throat. “I don’t suppose you could stay out of his basement.”

      “I have no plan to be in his basement in the near future.”

      “Good to know. What about his attic?”

      “Does he have an attic?”

      “Oh, yes. It’s a massive house, probably has attics in its attics. I was surprised to see your text. I thought you’d be doing family stuff all weekend with your mom.”

      “Yeah, but I’m kind of angry at her. Sorry, I shouldn’t complain, but she works so much, and I can’t help but resent it. She adopts all these kids and then isn’t ever around to raise them. Not that dad isn’t great, he is, and not that it isn’t great that she can have a career or whatever, but she used to really stick at home with us, and it was pretty idyllic.” She sighed.

      “Parents should stay the same as when we were kids. I agree. My parents were perfect. Now my dad rarely comes home from the city and my mom, well, she’s in her own world. I meant to ask you, where are you from?”

      “All over.”

      “Did you ever live in Ohio?”

      “No.”

      “Hm. Maybe you’ll live there someday.”

      She laughed and whirled around to look up at me. “Do you want me to live in Ohio?”

      “Sure. What about Iowa? I kind of get them confused sometimes.”

      She shook her head. “Never.”

      “Then you clearly haven’t lived all over. Where did you move from last?”

      “Indiana.”

      “Okay. What about your birthday? How old are you?”

      She blinked at me. “I don’t know my birthday.”

      I stared at her. “You’re bad at dates? I can’t remember mine either.”

      She nudged me. “Insensitive. I was showing how sad I am, a little orphan who doesn’t know when she was born because she was picked up off the street by someone on the lam. Seriously, I’m still probably illegally living with my folks.”

      I studied her while I fought the urge to throw her over my shoulder and carry her off again. “That pisses me off.”

      She gave me a crooked smile. “Talking deep stuff on a Saturday morning?”

      “Not being able to know your birthday. Did you make one up?”

      “My mom celebrates the day she found me, May twenty-fifth. I’m probably eighteen or seventeen or nineteen.”

      A foundling? Maybe she was a dark fae beneath her skin. I cocked my head as I studied the way the sun played on her hair. “Probably? So you could be an older woman? I like that.”

      “Really? You always wanted to date a cougar?”

      I grinned really big. Maybe she was a wild animal under her skin. “Always. Let’s eat here. I’m hungry.”

      I sat down right there almost in a bush and opened her backpack, putting her heels to the side before I got out some papers. I hesitated when I saw the blood smeared on the edge. I wanted to taste it and see if she was something that wouldn’t die so easily. I shook my head and put it aside. Breakfast. No taking her away from the rest of the world. I pulled out the tablecloth, shook it out then started pulling out the containers holding fruit and croissants.

      “I should have brought some plates or something,” she said, looking uncomfortable.

      I smiled at her. “I’m beginning to think that you don’t plan picnic breakfasts on a regular basis.”

      “I wouldn’t want you to think I’m an inexperienced picnicker.” She sighed and leaned against the massive tree across from me. “It was such an incredible week, dancing with you, and more dancing with you. I can’t believe you agreed to it, and this. Are you really this nice? It must be your weakness, your Achilles heel, you just can’t say no to someone who wants to sit on your shoulder or make you dance.”

      “Or feed me breakfast.” I took a croissant and ate it, nibbling on it so it took a few bites to consume.

      She nodded and took one, scooping mashed fruit on the end before dripping it into her mouth.

      “So that’s how this is done. Fascinating.” I took a croissant and dipped it and ate. We did that, not talking until the croissants were finished and we had nothing to do but sit there, on the tablecloth, between the bushes and the tree. Really, this was a terrible picnic spot.

      I scratched my head. “I’d better go talk to Vincent, make sure that he isn’t planning on sucking out all your blood and burying your body somewhere.”

      She gasped and stared at me. “Oh. You have to go already?”

      I shifted. “No. I don’t have to.”

      She leaned closer and put her hand on my knee, her eyes shifting towards pink while her pale hair fell forward around her face. “We could dance.”

      I nodded. “We could. Not here. This clearing isn’t clear. At all.”

      “I got lost. How did you find me?”

      I’ve been following you as soon as I got your text. You were outside Vincent’s house licking the blood off your neck. “Luck, I guess. No, actually we’re quite close to the clearing and this is between there and my house.”

      “Oh. It’s very lucky, the way I’m always running into you.” She leaned closer, her hand on my knee and her hair swinging forward. She blinked and pulled away. “Sorry. I forget myself sometimes. I don’t want to offend you.”

      “By telling me you love me. It’s really nice. You don’t say it with strings attached. Felicity always said it like a debt, her love made me hers. Sorry, I shouldn’t talk about her. She’s a good person. I respect her and think she’s really fine.”

      El nodded vigorously. “She’s very smart. She gets great grades and looks really pulled together.”

      “Very. She is.”

      She sat there for a second before she stood with a nice smile, not a very real smile, but a nice one. “If you’re serious about dancing this morning, I think we should start on our first lift. Are you up to it?”

      I stood to my full height and towered over her. I touched her chin, lifting it up towards me. “I am up to anything.”

      She laughed and danced away, stuffing everything into her backpack before she headed through the trees. I followed her, not telling her she was going in the wrong direction, just kind of leaned her into a circle until she was headed the right way.

      After dancing, doing an extremely simple lift that was still very dangerous for her because it was so high from the ground, she headed home, waving one more time before leaving me alone. Not for long.

      I turned and loped through the woods. I didn’t have to go to his house because I caught his scent and followed. He was beside the train tracks. Where he was sitting, he could look down the hill and see her house. I crouched down beside him.

      He sighed and shot me an irritated glance. “She woke me up. I didn’t kill her. I didn’t even touch her. What more could you ask for?”

      “You made her bleed.”

      He shrugged. “She cut herself. On the throat. With a piece of paper. She wanted to find out if I was a vampire. Any other time of day, a paper cut wouldn’t do it, but at dawn, Met, at dawn.”

      “So, she does think that you’re a vampire, a real one? She knows about the supernatural world? How did she act? Did she freak out? You didn’t touch her?”

      His eyes darkened. “No. I almost kissed her before she told me she was meeting you. That was a strange thing. I wanted to see what she tasted like. At that moment, since you forbade me from having her blood, I thought… But she told me you knew where she was.”

      “And her scent led to your front door.”

      “And that.”

      “Why did she go to you?”

      “It’s not my story to tell.”

      “That’s what you told her about me.”

      “Did she say that?” He smiled slightly. “Tricky girl. She came to me for help. She wants some answers that only a dark creature like myself can give her.”

      “About her sister?”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “She should talk to me.”

      “No. You’re her hero. She doesn’t want to find out what you are. She is ecstatic that you’re dancing with her, if you can call that dancing, and she wishes for nothing more. She’s happy with what you give her. You don’t need to slay her dragons as well.”

      “She has dragons?” My mouth watered at the thought of a monster that hunted her.

      “We all have dragons. Well? Are you going to eat me? She doesn’t know what you are. She might not mind.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “She knows I’m a vampire, but her scent is all over you. She isn’t running away from you.”

      “You frightened her.”

      “Yes, but not the usual way. She’s a bit senseless, isn’t she?” He got up and patted my shoulder. “Reminds me of someone I used to know. I’m going back to bed. Unless you’re going to behead me or exsanguinate me.”

      “You use that word more often than necessary. I’m never going to drain you of all your blood unless it was required for an extremely complex rune. Let’s hope I don’t.”

      He shrugged and adjusted his jacket sleeves before he remembered he was a teenager and wasn’t wearing a jacket. “Have a pleasant weekend, Met. I intend to enjoy mine.”

      As long as he didn’t enjoy El. He hadn’t told me what I needed to know, namely what was after her. Why would a vampire kiss her? To shock her probably. If she couldn’t tolerate anyone touching her, she probably hadn’t kissed anyone. Having a vampire for your first kiss would be particularly awful. I would kill him. At the very least, I would rip off his lips. Kissing El belonged to someone else. Sometimes she’d look at my mouth and blush. Her mouth was so beautiful. What would she taste like? Too sweet. How could I stop tasting her if I ever started?
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      It was at dinner when I was passing the tomatoes to Jax that the conversation got nuts.

      My dad’s all, “We can go to the National Park up North after dinner. They have some amazing views of the valley.”

      And I’m like, “I’m going to the Huntsville drive-in without any of you.”

      Everyone stared at me. Attitude was Jax’s thing, but ever since that whole thing with the papercut, I was just slightly more screamy than usual. Can’t imagine why. No. Don’t think about monsters even though my mom’s a slayer and Jax is a legit succubus.

      “We could go to a drive-in movie,” my dad said with only a slight pause. “That sounds fantastic.”

      “If you go, I won’t.”

      My mother raised her eyebrows. When she spoke, it was in a low voice, non-confrontational. “I noticed that you haven’t been taking your pills.”

      That was it. I stood up, shoving my chair back. “Right, because if I’m feeling an emotion, what I need is some pills. Yeah. Shove some pills in her face because she’s having an opinion and doesn’t want to pretend that our family isn’t completely messed up. Right. I should just take a pill. I should take all the pills, right? Right?”

      I shouted right in my mother’s face. She didn’t even flinch. Man, she really was a slayer because I’d been really loud and a teenager should scare a parent. It scared me, how I felt, so angry so sudden, and so crazy frustrated, just like my hair had suddenly grown into my skull backwards and my brain couldn’t function. Was I going to lose my memories? Met dancing with me in the clearing. His hand on mine, his arms around me.

      I sat down breathing heavily.

      “Sure, honey, if you need to get away from the family for the evening, that’s fine.” My dad’s words were supposed to make me feel okay, but I just felt worse because I was acting like a monster.

      I shoved away from the table and went to my room. I threw myself on my bed and grabbed my notebook. I started figuring out choreography. The basic lift we’d tried that morning hadn’t gone quite as planned. He was so tall. Once I got up on his shoulder, it was fine, but the positioning was so awkward. What I needed to do was climb around on him and get used to how our bodies fit together.

      I groaned and put an arm over my eyes. Seeing how our bodies fit together? So subtle. Was I just being hormonal? Teenagery? Maybe I should take a pill.

      Jax came in the window. “Hey,” she said, throwing her legs over the ledge and closing the glass behind her. “What guy are you sneaking out to meet? Is it Met? Why would you need to lie about him? Dad likes him okay and mom doesn’t know him.”

      “No one. I just want to get out. Met isn’t dating me. We’re friends.”

      “Didn’t you have breakfast with him this morning after spending the night with Abe?” She poked my side.

      Ick. “Go away.” Succubus.

      “What are you choreographing?” She lay down next to me and nudged me over until I wasn’t almost falling off. “Cabaret? You found a partner that wants to do Cabaret with you? Oh, it’s Met, isn’t it? Poor guy. How’s it going?”

      I sat up and threw my notebook to the side. “What do you want, Jax? I want to go out by myself and pretend I’m normal. Is that so hard to understand? It’s not some guy I want to get all hot and heavy with. I don’t do that, okay? The chance that you’ll ever understand me is so incredibly slim it doesn’t even register. Not a blip of a chance. You’re just reminding me why I need to get away from this family.”

      She stared at the ceiling. “You aren’t usually mean. What happened?”

      I swung my legs off and got up. “Nothing. I’m fine. I’m just perfectly fine.” No, I wasn’t fine. She was a succubus. When she touched me, I could feel my life sliding out of me. It wasn’t sexual, but it was energy.

      She sat up and leaned over her knees, dark eyes pulling me apart, checking me for flaws. “You should take your pills. Mom spends a fortune on them.”

      I grabbed the door and whipped it open. “Right. Thanks for coming in to check on me. As you can see, I’m clearly fine.” I gestured towards the open door.

      She stayed there, just staring at me until I couldn’t take it. I left my room, slamming the door behind me. Percy was standing in the hall, his eyes big and his mouth tight.

      “Hey, Perce.”

      “Can I come to the drive-in movie with you?”

      I exhaled and crossed my arms. “You don’t want to hang out with mom?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve never been to a drive-in movie.”

      “I’ll take you next week.”

      “Are you meeting a guy?”

      I shook my head. “No. Guys aren’t interested in me like that. I’m not Jax.”

      “Met likes you. I think Abe does too.”

      I snorted. “No to the first and second. Met is just nice.”

      “Abe is too. He’s been teaching Suzie how to handle knives.”

      I stared at him. “He has?”

      He nodded. “She’s much more careful now than she was before.” Suzie always was kind of nuts with sharp objects.

      “That’s good, I guess?” I grabbed his shoulder and pulled him into a hug. He relaxed for a second and I fought down the ick. It wasn’t like Jax. If I could sleep with Abe, I could give my brother a decent hug.

      Finally, he ducked away. “I take it you don’t want me to go with you. Cool. Next week.” He turned and went to his room. I went downstairs and there was my mom on the couch reading stories to Suzie and James, like she’d used to do with me and Jax when we were little. It made my heart ache to see them like that, so happy and content wrapped around her like a couple of kittens.

      “I’m going now,” I said leaning against the doorway.

      “Ask your father which car he wants you to take,” she said without looking up from the storybook.

      “Sure.” I hesitated until she finished the story and looked up. “Sorry, Mom.”

      She smiled, all gentle and compassionate. She always had empathy. There wasn’t anything we could do that she didn’t understand. “It’s okay. Tomorrow we’re going to the National Park and we will do the whole hike and bike tour, so don’t get in too late.”

      I nodded. “Okay.” Except I would be late, because after the movie, I was going to swing by the cemetery. To hang with a vampire. Was I too stupid to live? Probably. Maybe I should bring a knife. I’d wear my unicorn horn, the sharp one I’d killed my hallucination with twice.

      My dad had me take Jax’s car, Rasputin. Just as well. I headed down the road, and followed the signs to Huntsville. It was a college town, not as small as Humphrey. I drove around for a little while, getting a feel for it, the college, the hospital, the shopping center, and then wandered aimlessly until I saw the sign for a cemetery. It was off the main road, and there were all these huge trees that made the road shadowy and dark. I drove around the cemetery until I felt like I wouldn’t kill myself trying to navigate the area in the dark, then headed back out the gates. The drive-in was on the other side of town, not really in Huntsville, and it was playing a horror flick. Just what I needed to get in the proper mood.

      I screamed like a girl a few times, but I heard some other shrieks when the psycho jumped out of the darkness so I didn’t feel too bad. It was actually kind of fun, just me doing my thing, eating all the popcorn without anyone else hogging it. I should date myself more often. I was awesome, totally datable. I nodded to myself and drank too much soda.

      After I visited the restroom when the movie was over, which was super creepy, this cement restroom in the middle of a field at night after a horror movie, I got in Rasputin and headed for the cemetery. When I pulled up at the gate, Vincent was sitting on the hood of a very black, shiny, expensive looking car. He was parked smack in the middle of the road beneath the wrought iron arch. He looked diabolical.

      I pulled up and rolled down my window, having to manually roll down the thing. “Hey, what’s up? Am I late?”

      “You came from the wrong direction.”

      “I went to the movie.”

      “Was it any good?”

      I shrugged. Would a vampire appreciate horror movies? “The bathroom was the scariest thing.”

      He smiled at me. “The night is young.”

      “But you aren’t.”

      He laughed. Ugh, he was creepy. How did girls ever think anything about him wasn’t super creepy?

      “Right. Can we get on with it? How do I kill him?”

      He nodded at me to park along the side of the road. I did and then got out. He was still sitting on the hood of his car.

      “Well?” I asked once I was close enough I didn’t have to shout.

      “I thought you were coming alone.” He moved faster than I could follow, one moment lounging on the hood of his fancy car the next ripping open Rasputin’s trunk and pulling out my gangly brother.

      “Percy?”

      He stared between me and Vince, his eyes ridiculously huge. “Hey, Ellie. You said you weren’t meeting anyone tonight. Who is this guy? You can do better than this.”

      Vincent raised his eyebrows. “Can she? Such confidence in your sister’s charms.”

      Percy scowled at Vincent. He was going to start kicking him in the shins or something. “Stay away from her. She’s already messed up enough.”

      “Thanks, Percy. Thanks tons.” I walked over to him and yanked him away from Vincent then dragged him to the passenger’s seat and pushed him inside. “What are you doing?”

      “What are you doing? Seriously, mom is going to kill you.”

      “I’m going to kill you if you ever breathe a word of this to anyone. Not a word. Swear it, Percy.” I held out my pinkie threateningly.

      He glared at me before he rolled his eyes and linked my pinkie with his. “I won’t tell anyone that you’re meeting some goth weirdo in the cemetery.”

      “Thanks.” I ruffled his hair and slammed the door on him. Hopefully he’d stay there. I walked over to Vincent where he was once more lounging on the car. He didn’t seem upset.

      “Sorry about that. My little brother is annoying.”

      “Siblings are disruptive. Is he going to cause problems? Maybe you should take him home and forget all about your cravings for vengeance.”

      “It’s not vengeance I crave but peace. If he’d leave me alone, I wouldn’t kill him.”

      “I’m curious, how is it possible for you to kill a creature like that, Eleanor?”

      I wrapped my arms around my body. “He gets distracted.” I had a hard time swallowing as I remembered Mr. Night’s breath on the side of my face as he smelled me.

      “Does he? You must be quite enchanting. I can’t see it, but my friend Harold, the one you met this morning, called you fetching.”

      I blinked at him. “Gross. He’s like forty.”

      “Four hundred.” He waved his hand dismissively. “But who’s counting? So he becomes lost in your charms, and you shove something pointy into his body cavities. You’d think he’d learn his lesson. Didn’t you say a half-dozen times you’ve killed him?”

      “Yes. Six. Once a year ever since…”

      “You’re going to need special equipment to do it.”

      “Like silver bullets? I could pack an antique musket. I’m sure they sell those on e-bay, and how hard would it be to steal the silver and melt it down?”

      He stared at me, waiting for me to stop blathering. “Not a weapon. You need a tool that will gather up all of his awareness into one point, specifically his body, so when you kill it, he dies instead of dispersing back into whatever dimension he keeps his extra parts. He must have limited strength to transport, or he’d haunt you more than once a year.”

      “Every night in my dreams.”

      “Every night and a physical manifestation once a year… really, you must have made an impression. You were eleven when it started? Remarkable. I don’t suppose you’d like to share details about what triggered it.”

      “It is so weird to hear you talk all posh when at school you’re so lame. You actually have a vocabulary. I was kidnapped. Can’t tell you anything about it because I don’t remember.”

      He nodded but frowned. “That’s a pity. If you could remember, you might be able to puzzle out why the creature is fixated on you. What about Eleanor Adams could transfix a creature like that? He’s quite the stalker if he’s in your dreams every night.”

      I shuddered and raised my hand. “I’m not going to listen to you admiring the tenacity of a stalker. It’s so wrong. So this tool, you have one lying around, or do I have to dig one out of the cemetery? I totally will, just tell me where to start. I’ll dig with my bare hands if I can get that nightmare out of my head.” I wouldn’t have to ever sleep with Abe again. That would be nice. Still, sleeping with Abe was a million times better than having Mr. Night and his shadow men in my head.

      He laughed, low and gross. “You don’t have to dig with your bare hands, but you will have to prevail upon a rather disenchanting creature found in the woods yonder.”

      “Your speech gets weirder and weirder. So this guy, he’s a vampire? Will he try to kill me?”

      “Not a vampire, and no, he will not hurt you. You must ask for the…” He hesitated, glancing at my car where Percy waited. “You might want to come back later.”

      “No. Now.” I wanted Mr. Night out of my head and dead as soon as possible.

      He nodded once. “You’ll have to follow me in your car.”

      He slid off the hood, so smooth and graceful. I watched him move kind of fascinated.

      He raised an eyebrow and winked at me. I made a face at him.

      “Not in your dreams.”

      “Vampires don’t dream.”

      “Lucky you.”

      He laughed and I saw a flash of teeth and tongue before I shook myself and walked over to the side of the road where Percy waited in Jax’s old white beater. The second I got in, Percy was all over me.

      “What was that, drugs? Is he a real drug dealer? What kind of drugs are you doing? Why? You’ve already got tons of drugs.”

      “Shut up, Percy. Seriously. Not drugs. It’s just…” How could I say this without it sounding insane? Hm. Maybe I didn’t have to try. I mean, Percy wouldn’t be surprised if I did sound completely nuts. “There’s this magic thing,” no idea what it was, “that’s supposed to keep nightmares away. So, this guy’s got this friend with a magic talisman so he’s going to hook me up.”

      He stared at me, his face expressionless. He shook his head slightly before slumping back against the seat. “Either you’re an idiot, or you think that I am. A magic talisman? Really, El?”

      I cranked on the engine and shoved it into drive. “This is why I didn’t want to tell you. How long have I had nightmares? I’m sick of it.”

      “I thought it was better since you’ve been sleeping with Abe.”

      I slammed on the brakes and he flew into the dashboard. He glared at me while I yelled at him to put on his seatbelt. Vincent got ahead of us on the dark road kind of far before I was able to get it together and catch up.

      “You’re the worst driver.”

      “And you are a stowaway. Stowaways don’t get to complain about the driver. Just pretend you aren’t here, okay?”

      He crossed his arms and slouched over, but this was all too much of a mess. I mean, here I had Percy, and when my mom… Oh crap. I slammed on the brakes again and pulled over, like anyone else would come along on the dark road. I pulled out my phone, and when I’d turned it on, eight messages from my mother.

      I called her. She answered after one ring.

      “Do you know where Percy is?”

      “Yeah. He stowed away in the trunk. I just found him. He about scared the life out of me after the freaky bathroom.”

      “Oh.” She was quiet for a minute. “He’s with you?”

      “Yep. We’re about to head home. Maybe I’ll stop and get him an ice cream or something at the 24-hour gas station. Not that I should reward sneakish behavior.” I made a face at him.

      He rolled his eyes.

      She inhaled deeply, like she hadn’t breathed for a long time. “He’s okay. Good. Take care of him, okay, El?”

      I nodded like she could see him, and then I had to rethink this whole thing. Yeah, following Vincent to some guy’s house in the woods wasn’t even stupid. It was suicidal. I could be all desperate and crap to end my nightmares, but not with Percy.

      I tossed my phone at Perce and he got to hear her lecture him all the way to the gas station. I filled up at the pump and was standing there when Vincent pulled up in the spot on the other side of my pump. He got out of his car and looked much older, much darker, much bigger than he usually did.

      I didn’t look at him, just rubbed my neck and thought happy thoughts. No, actually about how I’d have to sleep with Abe until I got answers about Vincent, some kind of blackmail or something over him so I could actually trust him not to kill me or have his friend do it for him.

      “You changed your mind? Smart.”

      “I can’t put Percy at your mercy.”

      “You’re a good sister. You still want to do it?”

      I turned and looked at him, but he wasn’t looking at me, instead just pumping gas and staring out into the neon lit night. “Yes. But I need to find some way to keep you from killing me, something other than Met.”

      He looked at me, his eyes cold and dark, but slightly amused. “Good luck with that. I’d go with Met. He has an impulse to protect you.”

      “But you didn’t want me to take him with me.”

      He cocked his head. “He could stay in the car while you went in. That would be amusing, him pretending he didn’t know what was going on, you pretending that he doesn’t know that I’m a vampire.”

      I swallowed. “I’ll tell him after I’ve ended the problem.”

      He nodded. “Tomorrow night, midnight, bring Met with you to the cemetery.”

      “Wouldn’t he want to know what I was doing?”

      “Of course he wants to know. But he’ll wait until you tell him. He can respect your secrets as long as you respect his.”

      I sighed. “He’s too nice.”

      “I agree. He’s convinced that he can’t be too kind to make up for the sins of others done in his name. I shouldn’t tease you. Later, unicorn girl.”

      “Later.”

      I got in and drove away. Percy was still talking on the phone, rather listening to my mom lecture him about all the ways he’d worried her and how much she loved him and would be devastated if anything happened to him. I knew because he’d put her on speaker phone so he could hold it far away from him and say, ‘sorry,’ in the appropriate pauses.

      We were almost home by the time she hung up. She was on the porch when I pulled up. Abe was sitting on the steps, watching me with an expressionless face. I licked my lips. I’d been kidnapped and tortured by a monster for so long, how could I not hate Vincent for what he was? He admired my stalker. Just because he wasn’t hurting people right now, well, killing them, could I work with him? I’d do whatever it took to stop the nightmares.
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      El called me early Sunday morning.

      “Hm?” I wasn’t quite coherent first thing in the morning, particularly when I’d been out late in the woods the night before.

      “Oh. You answered. I thought it would go to messages. Sorry. I should have just texted.”

      I smiled and rolled over, covering my eyes with my forearm. “No, this is good. What’s going on? Breakfast again?”

      “No. I kind of wondered if you’d take a car ride with me tonight. Actually it would be nice if you could take me for a car ride tonight, only you’d have to go where I told you. This is so stupid. Vincent is sending me on a wild goose chase, and I don’t want to end up a dead goose, but you’re a pacifist, so I shouldn’t involve you in anything shady that might end up getting violent. But the entire point of bringing you is so that you can step in if anything goes crazy. Never mind. Forget I said anything. I’ll think of something else. Do you have anything on Vincent that I can borrow? Like blackmail?”

      I laughed. She was still tangling with Vincent. I did not like that, but her asking me to make sure he didn’t hurt her, that was just smart. Smart was so sexy. Sexy? I could still feel her perched on my shoulder, her shapely bare calf in my hand.

      “I don’t know how to lend someone blackmail. It seems like you’d have to either give it away entirely or keep it close. I’ll give you a ride. What time do you want me to pick you up?”

      She sighed. “I’m meeting Vincent around midnight, but it would be weird if you picked me up at eleven-thirty.”

      “There’s a bonfire for school spirit tonight. We could go to that and then I could drive you wherever afterwards.”

      She was quiet for a second. “Like a high school thing? But don’t you think people would get the idea that we were, I don’t know, together or something if we went to a bonfire together?”

      I grinned. “Naw.” Yes. “We’ll go as a group.”

      “Who?”

      “You and I. A group of two.”

      “That’s a pair.”

      “You could bring your sister and I could bring Vince, if you’re really dedicated to the idea of a more-than-two-person group.”

      “No! I mean, that’s okay. We can be a two-person group. Yeah. Okay. What time is the bonfire thing?”

      “Eight-thirty should do it. You should wear the skirt you wore yesterday.”

      “Why?”

      Because it was short and she’d get cold, and I’d have to keep her warm. “That’s what girls seem to wear. I mean, if you want to look like you’re going to a bonfire instead of a mysterious drive. You could wear a catsuit instead.”

      “Um. Sure. Okay. Eight-thirty. Thanks Met. I shouldn’t ask you because you never say no.”

      “Or you should ask me because you know I’ll say yes. I don’t always say yes, but I’m glad you called. I like Vincent, but I don’t trust him. Neither should you.”

      She laughed. “Thanks. Thank you more than… I’ve got to go. We’re doing a family hike-bike thing in the National Park today.”

      “Watch for bears.”

      “Yeah. Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      I waited a few seconds, but she didn’t hang up until after I did. I went back to sleep for a few hours before I got dressed and went to the old church. It was a small congregation, mostly of hill folks who looked at the outside world with suspicion. Brother spoke Latin for most of the service and burned incense while he walked around intoning melodiously. It was incredibly centering, meditating on goodness and hope while staring at the crucifix on the wall. If there could be an angel cast out of heaven in spite of starting out good and pure, maybe a demon could escape hell, in spite of being born a monster.

      After the service, I stood and made my way to the back. Abe stood there against the wall, watching me. This was going to be one of those conversations where I tried to remember that I didn’t want to hurt people. He would taunt me with Eleanor.

      He fell in beside me and we walked outside, from the dim interior of the old church out into the bright sunshine of early autumn.

      “I thought you weren’t the praying kind,” I said, trying not to smell her on him.

      “I’m not. Where was El last night?”

      I glanced at him. She’d been in his bed as far as I knew. “I’d rather not discuss her nights with you.”

      He sneered at me. “When she came to bed, she reeked of vampire.”

      “Last night?” Was my voice steady? Why did he say that? Because he wanted me to rip off his head. Suicidal slayer.

      “If he touches her, I’ll rip him apart,” he said and spat to the side.

      I took an even breath. “Good. Anything else?”

      He scowled at me. “What’s your deal? He’s messing with the girl you’re messing with. Aren’t you at least possessive about your victims?”

      “Victims? Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m keeping my distance from her. If I wanted to, I could have her in my bed every night instead of letting her touch you. You are correct; my life isn’t conducive to close relationships with nice girls. That is the only reason I allow you to breathe in her direction. Vincent is working on a project with her.”

      “What kind of project?”

      “I don’t know. It’s a surprise.”

      He shook his head and crossed his arms, glaring across the cemetery. “Do you think he’ll try to turn her?”

      If El was a vampire, would I be able to let go of my self-control around her? Of course, but I’d have to worry about her self-control. A freshly turned vampire? We could have centuries together. I shook my head because taking the beauty and life of El and turning it to soulless bloodlust would be worse than murdering her.

      “If he turns or kills any human, he forfeits his life.”

      “Hmph.” He wasn’t much of a talker. It was all accusations and scowls. She must like something else about him. He was put together well, if you liked muscles and whimsical tattoos. He didn’t have an ounce of padding. She didn’t seem to mind my extra softness. Still, she said that she was in love with me. All I had to do was tell her that I liked unicorns. If I asked her to go camping in the woods, she would say yes. I had a very large tent. Maybe tonight, after the mysterious drive…

      I shook my head. I shouldn’t even think about it. Met’s fake mother was already watching her. If there was any sign of El discovering what I was, of revealing it, her life would be over. I could protect her from Vincent, but if she got the queen’s attention, there was nothing I could do. Not exactly nothing, but ending up in a prison cell beneath the queen’s palace wasn’t exactly on my to-do list. Neither was taking my place as king of the dark fae.

      “I’m taking her to the bonfire tonight,” I said.

      He glared at me. “I guess I should ask what time you’ll bring her home. I’ll be up waiting for her.”

      I clenched my teeth, but a slight growl vibrated in my chest. “She’s spending the night with me.” Why had I said that? I was specifically not spending the night with her in my tent.

      He smiled, not a nice smile. “Is she? Does she know about that? I bet she declines. I’ll bet you a pack of those cream filled pastries you like so much.”

      “I don’t bet. If I decide that it wouldn’t be a mistake to take her camping tonight, then that’s what I’m doing. She won’t refuse me.”

      He lifted his chin. “You’re so sure of yourself. You think because she follows you around school, you own her. She’ll be in my bed. She might like you better, but she needs what I can give her.”

      I wanted to swipe off his head and his hat. I growled again, but loud enough that he heard it and smiled. Yes, that’s what he wanted. I inhaled deeply and shook my head.

      “You should go to the city, get that itch out of your skin, spill some blood like the murderer you are. Then maybe we can have a civilized conversation.”

      He grinned at me, sudden and sharp. “This is civilized, at least my end of it.” He tipped his hat and sauntered off.

      I was beginning to truly hate slayers.

      That evening, I drove my silver car up the street and parked in the driveway behind the white car Jasmine drove to school. I got out, heaving myself out of the low vehicle. Garrett would always make cracks about needing a crane and a can opener to get me out of the car. Maybe I should junk it and move on.

      I headed to the front door, glancing at the garage where she spent the night with the slayer. There wasn’t any movement in that direction. I could hear El though, laughing and talking animatedly. I stepped off the sidewalk and went past the garage and into the side yard where she was brushing a pony. She had her hair in two little braids, twisted away from her face, and she wore a pair of ridiculously short cut-off jeans. Not that denim skirt, but even shorter. Her bare feet were dust-covered and the pony shifted and almost crushed her toes.

      I didn’t want to startle her, so I stood there, put my hands in my pockets, and watched her brush the creature while she talked to it.

      “Choreography starts with connection, Molly. Connection. I can’t connect unless there’s physical contact. It’s nothing personal, it’s business, the business of connection. Like this,” she said, hoisting herself onto her back, balancing on the furry beast. She spun around on one foot and saw me. I watched her eyes go big and then she lost her balance.

      I lunged fast enough that I caught her beneath her knees and behind her back, swinging her around and away from Molly.

      “Hi,” I said looking down at her, holding her against my pounding chest.

      She flushed all pink, gripping my shoulder. “You heard me talking to the pony.”

      I smiled because I was still holding onto her, and she didn’t notice. “About connection. It was an excellent lecture, but I’m not sure she appreciated it. I didn’t notice her reciprocating, you know, climbing on your back and twirling around.”

      She smiled and slid her hand down to my chest like she would push me away.

      I put her down before she could try to put distance between us. “Are you ready to go?”

      She shook her head. “I thought you said eight-thirty.”

      It was eight-fifteen. She must have lost track of time. What was time? “I did?”

      She nodded. “I was going to take a shower and get dressed. I thought jeans and boots would be good because there might be mosquitoes.”

      I nodded but I wanted to protest. Mosquitoes avoided me and I would be close beside her.

      She grabbed my hand and dragged me across the yard, up the steps and into the living room. Suzie was holding a knife and lunging and thrusting it with a great deal of concentration.

      “Suzie, put those away! We are not a bunch of psychos. Sorry, Met,” she said and let go of my hand. She bounced a little bit before she shot me a crazy smile and disappeared out of the room. I heard her pounding up the stairs, leaving me with Suzie.

      I sat down on the couch and picked up a book on the coffee table. Moby Dick. I leafed through it until I sensed someone standing in front of me. I looked up and there was a woman who must be El’s mother. They certainly weren’t related by birth, no, but she was very similar to Jax and she had no scent. Slayer.

      I stood up and held out my hand. “I’m Met Barrow. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Adams.”

      She said, “Suzie, go put the knife away, now.” After Suzie left the room, almost instantaneously, she cocked her head and looked me up and down. “You’re the boy who is spending time with Eleanor?”

      I let my hand fall. She wasn’t going to touch me. “We’re friends.”

      She tilted her head so she was looking down her nose at me, which was difficult since she was at least a head shorter. “I’d prefer if you didn’t put her in a coma.”

      I didn’t wince or respond in any way. “I won’t be playing hockey with her.”

      “No, but you are doing some dancing.”

      “Do you have something against dancing?”

      “Mom, can you not do that?” Jax said from the doorway. “Met, sit down. You’re fine. Mom’s not quite that hypocritical, are you mother dear?” She came over and sat on the couch, leaning back and giving her mother an amused smile.

      I stayed standing until Mrs. Adams gestured me to sit. “What do you want with her?”

      I opened my mouth to reassure her, but Jax broke in.

      “He’s going to eat her. Isn’t that right, Met? Psh! He likes her, mom. He probably wants to do all the things teen boys want to do with girls. Shocking! But he’s not going to suck the life out of her, so you should be happy.”

      Mrs. Adams sighed heavily. “Jasmine, you don’t speak to people that way.”

      “No? Why not? He knows I’m not normal. He knows exactly the kind of not normal I am, don’t ya, Met?”

      I shrugged. “We like balance here in the valley. You came here looking for balance, for peace. That’s my role here, peacemaker. I’m not going to harm either of your daughters as long as they maintain the balance.”

      “Is Jasmine right, are you a sexual predator?”

      I blinked at her. If I were, I certainly wouldn’t tell you. “No. I’m not.”

      “And yet you like to touch her. Are you looking forward to seducing her?”

      I gritted my teeth. Her standing over me, assuming I wanted to take her daughter’s virtue when she was allowing El to sleep with Abe, I found more than hypocritical and infuriating. I felt a growl in my chest, but I only shook my head and focused on the book, Moby Dick.

      “I respect El’s decisions regarding her body. I always will. My sex drive isn’t quite as intense as some.”

      Jax snorted. “Yeah? No kidding. What do you think of the book?”

      “Yes,” Mrs. Adams said pleasantly, sitting on the coffee table and gesturing at the book in my hand.

      I blinked at the sudden change in their manners then saw El in the doorway. “Hey, sorry I took so long. What are you guys doing, grilling him or something? We’re just going to a school thing, you know, friends hanging. Bye, mom. It’ll be after midnight, but I’ll search Met’s car first to make sure that Percy isn’t stowed away. Bye!”

      She grabbed my hand and dragged me out of the room. I barely had time to put down the book. Mrs. Adams looked at our hands with narrowed eyes, like that was a sure sign that I’d soon be stripping her out of her clothing.

      I pulled my hand back when we got outside. “Your mother thinks I’m going to seduce you.” I probably shouldn’t ask her to go camping with me.

      “That’s weird. No one ever seduces me, and it’s not because I haven’t been available for seduction. Nope, I’m just utterly uninteresting. Like us, it’s always just friends.”

      And she slept with ‘just friends’? Was it possible that she actually did only sleep with Abe? I opened the passenger door for her then had to search the trunk because she wasn’t joking about her brother.

      We drove along, listening to music and talking about books and movies. I didn’t really feel like chatting about either of them, and neither did she. She kept fiddling and running her hands over her thighs.

      “Are you okay?” I finally asked.

      She froze and then looked at me with big eyes. “Um. I want to climb all over you.”

      I blinked at her before refocusing on the road. The sun was going down and everything was golden and beautiful, ripely autumn. “Connection, like you were talking to Molly about?”

      She exhaled. “Yes. Exactly like that. I just can’t quite get a feel for lifts that would work with you, or anyone really. I haven’t done lifts like this, and I think we’ll just have to feel our way. That sounds so cheesy. Man, you probably think that I’m trying to seduce you. Maybe I am. Do you think I am? I really don’t want to. I don’t want to want to, but I do like you. Sorry. I don’t mean to keep...”

      I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “It’s okay. Maybe I’m too passive, more than just pacifistic. The thing is, I think that if I were dating girls right now, I’d definitely date you.”

      She stared at me. I glanced at her and her eyes were really big and beautiful.

      “Why aren’t you dating girls right now?”

      “Because I can’t give you or anyone the kind of relationship you deserve.”

      She gripped my hand tightly. “What kind of relationship do I deserve?”

      “A good one, healthy, honest, positive in every way.” I wanted to pull over on the side of the road and pull off my skin, show her who I was, and demand what she was doing with Abe every night. My secrets for hers.

      Instead, she tugged her hand out of mine. “Maybe someday. That’s what you deserve too.”

      I laughed, but it didn’t feel happy. “Then we’re the perfect two-person group.”

      I gripped the steering wheel and let the radio take care of conversation.

      At the bonfire, teens wheeled around in a stream of loud humanity. El stayed beside me, but she only touched me once when some guys leapt out of the shadows into the crowd, faces painted garishly our school colors. She backed against me and my arm came around her, but only for a second and then we were apart, intentionally two people not together.

      I nodded and chatted to friends, falling back into the role of Met, likable guy people knew. I hadn’t come to one of these things since Garrett… Felicity was on the other side of the fire, drinking from a red cup. She leaned her head close to Nathan and they exchanged kisses. I looked away and wished I were anywhere else.

      Time passed tortuously until it was time to take El on her mysterious drive. I didn’t feel like it. I got in the car without opening her door for her. This whole night was brimful of everything I didn’t want.

      She got in her side and pulled on her seatbelt. “Can you take me to the cemetery in Huntsville?”

      I nodded and started driving.
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      Something was wrong. Met wasn’t happy. I didn’t know why or what I could do to make it better. Maybe it was something my mom or Jax had said to him. I’d kill them. I kept glancing over at him while my stomach knotted tighter and tighter.

      “Are you okay?” I asked when we were almost to Huntsville.

      “Mm.”

      “You’re really quiet.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry, just, did I do something wrong?”

      He shot me a look that was maybe a little bit dangerous. “No. I’m not the best at small-talk. If you want talking, you’ll have to do most of it.”

      It wasn’t the not talking though. He was more stiff, more withdrawn. His energy was different. I’d managed that whole conversation about relationships all wrong. I cleared my throat. “Are you still up to letting me climb all over you?”

      “Tonight?”

      I perked up for a second then shook my head. I had to get back before my mom came after me. “I need to get back.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “Yeah. My mom’s a little bit protective, when she’s around. After she’s back at work, I can stay out with you all night.”

      “Really? You don’t have anything else to do?”

      I shrugged. The way he was saying that was kind of mocking. “The nightlife in Humphrey isn’t exactly inspiring.”

      “That’s why we make our own nightlife. I’m going camping tonight in the woods.”

      I stared at his profile. “Oh. Cool. Do you do that a lot?”

      “Sometimes. I used to go with friends, but I don’t have very many of those anymore.”

      “If my mom wasn’t here…” Could I invite myself camping with him? No, of course not. I wouldn’t be able to sleep without nightmares, and then there would be the screaming, and having to explain things to him. Still, people got nightmares. It wasn’t that weird. Maybe he could keep the nightmares away as well as Abe.

      He didn’t say anything like he hadn’t caught my subtle suggestion that I go too.

      I cleared my throat. “I’d love to go camping with you, as friends, you know.”

      “Why?”

      “It would be fun. I mean, maybe that would be weird. Probably because I’m kind of insane about you and—”

      He reached over and covered my mouth with his hand, cutting off my words. “Don’t say that, if you don’t mind.” He lowered his hand and I stared at him.

      “Say what?”

      “That you love me, or are crazy about me, or like me a lot. It’s irritating.”

      I swallowed while my hands squeezed into fists. “Sorry. You’re right. It’s irritating. I mean, you’ve made your whole thing really clear lots of times, and I just need to…”

      His words went over mine. “Stop telling one guy you love him while you sleep with someone else.”

      I stopped breathing. He stared out the windshield calmly.

      “Wh-what?”

      “The guy who wears a cowboy hat all the time. I don’t know about all the time, but I guess you do.”

      I blinked at him while tears pricked in my eyes. I never, never, never should have slept with Abe. Now Met rightly thought I was the kind of girl who had the nerve to tell someone she loved them while sleeping with someone else. He wouldn’t believe me if I told him that it was strictly platonic. I wouldn’t believe me, and I knew me. Had Vincent told him?

      I closed my eyes and tried to breathe shallowly. I managed to somehow not cry until he pulled up outside the cemetery.

      Vincent was leaning against his car, waiting. Was he wearing a leather trenchcoat? Such a vampire thing to wear. So cliché. He got in the car and drove up the road, same as last time. Met followed him without a word. After a few more minutes, bumping along on bad roads, Met sighed and reached over to cover my hand with his.

      “Sorry. It’s none of my business.”

      “How did you find out?”

      He shrugged. “Who told me first? I guess he’s much better for you than I am.”

      “He’s gross.”

      “Yeah? If that’s what you’re into.”

      I yanked my hand away and found myself yelling. “Yeah, I am! I so am, but you know what? I’m still in love with you and I’m going to keep telling you, even if it irritates you, especially if it irritates you, because that’s the kind of person I am. Severely flawed. So severely flawed I can’t even begin to tell you! If I did, I would start with the fact that I am sleeping with a guy I don’t like because it helps me with some issues I have. I have issues. Lots of them. Just be glad I haven’t felt the need to burden you with the depths of them, because they are deep. Really deep. With claws. And jagged points like those impossible-to-do puzzles because the second you find a matching piece, it shifts and everything falls apart. You’re my matching piece Met. Maybe I am sleeping with someone else, but I never, ever tell him that I love him!”

      I crossed my arms and shoved myself back against the chair, breathing hard.

      “Is this it?” he asked, leaning forward to peer out the windshield. He sounded incredulous.

      I didn’t answer him, just threw open the door and got out. I was going to get my magic talisman so I’d never have to touch another Abe again. Then maybe Met could take me seriously. That’s what I wanted. More than anything. I stomped past Vincent. He was maybe going to say something about something, but I didn’t care. The house was at the top of a very steep hill and a set of cement steps was cut into it, a metal bar along the side. I climbed it, my white boots stomping loudly.

      This was going to suck. I was going to meet some zombie or something, and have to not kill him, or let him kill me, all while trying to convince him to part with his magic jewel or whatever. By the time I got to the top, my thighs were sore and I was panting. The house was a pretty creepy gothic monstrosity, but it had a cozier feel than Vince’s. I started along the sidewalk towards the house, still running on angry frustration. I marched up the wooden steps and across the wooden porch then pounded on the door.

      A few minutes later, a light came on in the foyer, and the door opened. An old woman peered out, her silver hair wrapped around her head in a wispy bun.

      “Oh. You don’t look like a zombie.” I pressed my lips together while she continued staring at me. “Sorry. Of course you’re not a zombie. I’m looking for a magic talisman that will help me… How do you say it? Gather all the energy and stuff of a person into one place so you can kill it.”

      “What kind of person are you trying to kill, my dear?”

      You’d think some old lady in a creepy house on top of a creepy hill calling you, ‘my dear’ would come across straight horror, but it didn’t. She sounded sympathetic.

      “Can I come in? It’s a long story and I want to cry.”

      She opened the door and I stepped into the house. It smelled like wood polish and peppermint. A cat rubbed my ankles. I reached down to scratch her head. She purred for a moment then darted down the hall.

      “Please, come into the parlor,” she said, gesturing to the side.

      “Oh, thanks.” I sat down on an overstuffed couch. How in the world had she gotten it up the steps? Would Met hate me forever? Why did I have to sleep with Abe? I wished I’d never met him.

      “Well?” she asked, sitting down on a rocking chair across from me.

      I tapped my fingers on my lips. How much could I say without panicking? Met was at the bottom of the hill, but he was mad at me. “When I was eleven I was kidnapped. Since then, I’ve had Mr. Night in my head. Once a year he comes to visit me in the flesh, and I kill him, but he never stays dead. Sorry, does that sound crazy? I’m a little bit new to the whole mystical world thing myself. I thought it was all hallucinations.”

      She studied me for a long time, but I got the idea her thoughts were elsewhere. “May I ask who sent you here?”

      Vincent hadn’t said anything about not mentioning him. “He’s a vampire, lives in Huntsville.”

      “Shade. Are you letting him drink your blood?”

      I blinked at her. “Um, nope. I have enough issues. I don’t want any more.”

      She nodded and smiled. “Excellent. You seem quite sensible. I do have a necklace that can serve as a focal point of those energies, but you’d have to fetch it from the attic, and the attic is very haunted.”

      “Haunted? Like zombies?”

      She laughed. “Ghosts, my dear. Zombies don’t haunt a place, they plague it. Ghosts haunt.”

      “So, they can’t actually hurt me?” I shivered as an echo of Mr. Night’s voice and his ever refrain came to me. He hurt me in my dreams a lot. I stood up before I lost my nerve. “Cool. Just up the stairs and up the stairs and up the stairs?”

      She rose and smiled at me, hands folded across her stomach. “Four flights. Go up the stairs, two regular flights, and then there’s a small door that leads up to the next story, and then an even smaller door that goes up to the attic.”

      I licked my lips. “And this necklace? What does it look like?”

      “You’ll know it when you see it. It will tell you.”

      I blinked at her and her bright blue eyes. Was she laughing at me? Well, I was pretty hilarious. “Awesome. It’ll talk to me. Great. I’ll just go get it then.”

      I turned and pulled up short as the cat streaked in front of me. Not creepy at all.

      I climbed the steps steadily, like I hadn’t just climbed a million stairs. At least I’d taken a quick break on her really comfortable couch. It was after midnight, and I was tired. Met was going camping tonight. Would it be beyond creepy for me to wander around in the woods and hope that I stumbled over him and his tent? Were there other people camping in the woods? That could get humiliating really quickly. Not like I wasn’t already humiliated enough.

      I shook my head and forced myself to focus on the old wood with intricate carving beneath my hand. The staircase was huge, with stained glass windows on the landings against the exterior wall before the stairs switch-backed. A dark pink wool runner streamed down the steps, and at the top of the first flight was a white kitty.

      It meowed at me and blocked the landing.

      “Excuse me, I’m trying to get to the attic.”

      It meowed me a warning before it turned and darted into a dark room that I was not going to check out. Nope. I had to focus. In and out. The next staircase was slightly less grandiose than the first, not so much carving and not as wide, but still, really high. Were these fifteen-foot ceilings? Completely unnecessary, my thighs and I agreed. At the top of that set of stairs, another cat was blocking the top.

      “I’m starting to think you aren’t a cat but a guardian ghost. I approve of that form. All ghosts should be cat ghosts.”

      The orange cat meowed grumpily and lay back down so I had to step over him.

      “Excuse me, sir.”

      He twitched his tail and almost got under my boot. Cats were ridiculously good at that.

      I opened the door to a bathroom before I found the right one, narrow, like she’d said, and the stairs were narrow enough that I could easily touch both walls as I walked up them. I continued on steadily, hearing the beat of my boots echoing off the walls. This would definitely wake the ghosts. The steps weren’t as long, and the hall was dusty and unpolished.

      There was no cat waiting for me. I sneezed and opened the narrow door. An ironing board came down on my head.

      I screamed and then started laughing as I shoved it back into the wall and closed its door on it. I was seriously glad no one was watching me. I took a second to calm down my racing heart before I tried a slightly larger door and there were the stairs, narrow and twisting.

      I stepped ahead boldly, taking each step with confidence I didn’t exactly feel, but it wasn’t that bad. I was more afraid of falling asleep at night than meeting ghosts. At the top of the stairs was a door. I knocked on it. I have no idea why I did that, but it seemed polite. The ghosts had probably heard me coming, but if not, I would warn them. They didn’t open the door for me, so I went ahead and turned the knob then pushed it open.

      I stepped out into a small room with round windows that looked out in every direction. The sloping roof was at the very top of the very tall house. The room was lit by candles in a pentagram on the floor.

      “Weird.”

      “Very strange. We don’t get visitors very often. Are you still breathing?”

      I turned around and there stood a woman in a gauzy dress. She looked so normal. Her eyes weren’t black pits oozing blood or creepy crawlies or anything. That probably would happen at any second.

      “Hm? Oh, yes, still breathing. Quite quickly after all those stairs. Your dress is beautiful.”

      She looked down in surprise. “Yes, it is. This isn’t what I was wearing the night I died.”

      “That’s nice that you get to choose.”

      She looked up at me, tilting her head while she smiled slyly. “You don’t mind hearing that I’m dead?”

      “Nope. I don’t mind if you don’t. I’m here for a necklace of some kind. It’s supposed to talk to me. Do you have any ideas? Unless you’d rather chat about something else. Dresses is a good topic.” Holy crap, I was so nuts. Was this really happening? I couldn’t even tell.

      Someone else spoke from behind me. “Don’t waste your time. Take the necklace. Quickly.”

      I turned to face the new voice, but it took a minute for the guy to become an indistinct image instead of just a voice. He gestured to the pentagram. There was a necklace with an immense stone at each point of the star.

      “Huh. It kind of looks like they should all stay there.”

      “Of course,” the gauzy dress lady said. “It keeps her power strong, keeps us all trapped here so she can sustain herself on our magics.”

      “Um, did that nice old lady murder you?”

      Gauzy lady laughed, all airy and delighted. “Certainly not. We battled to the death. I lost. She stays in this house like an old spider, waiting for someone to challenge her, then she kills them and takes their magic for her own. No one can defeat her now.”

      “Huh. Well I have to say, you have a really good attitude about it.”

      “Take the green stone,” a new voice said, drawing my attention to a figure between the other two. He looked like a leprechaun. His suit was green along with his bowler hat and pointy boots.

      “How did you get green boots, or do you get to change things after you’re dead?”

      He scowled at me. He had a pretty terrifying scowl. “Take the green stone.”

      I leaned closer to the pentagram and the green stone where it flashed and burned like a fire was inside. I turned my head and tried to listen to it, but while it seemed to buzz and bubble, it didn’t say anything. I shook my head and stepped to the next stone, a lovely cream one that reminded me of the gauzy lady.

      “Yes, take that one,” she said.

      I looked at her then back down at the stone. They wanted me to take the stone that they were connected to, maybe because that would stick me there in place of them, and the old lady could suck the magic out of me. Thing was, I didn’t have magic. I shrugged and moved to the next one, a blue stone that was seriously pretty.

      I crouched over it and watched the colors shift beneath the hard surface. It had a song inside of it that I could probably dance to. Was that it? I reached out and almost touched it before I remembered that there were two other stones I should check out first. The next was rust red, and it matched the guy who couldn’t quite pull off the materializing thing all the way. The red stone didn’t feel quite as alive, either, if that made any sense, which it didn’t. The last stone was violet. It didn’t make any sounds and it didn’t feel like anything, like it wasn’t connected to anyone or anything, just a pretty rock on a simple white ribbon.

      I straightened as I studied the beautiful stones. The blue one pulsed across from me. It was so beautiful, but as I stepped away from the purple stone, I felt a lurch in my stomach. I stopped and went the other way, towards the green stone, and again, that lurch in my stomach.

      I tugged on the hems of my sleeves while I stared at the lilac stone. “You want me to take you home?”

      It lit up and started singing. Like this huge beam of light shot out of it up through the roof and the song of falling stars and the wind through branches rushed through the attic, building and building while I stood there stupidly.

      When the four ghosts tackled me, I was a little bit surprised by how much it hurt and how real their fingers felt.

      I was on the floor, unable to breathe as gauzy lady squeezed my lungs with her hands with burning crazy in her formerly pretty soft eyes. Ow. I gasped and arched as green ghost reached into my stomach and pulled out my intestines.

      I opened my mouth in a scream and then the weirdest thing happened.

      “Ever and ever.” It wasn’t a whisper. It was a voice right there, across the attic. I lifted my head and there was Mr. Night, wearing his round-mirror glasses, feathers for hair. He walked towards me briskly, rolling up his sleeves. He slashed through the green guy, and he fell apart in two pieces, like two scarves, floating to the side. Then he reached into gauzy woman’s head and she started screaming while his fingertips came out her eye sockets. The rusty guy was gone by then.

      Mr. Night stared at me, at least I imagine he was staring. I couldn’t see him through those glasses.

      He cocked his head as he studied me for a long time. “You are not asleep, but you dream of me.”

      “Ever and ever,” I shot back.

      He smiled and disappeared. The second he was gone, I snatched the purple necklace and scuttled across the floor towards the attic door. I fell through, not quite on my feet and banged my head and shoulder on the wall before I found my feet. I’d never run so fast as I did down those stairs, leaping over cats and taking the steps two and three at a time until I reached the bottom floor.

      The old lady stood there, arms crossed as she waited.

      “Hi.” I said breathlessly.

      “Show me what you found?”

      I didn’t want to show her, but it was hers. Was it? Who had she killed to take it? Still, if people came here to try and kill her, was she supposed to stand there and die? It didn’t mean she was good, but it didn’t make her evil, either. No, she was firmly in the no-idea-what-she-was camp.

      “Do I owe you anything for it?”

      Her old eyes widened. “Certainly not. The amethyst. Of course. It matches your eyes.” She walked over to me and touched the center of my forehead. “I’m surprised that you survived. You have more magic in you than you know. Best wishes on defeating your nightmares.”

      She went to the door and held it open.

      “Oh. Right. Thanks.” I rubbed my forehead. It felt weird. “Did you do something to me? Like am I going to sprout fangs or something?”

      She laughed. “I gathered your thoughts and saw your encounter with the attic spirits. Your nightmare doesn’t want anything else to touch you. You might be able to use that. Good night, my dear.”

      I left the house, head spinning and heart pounding. I still had all those steps to get down. I gripped that stone and started the descent. I was so tired. By the time I got to the bottom step, all I wanted to do was crash.

      At the bottom, Met was chatting in a low voice with Vincent. I held back because I wasn’t sure where we were. Maybe I should walk home. Brilliant idea. What I really wanted was to walk into him and bury my face in his shirt until I stopped hearing ‘Ever and ever’.

      I climbed into Met’s car, curling up in the passenger’s seat. It smelled kind of musky, but not entirely like Met. He didn’t drive it around very often; he was more of a walking person.

      After a few more minutes, Met laughed and gripped Vincent’s shoulder before he turned and came over. He got in the car and shot me a smile.

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. Stop at the gas station and buy me some ice cream.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Ice cream at this time of night? How about hot chocolate?”

      “How about both?”

      He grinned at me and then pulled out with a roar of his engine. Vincent’s was more of a growl.

      I liked Met’s better, everything about him so much better. Without thinking about it, I slid my hand over his, gripping him until my heart stopped pounding so hard. I needed him and he was too nice to push me away. I could bear the darkness in the world as long as he was close to me.
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      While she was gone, I spent the time stalking the perimeter of the bone witch’s house. I couldn’t get through the wards unless I used some fresh blood, lots of it. That was dark fae magic—very bloody. I had Vincent handy, but being covered in bloody runes when I found El might not give her the best impression.

      When I rounded back to Vincent, he was sitting on the hood of his car, eyes closed, face lifted towards the house. I leaned against his car and sent it rocking.

      “She’s almost to the front door,” he said.

      “The bone witch didn’t kill her on the way there.”

      “No, midnight is visiting hours, so she’s less likely to automatically kill someone. Eleanor will be fine.”

      “Why would you bring her here?”

      “Sh. She’s inviting her in.” He opened his eyes and smiled at me. “Eleanor wouldn’t come without you. That doesn’t answer your question. She seeks protection from great evil.”

      “So you send her here to a bastion of evil…”

      He laughed. “You’re the one who was declaring her firmly neutral the last time I suggested we come here and destroy the witch and her hill of bones.”

      “You just want her valuables. I know what you enjoy.”

      He shrugged and smiled, showing sharp teeth. “I enjoyed much more before I became convinced that balance is the true way to enlightenment.”

      I straightened up and paced back and forth. El was hunted by a great evil. Did that have something to do with Abe? Was he protecting and trading her intimacy for safety? I ground my teeth. He needed ripping apart so desperately. I glanced at Vincent.

      “This slayer, do you know anyone who might wander through the area and accidentally kill him?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “That doesn’t sound very balanced, Met. I’m shocked. As a matter of fact, no. I’ll let you know if I hear anything. Our cowboy has quite a reputation at such a young age. He likes to kill, the bigger and badder the better. Which is why he’s here, trying to provoke you into attacking him. How long are you going to let him keep her?”

      I looked up at the house. I could barely see the roof from the road. So many bones under that hill. “It’s none of my business.”

      “And yet you’re here because she asked you to come. She seemed a bit angry when she got out and ran up those stairs. I think you would have stopped her from going up bone hill if she’d been any slower. Lovers’ quarrel? No, you aren’t lovers. It would have to be a friends’ quarrel.”

      “Are you also trying to provoke me into killing you?

      “Maybe a little bit. If you dislike thinking of her as platonic, maybe you should tell her.”

      I swallowed. “What good would that do while she’s sleeping with the slayer? It’s not worth the risk to her or me, and she’s just an ordinary girl.”

      Vincent shrugged. “There’s something about her. Maybe she has nymph blood. If you let me taste her…”

      I glared at him. “Not going to happen. You never should have agreed to bring her here.”

      “No? It is slightly exciting. I half expect you to run around gathering up animals to sacrifice to get past the wards.”

      “I don’t think animals would work.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “No? The way you’re looking at me is quite disconcerting. I don’t have much blood in these old bones.”

      “Not your bones. No. It would take more than one vampire, even with such strong blood as yours.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Truly disconcerting. You’ve barely met the girl but have known me for years. She’s sleeping with a slayer. You should make me exempt from your rule of balance so I can kill him. We’d both be happy.”

      “Stop. Did you hear something?”

      We were both quiet and then we heard screaming from inside the house. I ran for the stairs and hit the witch’s barrier, feeling like I’d been thrown out of a car going ninety miles an hour.

      Vincent yanked me back and then I heard laughter. That was El. Had someone else screamed? What was going on?

      “She’s fine. Killing yourself on wards won’t do any good, unless it’s your blood you’re using to break them.”

      My head spun and I staggered around, still off-balance from hitting the witch wards. “Did I do any damage to them?”

      “A bit. It’s fascinating the way your inherent magic eats away at her cultivated and accumulated collection. And you, willing to break yourself against such barriers to get at your ‘ordinary girl’. What do the two of you have in common, Met?”

      “What do I have in common with anyone? What is she doing to her?”

      I paced back and forth only pausing to stare at the jet of light that shot into the sky before it faded and I went back to pacing. Finally, Vincent lifted his face and inhaled deeply then nodded. “She’s outside. She’s coming down the steps. See? She’s not even dead.”

      I glared at him but rested against his car, rocking it back again. “I keep thinking that what should happen is that the slayer should kill Quarl.”

      He gasped. “Did you just say that out loud? Doesn’t the night have ears?”

      I shrugged. “It would give him his trophy and get her out of Met’s mother’s skin.” Quarl had played the part of Met’s mother for years after she’d done the noble deed of killing her first. Quarl needed death for that and every crime I didn’t want to know about.

      “Are you ready for your mother to disappear? You are almost an adult and you could get work with one of my minions if you didn’t want to just use your inherent charm and massive capability. I can’t imagine any grunt work you couldn’t do.”

      “I have a straight A GPA.”

      “You’re a dark fae capable of performing the most complex arcane rites, and you’re bragging about a GPA? Bizarre. Perhaps you’ve forgotten who you are. I know that you’ve tried to forget, but actually falling for a human girl, even if she has a streak of nymph, is definitely unhealthy. The queen wouldn’t allow it, although she would probably just let the unicorn die of old age. Mortality always solves the most difficult problem. She’s half way down the hill. She’s moving quickly. Too quickly. If she falls, she’ll probably break her neck. That would definitely take care of the problem of her mortality.”

      I glared at him. “And yours as well.”

      “There’s that beast inside of you. We should talk about something civilized. How was the bonfire?”

      “Felicity is with Nathan.”

      “Ah, happy couple. They’ll last two weeks.”

      “Why do you do that? They’re perfectly fine.”

      “They’re both in love with other people. Felicity’s heart burns for you, sweet Met.”

      “Shut up.”

      “You tried to make her fall in love with you. You went to great lengths, midnight walks and balloons filled with secret messages and that time you had the whole hockey team help you…”

      “Enough. It’s in the past.”

      “So much effort to appear human and in love, and then you throw it all away just because you got a little bit clumsy on the ice.”

      “And you putting so much effort into being a sleazy jerk. There she is. I don’t smell blood. Do you smell blood?”

      “No. How is your Chemistry paper coming?”

      “What Chemistry paper? That’s the class I have with your last paramour.”

      “Paramour is a long word for what the two of us have.”

      He said other things, but I had no idea what. Eleanor walked past me barely glancing at me, and then climbed in the car, slamming the door behind her.

      I laughed like Vincent had said a joke, but I was breathing hard. I needed to calm down. She was fine. Safe. Perfectly fine.

      “She wouldn’t put her in danger while you’re watching over her. No one in the valley would be so foolish,” Vincent said in a low voice.

      I nodded and ran a hand through my hair. “I care. I shouldn’t care, but I genuinely do. Do you really think her being part nymph would affect me this way?”

      He shrugged. “That’s a question you’ll have to ask yourself. Good night, Met. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

      I got in the car. Angry frustration grew inside me until she put her hand over mine, her grip stronger than you’d expect from such pale skin. The anger faded leaving me stupidly relieved. She was still touching me even if she was still angry.

      Hot chocolate and ice cream at the gas station sounded like the worst date in the history of the world, but she came in with me, and took her time choosing between the four flavors they had, chocolate, vanilla, vanilla-swirl and peppermint. She went with peppermint, pouring it directly into her hot chocolate. I kept mine separate and did vanilla chocolate swirl in a cone. I paid for both, and the cashier nodded at us with tired eyes. I could be him, working some lousy job just so I didn’t have to go to the underworld and claim my inheritance. I’d do menial work happily if I could have the rest of the human package, love, happiness, family who wasn’t psychotic…

      I drove, but I took a back road so she didn’t realize when we were in the woods behind her house. I parked fairly close to the clearing where we sometimes danced.

      She turned and stared at me, gripping her cup of lukewarm chocolate-mint soup. “Where are we?”

      “I’m going camping.”

      She stared at me. “Right. I guess I can walk home.”

      I nodded. “You can. The clearing where we meet is a hundred yards that way. There’s a trail.”

      She stared at me. “Oh. Do you need help setting up your camping stuff?”

      “No.”

      She sipped her drink then made a face. “This is terrible. If you give me a bite of your ice cream, I’ll help you set up camp, even though you don’t need me to.”

      “That’s generous of you.”

      She nodded. “It is. Very generous. I mostly want to help you set up so I know where you’re camping so when I wander around in the dark after I check in at home so my mom doesn’t freak out, I don’t stumble onto some random campers who shoot me or whatever campers do.”

      I stared at her then held out my ice cream. She took a big bite plus a chunk of cone and when she lifted her head, she had ice cream on her nose. Chocolate.

      “You’re planning on camping with me?” I somehow didn’t lick her nose.

      “No. You didn’t invite me. I’m just going to stalk you. I won’t let you know that I’m there.”

      “You must be pretty stealthy.”

      “Not even slightly. Also, I’m really jumpy, so I’ll probably scream any time I hear anything freaky.”

      My heart pounded harder then slowed down to beat strong and steady. She wasn’t going to sleep with the slayer tonight. “I’ll set up camp while you check in and then I’ll come back to the clearing to take you to the tent.”

      She scowled at me. “Are you just trying to lose me? It won’t work. I’m already lost.”

      I wiped the chocolate off her nose and licked my fingers. “I’m good at finding people, even when they’re disguised in chocolate. I will find you. Do you doubt me?”

      She stared at me for a long time while my heart pounded and her song swelled around us. She shook her head. “You would never be that mean.” Her shoulders slumped. “You should be. I am a mess, a sticky mess that will take a lot of spit to clean up.”

      “I have a lot of spit.”

      She grinned at me and then got out. “Okay. I’ll just go that way,” she said, pointing the wrong direction.

      I got out and went around the car. I put my hand around her waist and took her arm, moving her finger until it pointed the right direction. “Maybe I should take you to the clearing,” I said, my lips brushing her ear.

      She shivered and turned her head to look up at me. Her lips parted and a smudge of chocolate was on the corner of her mouth. I started lowering my face, but a sharp cough made me pull away. Slayer. Anger coursed through my veins, heat and darkness that built until I remembered the last time I’d gotten too angry. Garrett. I swallowed and stepped away.

      “Abe can walk you back to your house while I set up.” I nodded into the shadows where he lurked.

      He came out, looking from El to me. “Your mother is five minutes from calling search and rescue.”

      “Seriously.” She ran a hand through her hair and took two steps towards him before spinning around. “The clearing? It might take some time, but you’ll come there for me?”

      I nodded. “Of course. I said I would.”

      “A man of his word.” Abe sneered.

      He needed to die. He wanted to die. Killing him would be an act of kindness. I only shook my head and walked back to the car, opening the trunk. El would sleep with me, and Abe would owe me a package of crème filled pastry.
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      Abe didn’t say anything for a long time as we walked back to the house. Finally, he laughed. “You owe me a package of stuffed cream cakes, got it?”

      “Why is that?”

      “For not telling your mom what you’re doing tonight.”

      “You and blackmail,” I muttered, but I didn’t really freak out on him because I had my hand in my pocket around the amethyst necklace. Had that whole thing happened? I was so used to hallucinations, but Mr. Night coming out of the shadows and fighting ghosts for me? What was that about? Did I want to understand these things? I had to learn as much as I could about these creatures so I could take care of him once and for all.

      When we got to the house, he took off for the garage, a dark shadow I couldn’t see, while I headed inside. My mom was curled up on the couch sleeping. I knelt next to her.

      “Hey, I’m home.”

      She spoke without opening her eyes. “I didn’t hear the car.”

      “I walked through the woods.”

      She squinted at me. “Are you going to sleep with Abe now?”

      I nodded. “I guess so. It’s so weird that you’re okay with that.”

      “He’s not going to take advantage of you, not like your friend Met.” She frowned and sat up. “Maybe we should talk about this.”

      “Um, what? We’re just friends.”

      “I’ve never seen you hold anyone’s hand like that. He really doesn’t bother you? I’m not used to worrying about you being with boys. Jasmine usually occupies all my worry headspace.”

      “You don’t have to worry.”

      She studied me. “I think I do. I don’t think it will do any good, but it’s my job to worry. You’d tell me if you were getting serious, wouldn’t you?”

      I stared at her. She expected me to be completely honest with her when she’d lied to me about my hallucinations being real? Um, no. “Sure. I’m not going to talk to you about how hot he is. That’s just weird.”

      She smiled slightly. “But you do think he’s hot?”

      I groaned and covered my face with my hands. “So weird.” I headed upstairs to get into my pajamas then went back downstairs through the house in case she was still up. She wasn’t.

      I went in the garage and then out the back door that faced the woods. I would get Abe a package of pastries as long as he kept his mouth shut about Met. He didn’t seem like a pastries kind of guy. It made me like him slightly better.

      I ran through the woods although they were unfamiliar in the dark. If I got hopelessly lost Met would find me. I was probably half way to the barbed wire clearing when his hands were on my waist and he lifted me up, spinning me around in the darkness.

      I arched my back and threw my arms wide while I laughed and pretended I was wearing something gauzy and glorious instead of pajamas. He laughed, low and growly as he stopped spinning then placed me up on his shoulder.

      I held onto his hands as we walked. He ducked low enough that none of the branches knocked me off my perch. It was unbelievably perfect, floating through the dark woods on Met’s shoulder.

      It wasn’t very far to the tent. I was expecting a pup tent made out of flimsy fabric, but it looked like something from the medieval ages including pennant flying from the top.

      A fire crackled next to a small creek while the pennant fluttered in the moonlight, black striped above the black tent. He lowered me down until my feet were on the ground. I didn’t feel like I was standing on my feet. I felt like I was floating at least ten feet off the ground.

      “I must have fallen asleep on the way here or something. This isn’t real. It’s much too perfect to be real.”

      “Do you like it? We were into knights and things in ninth grade, so Garrett and I made our own tourney. Dirt bikes and long sticks don’t really go together, in case you were wondering, but the tent turned out okay. I’m a black knight, you know, the villain. I hope you don’t mind.”

      I shook my head and spun around, arms spread out so my fingertips brushed his chest as I twirled. “You’re much too kind to be a proper villain. Now Vincent, he’s a villain. He could have mentioned the ghosts.” I stopped spinning and stared at him. His face was in shadow, so I couldn’t see anything. “You know that Vincent is…”

      He stepped forward and took my hand. He led me to the fire. After he sat down in the grass, he pulled me down into his lap. His strong chest was against my back while one arm wrapped around my waist. My heart raced while I waited for the next thing, but apparently that was it, me sitting on his lap beside the fire.

      “Vampire,” he said in a low voice.

      I nodded my head. “Yes. And Jasmine is a succubus.” I gasped and shook my head. “Unless you didn’t know that.”

      He laughed, a low growl in my ear. “It would be hard to miss. Poor Nathan.”

      I exhaled and slumped against him. He felt so good. To touch anyone and not be repelled was just blissful. The fire crackled and snapped while the bubbling brook happily burbled by.

      “I’m actually pretty good at keeping secrets, El. If you wanted to tell me yours, I’d put them in a very deep, dark place where only spiders congregated.”

      I licked my lips and sat up away from him. “I’m not sure I can. I mean, I guess I should tell you, but I don’t like to talk about it and I might have a panic attack and I didn’t bring my pills, just this.”

      I pulled out the amethyst necklace.

      He leaned over my shoulder so he could get a better look at it. “It matches your eyes.”

      I turned my head and there were his eyes, so dark, but reflecting the firelight, and his nose, big, but perfectly proportioned to his face, and his mouth. I stared at his mouth, the curved bow of his upper lip, and the long swing of the lower, bending further as he smiled.

      “Do you want me to kiss you?”

      I blinked and brought my eyes back to his. “Oh. Not if you don’t like me.”

      He studied me, so close, and then his eyes dropped to my lips. He studied them for a long time, and my lips started trembling.

      “And if I do like you?” His voice was so low, more a growl than words.

      I leaned into him and there it was, my first kiss. Not my first kiss. The pleasant sensation was swamped by a million other images, a cage in the dark, screams in the distance, low laughter and the sound of whips against flesh, and a pair of eyes shining in the darkness as we curled up together in the corner of the white cage. His lips were cold on mine, and his hand clutched me, painfully tight, thin fingers rubbing bones against bones.

      When Met pulled away, I blinked the camp back into focus. That was a memory, a real memory that had happened, I was almost sure of it. My heart pounded and I thought I was going to throw up from terror and also almost exhilaration. If I could remember, I could cope with it, work through my issues and end up not a mess. Maybe the magic stone was already working.

      Except that the hallucinations were what I was trying to get over, so if I did work through my trauma, Mr. Night would still come. Maybe he wouldn’t come if I could stand up and be a grown-up instead of a frightened child, controlled by nightmares.

      So many thoughts raced through my head while Met studied me. “Have you kissed before?”

      I bit my bottom lip. “It’s been awhile. Sorry. Was it bad?”

      “You haven’t kissed the slayer?”

      I blinked at him. “You know what Abe is?”

      “He’s very open about it.”

      “No, he’s not.”

      “Really?”

      I shrugged because who cared about Abe when Met thought I was a bad kisser. “I need more practice.” Except what if I ended up having another flashback? But that would be good. Unless I freaked out. Was I freaking? Not yet, but I was in Met’s lap and that probably helped.

      I rested my cheek against his chest and stared at the fire. “I’m sorry I’m a bad kisser.”

      He stroked my hair. “I’m not. I’m a terrible kisser. I wasn’t going to tell you, but I can’t have you thinking that it’s all your fault.”

      I pushed away to frown at him. “So it was a bad kiss?”

      He laughed, strong and loud, like he wasn’t afraid of anything in the night hearing him. He cupped my face with one enormous hand. “I like you so much, I don’t even mind if you’re a terrible kisser. I’ll kiss you anyway.”

      He did, drawing me closer with that hand. I let him hold my head, like it was a wine goblet or something, and then his lips were on mine and it was Met, warm, soft, sweet, alive. I slid my hands up his chest and tangled them behind his neck. He felt negative ick to the seventh power, seventh because of heaven.

      When he pulled away, I stared at him, lips tingling, all of me kind of bubbling and blooming. I lunged towards his face and kissed his lips, fast, then rolled off him and ducked around the fire, backing away, laughing.

      “Kissing tag. You’re it!” I turned and ran, clearing the stream in one leap. I laughed as I heard him behind me, his breathing the only sound he made, that and a low growl as he lunged at me.

      I shrieked and dodged to the side, slipping out of his grasp and running back the way we’d come. I ran a good ways but somehow he got around me and was right there in front of me.

      I gasped and spun around, running back into the darkness, digging in my heels and running as fast as I could, because he was fast, so fast for someone so big, and so graceful. I stumbled on a low branch and then swung around a tree, and there were the stones above the lake. Dragon’s Rock.

      I scrambled up, but before I could go too far, his hand on my hip pulled me around, and then he had me against the rock with no way out. My chest rose and fell while he studied me, his smile sharp and bright like his eyes, dancing from the chase. Was he a werewolf? Maybe he’d bite me.

      He didn’t. His kiss was soft, sweet, but deeper, more in control, him taking control and showing me the possibilities of what a kiss could be. My legs went to jelly while I clutched at his shoulders and tried not to drown in the connection.

      The next moment he growled, “You’re it,” and turned, leaping back the way he’d come. I exhaled shuddering while I tried to get my heart together. How was I supposed to catch him? I was definitely going to catch him. I traced my way back to the campfire until I could see it between the trees with the dark tent waiting, like a scene from a storybook.

      Storybook, there was something about that. I shook my head. I didn’t need another flashback, not when I had to concentrate. I picked an excellent tree with wide-spreading branches in most directions. I climbed up it, stopped on the second branch and crouched against the tree, pressing my cheek against the rough bark. My lips felt so much more lippy than they had before. Like they had purpose they’d only heard stories about but now could actually fulfill. Kissing Met was magic.

      There he was, just a shadow, but it stretched out below as he moved closer to the clearing. His eyes were on the tent. Maybe he thought I’d gone in there. Hm. Giving up and going to sleep would probably be intelligent, but who could sleep when their heart was pounding and their lips tingling? He was almost in the right place. A few more feet, almost, almost. Perfect.

      I raced along the branch and when it turned to the right, I launched off the end, full out towards Met. Um, I might have wanted to think this part through a little bit. If he’d ducked, I would have crashed pretty awesomely, but he only turned and lifted his head the second before I hit him full on and knocked him down into the tickly grass. He grunted and then rolled on top of me, and then I was on top. That’s where we stopped, our bodies pressed together, hearts pounding, me on his chest, staring down at him.

      His hands slid up my back to my neck, tugging me closer to him. I really didn’t need any encouragement. I kissed him while I wriggling against him, trying to get closer, like our skins were keeping us apart. I wanted more of him. More. And when he opened his mouth, I tasted his tongue and the world flipped inside out. The trees burned in my periphery, lines of light sparking out like a million fireworks. My body turned to ice and then to flames while my stomach tightened and other places melted.

      It was so intensely pleasurable, it almost hurt. That’s when I had another flashback.

      It was dark and it hurt, and hands were on my throat, and blood was in my mouth. I couldn’t scream because I was choking on blood.

      I gasped and jerked away from Met. I stared at him for a moment, torn between the euphoria of his kiss and the horror of the memory. This would take a lot of getting used to.

      I gasped, “You’re it!” before I rolled off and ran. When I looked over my shoulder, he was still laying there, like he was frozen. Maybe he had his own horrible flashbacks.

      I was hiding behind a tree, on the side of the stream with the tent when he wrapped his arms around me and carried me towards the fire. I shrieked and wriggled, trying to escape, but I was laughing too. He was impossibly strong, and when he sat down by the fire with me on his lap, it was impossible to escape, particularly when I didn’t want to.

      He brushed my hair away and kissed the side of my neck. “You’re it. You could probably keep this up all night, but I am going to lie down by the fire and recuperate. I have to be well-rested for our dance lesson tomorrow.”

      He flopped to the side, and I went with him, but my head was cushioned by the inside of his arm. He had so much muscle, but covered in nice softness. I snuggled against him until his arm came around me, pulling me into the curve of his body while we watched the fire.

      “Do you have a pillow in the tent? You’d be more comfortable,” I said.

      “If I let you go, I’ll have to chase you down again. It’s far too invigorating for a Sunday evening.”

      I sighed and tried to relax, but there was so much to think about, to talk about, to feel. Were those flashbacks real memories? Why would they come out all of a sudden during my first kisses? What about the amethyst necklace? I had no idea what to do with it. I’d have to ask Vincent. Which meant I’d have to talk to him again. That was not my happiest thought, but I’d tell Met I was going, and he’d make sure I didn’t get eaten. He’d keep me safe from all the monsters.
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      When she said she had issues, I didn’t expect that to mean I’d taste blood in my mouth and feel agonizing pain when she kissed me. That first kiss would have been lovely and sweet if not for the interruption of a memory so strong, I could smell the agony and taste the depravity. Those two kisses were glimpses into her past, her deepest, darkest memories hidden away.

      Holding her in my arms and watching the flickering fire, I couldn’t help but compare the laughing creature playing kissing tag with the tortured child in an incubus den. There wasn’t anything else that smelled like that.

      It took her a long time to fall asleep. I watched her as the first nightmare came. I could feel the presence tied inside of her, so deep in her buried emotions that I couldn’t touch it. She twisted and dug her nails into my arm. It wasn’t more than a scratch, but it gave me an idea.

      Shifting carefully, I bit my tongue and dripped the dark blood on her temple. Four heavy drops should be enough. I swallowed the rest of the blood and drew the incantations across her temple and forehead. The blood would be invisible by morning, but the incantations would stay. Immediately after the last elaborate swirl on her skin, she settled down into deep slumber, melting against me in a boneless heap of sweetness.

      Something was stalking her, but Vincent didn’t want me to know about it. If darkness came into my territory, it was my business, even if it hid inside the deepest reaches of a unicorn.

      I slept, deep and sudden, sleep like I rarely had inside Met’s skin. The dream was not my own.

      I wore nothing but pants, no human skin, no mask or sword.

      A man came towards me with dust blowing around his ankles. He was singing, something about ever and ever. I watched him come closer. He cocked his head sending his feather hair swinging as he studied me through his round, reflective glasses. I looked like a monster in those twin mirrors. I smiled. I was a monster, much more monstrous than this creature.

      “You taste much better than the cowboy,” he said, nodding his approval.

      “Thank you. Why do you haunt her?” So the slayer was protecting her from her dreams.

      He cocked his head. “Do I haunt her or does she haunt herself and use me as her foil? Only joking. I definitely haunt her. How long are you going to watch over her dreams? Don’t you have anything else to keep you busy there in the Valley of Balance, formerly know as the Valley of Bones? If you’re too bored, I can send some friends to liven things up.”

      I lifted my face and sniffed deeply. It still smelled of El’s thoughts. We were on the outskirts of her dreams, the incantations bringing me to this realm. She was protected beyond this. I turned and saw a rainbow wall bending around us extending into the distance until it disappeared on either side.

      “Why do you come here when she is locked away?” I asked.

      “I have questions, so many more than you, but your answers are unknown, even to yourself. Why are you watching over her? You don’t know. You stumbled onto a unicorn and find yourself being carried away into the sunset. Beware. It’s dark after the sun goes down, and the woods are hungry.”

      He turned and walked away, singing that same tune. I tried to walk after him, but my limbs wouldn’t work. I forced my legs to jerk and woke up beside the dead campfire in the early predawn.

      Mrs. Adams stood over us, watching us with the eyes of a slayer who had come for blood. I sat up bringing Ellie with me. I couldn’t feel the arm she’d been using as a pillow. Odd.

      Mrs. Adams pulled away when Ellie saw her. Her gasp was extremely loud. My instincts were aligned with the slayer’s, extreme stillness in the face of danger. El was definitely not a slayer. She was sweet though, and she needed protection.

      I nodded at Mrs. Adams. “Good morning. Can I get you something? I have snacks in the cooler.”

      She blinked and stepped back. “Why are you with my daughter?”

      “We fell asleep beside the fire,” I said as though that weren’t completely apparent.

      “Hey, mom. What’s up?” El gave her mom a little embarrassed wave. I probably shouldn’t make this worse by pulling her against me and inhaling the scent of her hair and skin.

      I pulled her close to me, rubbing her arms like she was cold. She was. I turned my head so my nose was against her cheek, not like I was smelling her. “I can’t feel my arm. I slept like the dead. It must have been all the running around in the dark we did first. I had no idea camping was so much exercise.” I inhaled as deeply as I dared before I stood up and started working out the kinks. Some of my skin was twisted and pulling the sensitive hairs connecting my skin to the outer flesh.

      El huddled there in her rainbow pajamas, staring at the dead fire instead of her mother.

      “Mom, what are you waiting for? Are you going to drag me home?”

      “I’ll walk with you,” Mrs. Adams said like that wasn’t the same thing.

      She frowned at her mother. “I need to talk to Met for a second. Can you go ahead a little bit and I’ll catch up?”

      Her mother hesitated before her eyes softened and she nodded and turned, walking away from the campsite.

      El immediately whirled around and grabbed my hands in hers. “Met, you let me kiss you.”

      I smiled and squeezed her hands. “You could almost say that I kissed you back.”

      “Does that mean you like me? At school will it be awkward? Will I be wondering if we’re dating, and will you be wondering if I’m really stalking you, only you won’t have to wonder very long, because I’ll definitely be stalking you?”

      I laughed. I liked starting my day like this, terrifying slayers, delirious unicorns, and an arm I still couldn’t feel. I slipped my arms around her and gave her a very nice, very big hug, lifting her off the ground at the end so I could hold her at chin level. “Eleanor Adams, will you stalk me? That can be our official relationship, stalker, stalkee, just so everyone’s clear on it. No, because stalkers don’t kiss their victims, that takes the excitement out of it. We’d better be very good friends.”

      “Very good friends?” she asked, sounding slightly out of breath, maybe because I was squeezing her ribs since I hadn’t put her down yet. Could I kiss her with her mother just past the trees behind me?

      “I like you,” I said, bumping her forehead with my nose. “On other exciting topics, let me know the next time you go to visit Vincent so that I can be your driver.”

      I put her down before I kissed her, but before I pulled away, her hands were around my neck, her lips were on mine, a quick kiss that made the world drop out from under me, leaving me a whirling kaleidoscope of emotions while she danced away, turning to wave at me before continuing her dash into the bushes.

      I sank onto the ground as soon as she was out of sight. What was I doing? I couldn’t like her. No, I couldn’t not like her, but I couldn’t proclaim my like to her. Vincent was right, actually falling for a human with a nice and short life span wasn’t exactly brilliant unless you meant brilliantly idiotic. I would need a warrior woman at my side who could stand against the queen, someone like Muriel, not a clumsy little unicorn girl with haunted dreams and an anguished past.

      I didn’t need a girl who played kissing tag in the woods, the moonlight in her hair whether the moon was shining or not, a girl who shone so bright in the dark, that I’d had to pretend not to see her in the tree before she jumped into me. I could have caught her, but having her on top of me, rolling in the grass careful not to crush her, but letting my weight sink into her, feeling her pressed against my bones, it was more than I could resist.

      She shone so bright right before the darkness split open and her past bubbled up. That was me, a dark fae, waking the darkness inside her. Kissing her, particularly with my tongue, I hadn’t been able to soften the connection. She’d tasted so bright, too sweet and burning, like drinking honeyed lightning.

      One way or another, I was definitely getting burned. And that’s why I was smiling so idiotically as I packed up camp.
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      My mother didn’t say anything on the entire walk home. With every step, I felt more idiotic, more awkward, and also more irritable. She’d caught me sleeping, fully clothed. She supported me sleeping with Abe. You know, this whole thing, keeping secrets, I was finished with it, hysteria or no. I had Met’s kiss pressed against my lips. I didn’t have to be afraid of monsters anymore.

      I stopped walking and put my arms over my chest. She glanced over her shoulder at me then turned around, arms crossed to mimic my position.

      “Mom, I like him. I really like him.”

      “I can see that.”

      I threw up my arms. “I didn’t have any nightmares with him. If you don’t mind me sleeping with Abe because he keeps the nightmares away, why would you mind it with this guy?”

      “Because Abe is good, and Met is not.”

      “What? Met is a million times kinder and better than Abe in absolutely every way.” Just because she preferred slayers to whatever Met was, didn’t mean some slayers weren’t jerks and some monsters absolute angels. Met was an angel. Definitely. My angel. Not that he was mine. We were just friends. Good friends.

      “You were with Met because you wanted to be with him, not because he would prevent your pain. Met seems nice enough, but he’s not for you.”

      “Who is, Mom? If it isn’t the one guy I’ve met who doesn’t feel ick when I touch him, who is it? I don’t think it’s going to last forever, but can’t I have my first kiss, my first crush, my first hand-hold? You should be happy for me. I thought I’d die without ever liking anyone much less love, but now at least I get to taste…”

      Her hand rose in a sudden slash. “Love?” She stepped towards me and I backed away because that was a scary walk. “You love him?”

      “Um, yeah?” I winced because I was such an idiot, but seriously, so I was in love with him. Why not? I was certainly the age for stupid in-love stuff.

      She exhaled and put a hand over her eyes like it hurt to look at so much stupid. “Eleanor, you have no idea what love is.”

      “That’s not very validating.”

      She dropped her hand and frowned at me. “This is serious, Ellie.”

      I shrugged. “It’s not. I had this instant attraction, love you could call it, to him, but he’s only starting to notice me as a girl lately. Please don’t mess this up, mom. Don’t embarrass the only guy I’ve ever even half been able to understand, much less really, really, really like. I’d run away and join a biker gang. Not even kidding. I mean, I am, there’s no way I’d…”

      She grabbed my arms and pulled me close, her eyes intent, deeply serious. “Eleanor, I understand loving someone you shouldn’t love. I understand very, very well. Jasmine’s father was everything that I knew that I shouldn’t have, but couldn’t resist. He started like an angel, everything he did calculated to make me lower my guard until…” She pressed her lips together and gazed into a past full of broken hearts and broken promises.

      “I’m not you,” I said quietly, loosening her hold on me and stepping away. “I’m not going to make your mistakes.”

      “No?” She frowned seriously at me. “I was like you. I’d never known love or desire until I met him.”

      “Cool, but we’re not the same. I mean, Jax is my sister. I know her. I know that she’s the daughter of a guy who was horrible to you, but that doesn’t make her bad.”

      She studied me for a long time before she tilted her head. “You overheard us on the stairs.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it. “What?”

      “After that, you started showing your anger, your confusion. You’re handling your panic very well. Is it Met or Abe that’s helping you cope with the darkness? After the ordeal, you wouldn’t talk to anyone, wouldn’t even be in this world until you’d forgotten everything. You could not live in both worlds. You couldn’t handle it. You seem to be doing well. Excellent. In that case, we can talk about reality. There is light and there is dark in this world. If you don’t stand in the light, the darkness will consume you.”

      “Um, okay. So now that I can mostly handle reality it’s right on to a lecture about me choosing the light? It’s a little sudden. Maybe you should start with why you’re always gone and who Abe is, and what I am.”

      She blinked at me. “What you are? What do you mean?”

      “I’m obviously not a succubus like Jax, and I’m not a Slayer like you, so what am I?”

      She shook her head. “You’re a wonderful girl who has a light about her that shines in the darkness.”

      I frowned and stepped away from her. “I’m a wonderful girl? That’s it? All this weirdness, it’s not a sign of something special? If that’s true, why did the witch lady say there was magic in me? Is that what I am, a witch or something?”

      Her face went pale and she stopped breathing. “What witch lady?” I’d never heard her speak so quietly or carefully.

      My heart started to pound. Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned my little adventure with the vampire’s friend. “Just some old lady with a lot of cats. I don’t know if she was a witch, I just thought since she had so many cats, maybe she was a witch. Maybe she’s just nice and normal like me.”

      She held out her hand. I looked down at it then up at her.

      “What?”

      “What did she give you?”

      I pulled the amethyst necklace out of my pocket and let it dangle by the white ribbon. “What? Is it cursed or something?” Maybe it was. Crap. I hadn’t thought about that. There were so many possibilities, way too many possibilities.

      “You went to the bone witch to ask for a token? Remarkable. And I was here while you did such reckless foolishness. Was Percy with you?”

      “No. I went last night. I never would have taken Percy with me to follow a vampire to some lady I didn’t know.”

      “And this necklace, what is it supposed to do? I don’t suppose you know.”

      I licked my lips. “It’s supposed to, um, bring my hallucinations all in one place so I can kill them for good.”

      Her head tilted, like it wasn’t attached to her body, her body was so utterly still. “What hallucinations?”

      I started rubbing my arms. “You know about my hallucinations, Mr. Night and his shadow men. I didn’t want to mention the killing him part, you know, what kind of crazy person kills hallucinations that keep coming back, but when I heard that you were slayer, I realized that he was real and that meant I really could kill him. This time he’s going to stay dead.”

      She grabbed my arm and yanked me through the woods, moving so fast, so ridiculously fast that I could barely keep up. “This Mr. Night, he visits you and you kill him? Oh, excellent.” Her grip tightened the longer we walked as she muttered about Mr. Night and her daughter who thought she’d just go with a vampire to see if a witch would help her.

      “Ow, mom. My arm isn’t a handle.”

      She frowned at me. “Your father is going to lose it, but there’s no helping it. You’re telling him everything.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Is that necessary?”

      “Very, because I won’t be here, and he’ll have to enforce your punishment. You’re grounded until further notice.”

      I gasped. “What? Why?” I’d never been grounded before no matter how many times I got detention for fighting off Jax’s suitors, or other reasons. Probably because I never went anywhere.

      “Because you’re putting yourself in danger.”

      “I’m trying to save myself. The only thing you ever did was give me pills. Newsflash, mom, they didn’t work! The next time Mr. Night comes for me, I’m going to kill him dead and I’m going to work with the vampire in order to do it. Yeah he’s a little bit freaky, but he won’t mess with me as long as Met’s watching.”

      She shot me a hard glance. “And that’s supposed to make me feel better, knowing that a monster like Methuselah Barrow is watching my daughter? Go inside and eat breakfast. You need to get to school, and I’m having a word with our tenant.”

      She finally let go of my arm and turned to march towards the garage while I stood on the porch staring at her. Who was this woman? Yeah, she could be hard-nosed sometimes, like if she heard that Jax was going too far with some boy, but not usually with me, and never like this.

      Shouldn’t she be just a little bit pleased that I was taking my life into my own hands? I shook my head and went inside. In the kitchen, Jax was cheerfully getting everyone breakfast.

      “Hey, sis. You’re in trouble,” she sang. Apparently she was enjoying not being the one my mother was grilling and making feel like an idiot.

      I scowled at her and stole a piece of bacon off Suzie’s plate.

      “Hey!” she said and stabbed me with her knife. Good thing it was a butter knife. It left an indent anyway.

      I crunched the bacon and went to grab a plate. I was serving myself an egg when Jax stood next to me and stared at my profile, particularly my forehead.

      “What are you doing?” I turned with my egg and almost knocked it off the plate because she didn’t back off, just stood really close staring at my temple.

      “What’s on your face?” She leaned close and I ducked around her.

      “Mud? It was dirty last night. At the bonfire,” I added, glancing at the kids.

      “It’s not mud. It looked a little bit silvery, almost like scar tissue, but different. I can’t see it now, only when you were in the sun. So you were rolling around in the mud, huh?”

      “I wasn’t rolling around in the…” I sighed and ate a bite of eggs on cold toast.

      “Jax,” my mother said coming in with Abe in tow, “Please take care of dropping off the little kids, okay? I need to have a conversation with Abe, Ellie and Peter. Abe, please help yourself. I assume you can cook an egg.”

      He tipped his hat in what may have meant yes and got started while she left to wake up my father. Jax stared at me for a second before she got all chirpy, getting the kids ready to go. She did so much better when mom was around. I clearly did worse.

      After the kids were gone and I was in the kitchen with Abe, he cleared his throat.

      “So, last night didn’t go very well?”

      “It went fine. Did you tell my mom where I was? She was right there when I woke up, like right above us.”

      “She caught you in bed? Awkward.”

      “We fell asleep by the campfire, so not as bad as it could have been, I guess, but bad enough. Are you sure you didn’t tell her? I’m not buying any pastries for you.”

      “Why not? I didn’t tell her anything and I should have because she’s seriously pissed with me. Might toss me out on my ear.”

      “Like it matters. You’re not a real homeless person, just a slayer.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Excuse me? There’s no such thing as ‘just a slayer.’ We’re epic and destined to die tragic deaths. You still need to buy me pastries.”

      I scowled at him. “I can’t. I’m grounded. I can give you cash, but I can’t go anywhere until further notice.”

      He grinned and shook his head. “She’s your mom. What do you expect, her finding you in a compromising position with that kind of monster?”

      “He’s not a monster. He’s perfectly nice.”

      “Yeah? Do you know what he is, Ellie? You have no idea or you wouldn’t be cozying up to him by the fire. He eats people. Eats them. I don’t suppose that’s fair. His people eat people. I don’t have any hard proof that he personally…” He trailed off and then my mother came in pushing my father ahead of her. He blinked his eyes and yawned, widely.

      “Morning,” he said absently, patting my head and Abe’s without seeming to notice which of us had lived with him for the last twelve years. He poured himself a cup of cream and started drinking. My mother took it away from him and handed him a cup of coffee instead.

      He nodded like that was better but he wasn’t sure why, and then she pushed him into the chair at the table. I kept glancing at the clock because I had to get to school soon if I didn’t want to be late.

      “Peter, Ellie went to visit the bone witch over in Huntsville last night with a vampire and Methuselah Barrow.”

      He spit coffee across the table, hitting the white wall on the other side. My mother wiped up the mess while my dad spun around and grabbed my shoulders, yanking me close to him. I expected some exclamations of some kind, but he just stared into my eyes one at a time like he was checking for pink-eye. I tried to push his ew hands off me, but he didn’t notice, and he wasn’t letting go.

      “She’s okay,” he finally said, letting me go and picking up his mug. “No harm done. Although, she’s got more shine. A witch shouldn’t be able to affect that.”

      “Shine?” I asked.

      He frowned at me. “You snuck out to do something very dangerous. You’ll have to be grounded.” He sipped his coffee like he grounded me every day, also like that whole thing wasn’t beyond weird.

      I’d kind of thought that he didn’t know what his wife and step-daughter were. Apparently, not. “Dad, what are you?”

      He blinked at me. “I’m a ballroom dance instructor.”

      “You did not gaze into my eyes like a dance teacher.”

      “He was raised a slayer,” my mother said in a quiet voice. “His brother is my current hunting companion.”

      “His brother, like the guy that argues about filters with him?” I put my head on the table. This was all too much. Everything else was fine, but my mother’s partner being my dad’s brother, it all just tipped it off into ‘not possible to comprehend.’

      My dad pulled me upright. “Well, pumpkin, you should probably get to school. It’s Monday, isn’t it?” He turned his face to my mom and she kissed him like that’s what he’d asked for instead of the day.

      “Peter, I think that she should stay home and do home study for the rest of the year.”

      I jerked to my feet. “Excuse me? Grounding me is one thing, but taking me out of school? Are you insane? My life is finally doing something, and you want to rip it apart? No! It’s not going to happen. I’d rather live with a vampire than…”

      My mother pushed on my shoulder, slamming me back into my chair. “Yes, you don’t understand the danger. This valley is different than the rest of the world because the nature of things is subjected to the law, but the nature is always there just beneath the surface.”

      “Like Jax?”

      She nodded. “Like Jax. If she has sex with a man, he’ll die, and she’ll be irredeemable. She’ll have to die.”

      I went very cold all of a sudden. So cold. So, so, so cold. “Wait, what? You’d kill your own daughter?”

      “If she murders a man. The first time is her choice. After that it becomes impossible to turn off the craving. It’s what she is.”

      “If having sex with a succubus kills you, why wouldn’t you be dead after sleeping with her dad? He was a guy succubus, right? Right?”

      My dad frowned at me and put a hand on my shoulder, the one my mother wasn’t holding down. That’s how it felt all of a sudden, like they were imprisoning me. “Angel, your mother’s a slayer. They’re a little bit tougher than the mainstream human. They’re also a million times harder to seduce.”

      Abe cleared his throat. “Maybe I shouldn’t be here for this conversation.”

      “No,” my mother said, her mouth tight. “This is pertinent. You’ve involved yourself in our family. Eleanor, you know that when you were small, I stayed home with you kids and we relied on a ballroom dance instructor’s salary to survive.”

      I nodded. “It was better.”

      “It was for a lot of reasons, mostly because they would take Jax away from me because of what she is. She’s not evil. I know that, and so do you, but if she lets herself take the dark path, the damage will be done, and she’ll become like her father, a force of terror and destruction. You know that darkness, you know because that’s where they took you. Her father took you instead of her when he couldn’t reach her. I’ve been in hiding from slayers and the dark world for years, protecting my daughters, and then I had to go to those slayers who would kill my baby, beg for help rescuing you. The price of that rescue was my life back in the role of slayer. Lex was merciful and didn’t tell the slayers where I was with my family, but I’m now back hunting when my family needs me, because I had to save you. You still don’t remember it, do you?”

      I blinked at her, the way her voice broke at the end, her eyes sad and horrified, stirring the memories that Met’s kiss had woken. I swallowed and shifted in my chair. They still had their hands on my shoulders.

      “I have a flash or two. Not a lot. Okay. So you’re back slaying to save me. Thanks. Still, this is my life and Met is not evil. That happened a long time ago. I’m not a little girl anymore. I’ve killed my hallucination six times. I can do it again.”

      “What’s that?” my dad asked, gripping my shoulder tighter.

      “Mr. Night,” my mother murmured. “Apparently he visits her once a year, after which, she thinks she kills him.”

      “Your nightmare visits you?” My father started swearing, the kinds of words I’d never heard him use before. My mother let go of my shoulder while my dad went to the window and peered out like he was looking for dark things around the edges of the yard.

      “I’m used to it. Not a big deal,” I said, but the way they were acting, kind of a big deal.

      “You’re going to stay home from school,” my dad said, iron in his voice.

      “Unless Abe agrees to be your bodyguard,” my mother said with a nod. She exchanged glances with my dad, and he reluctantly nodded.

      “Abe can’t be my bodyguard,” I said. “I mean, I don’t need a bodyguard. Mr. Night hardly ever visits.”

      My dad started muttering as soon as I’d said his name.

      “He was there at the party, wasn’t he?” Abe asked.

      I glared at him.

      “What party?” my mom asked.

      Things kind of blew up after that. Abe came clean about everything including me overdosing on pills. He didn’t mention punching me in the stomach to make me puke. The upshot of that was that I was definitely never going anywhere ever again without a cowboy slayer bodyguard.

      Abe didn’t protest even once, like it wasn’t a big deal to be told that he’d have to stick twenty-four-seven to a girl he barely found tolerable. Did he even find me tolerable? Probably not.

      “Mom, I can’t walk around with Abe all the time. It’ll look like we’re together or something.”

      “You can tell people that you’re dating,” she said like lying wasn’t unethical. Apparently it wasn’t wrong to lie to other people, just to her. Infuriating. But my dad’s muttering kind of kept me from arguing. He was upset, really, really upset, and if it would make him happy, I’d walk around with Abe.

      The thing was, what about Met? Would he be cool with kissing me one night and then Abe following me around right after that? It didn’t matter what my mother said about Met, I loved him. She’d been unable to resist her love for a monster, how could she expect me to resist mine? Not that Met was a monster. I would never believe that, no matter who his parents were. He was everything good and whole in the world.
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      At school, she wasn’t in her English class. Jasmine came behind me and started all sing-song, “Met and Ellie sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G. Is that all you were doing, because there was something on her face that wasn’t dirt, but glimmered like some kind of bodily fluid.”

      I froze. The insinuation was ridiculous. Not ridiculous, and probably me bleeding dark fae blood on a nice human girl could have negative consequences. I swung around and glowered at her.

      “What are you suggesting?”

      She smiled brightly, her dark eyes glinting almost feverishly. The smell of lust would be intoxicating to her. “Do you want me to spell it out for you? We could make up a rhyme for it.”

      I swallowed and felt this wave of embarrassed anger that was probably quite stupid and dangerous. She looked at me hungrily, but it wasn’t me she wanted, it was my desire for her sister, like she could soak it up. Maybe she could.

      I took a deep, even breath. That’s when I smelled Ellie. I whirled around and there she was at the end of the hall, pressing through the close-packed crowd, hugging her books and hunching in like it would keep anyone else from touching her.

      I forgot all about the succubus and went towards El, like she was the only thing in the universe, a beacon calling to me.

      When she looked up and saw me, for a moment everything was as it should be. Her eyes lit up and she shone, but in the next second, her face was shuttered and she glanced to the side where Abe walked, close beside her.

      I stopped walking, ignoring the people who brushed past me. I stared at her and she kept coming towards me, but her glances were furtive, like she hoped I’d go away before she reached me. How could she do this after we’d played kissing tag?

      “Oooh,” Jasmine whispered beside me. “Looks like Ellie’s punishment has teeth.”

      I shot her a look. “Punishment?”

      She smiled sweetly and turned to saunter away, humming that insipidly idiotic tune. Kissing in a tree. We hadn’t been in a tree, at least not together.

      “Hey Met,” El said when she reached me.

      I nodded and fell in on the other side of her from the slayer as we escorted her to class.

      She kept looking up at me, her eyes worried while she kept walking. Abe pulled something out of her backpack and tossed me the package of cream-filled pastries.

      “You won the bet. Enjoy those gooey things stuffed with sweetness that you can’t ever stop craving. Craving is the worst, particularly for something you know you shouldn’t have.”

      She elbowed him. “What bet? What bet, Met?” She looked up at me and put her hand on my forearm.

      “I bet him that you’d spend the night with me if I asked you to.”

      She frowned and color stained her cheeks. “You didn’t ask me to. I… Oh, I see. Last night was just a bet to you. That makes sense. I thought it was weird, you letting me stalk you so easily.” She swallowed and her chest started to rise and fall like she was going to hyperventilate.

      Something dark was stalking her, something that a slayer should be able to protect her from. I could do that, but I’d be putting her in danger from Quarl and other creatures.

      I swallowed and shrugged. “To be perfectly honest, you’re possibly the worst stalker I’ve ever seen. Isn’t she clumsy?” I asked Abe, looking over her head.

      His eyes widened, but he didn’t show anything else. “She does surprise a body.”

      “Thanks,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Are we still dancing?” I asked.

      She wasn’t flushing anymore, instead her face had gone pale. “I can’t. You don’t have to worry about me stalking you in the foreseeable future.”

      “That’s too bad. It was fun.”

      She looked up at me, eyes enormous and shocked, like I’d slapped her. “Fun? You didn’t hate it?” She turned to face me, stopping in the hall like nothing else in the world existed.

      With her face like that, tilted towards me, lips parted, I couldn’t help but remember how she’d tasted, how she’d felt against me. “With dance, it’s the beginnings of a romance,” I said in a low growl that rumbled from my chest.

      Her hands fluttered up like wild birds that wanted to light on me, but weren’t sure where to land.

      “Come on, Ellie,” Abe said, stealing his hand around her waist and pulling her away from me. “You know what will happen if you aren’t the perfect student who stays away from dangerous influences.” He shot me a hard look.

      He knew that I should stay away from her. I knew it too, but I couldn’t help reaching out and touching the ends of her hair, feeling the silky ends brush across my palm and then slipping through my fingers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            38

          

          

      

    

    







            Unicorn

          

        

      

    

    
      It could have been worse. At least I’d been able to talk to Met face to face. The thing about the bet hurt, but it was softened by the idea that he actually liked dancing with me. I walked by a couple making out in a corner, all over each other with grabby hands and lots of loud sucking noises. That’s how teens were supposed to kiss, all hot and heavy, not kissing tag. Could I be more of an idiot? He’d said he liked me, but he must have meant in a friendly way that was more circumstantial than anything else. He was nice, or he wouldn’t put up with me, but now he didn’t have to.

      I spent lunch in the parking lot with Abe. I sat in the passenger’s seat, picking apart my fries instead of eating them. My mother was paying him to take me to lunch and keep me away from any, ‘dangerous influences’. Maybe it would be better to stay home, but then I saw Met walking down the sidewalk with Vincent and a girl who gazed up at Vince like he wasn’t a vampire. Seeing Met made my heart ache and my lips cry out for more. I stared at him like a creepy stalker, and then when he met my eyes and lifted his hand, I tried to pretend like I wasn’t staring at him.

      He kept his hand up until I waved back, then he put his hands in his pockets and continued after Vince.

      “You really like him.” Abe sounded kind of amused, but not as grumpy as usual.

      “Shut up. You wouldn’t understand. You’re a cold-blooded slayer.”

      “I’ll have you know that I have loved the same girl—unrequited—for a good decade.”

      I stared at him. “Wait, you like a girl?”

      He hesitated then nodded. “Love. She’s not like your crush. She’s worthy of my admiration.”

      “She sounds incredibly boring.”

      He laughed and leaned his elbow on the windowsill while he stared out at the parking lot. “There isn’t anything boring about perfection.”

      I shook my head. “Seriously, there is actually a person that you’ve let into that guarded heart of yours? Doesn’t she mind that you’re sleeping with someone else, or is she just that confident?”

      His smile faded. “Unrequited. That means I love her and she looks at me as a little brother.”

      “Ooh, an older woman. I see how it is.”

      He shot me a glance. “You have no idea. She keeps telling me to date other girls. How can I date someone else when I’ve sworn that I’ll love her forever?”

      “Well, people can change their minds. Haven’t you heard of divorce?”

      He shook his head, expression disgusted. “You think you’ll stop caring about Met Barrow?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t tie myself to who I’ll be in the future. That doesn’t seem fair because I wouldn’t want him to tie his future self to whoever I am. What if I go even crazier?”

      “You aren’t crazy. Your hallucinations and dreams are real. Does that make you happy? You don’t seem happy.”

      I shrugged. “Do you think he was serious about not hating dancing with me?”

      “Yeah. You’re a really good dancer. At the group class, all the creepy forty-year-olds want to put their hands all over you.”

      “Thanks.” I dipped a fry in ketchup and sucked it off the end. Gross. I stuck it in the bag and put them all on the floor. “You mention that a lot. Why does it bug you so much?”

      “You hate them touching you, but you put up with it. You shouldn’t have to. I’d stab them with something.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “You’d stab clients? Wow. How would that be to not need to put up with anything, just stab anyone who touched you?”

      He shrugged and cocked his head. “You could become a slayer.”

      I blinked at him. “What? I thought you needed to be born a slayer.”

      He nodded. “Usually, but I believe that we become what we will to be. If you killed a nightmare six times, you’ve got the nerve to do it. The rest is just training. I don’t know anything about the necklace you got from the bone witch, but I can teach you how to kill things so they stay dead.”

      I stared at him. He was so chatty, so relaxed, all because he thought that I’d stop seeing Met. I felt suddenly depressed. I shoved open his door, grabbing the revolting and cold fast food to drop it in the trash on my way inside. Abe was close beside me, of course, because the parking lot was so dangerous.

      That day after school, my mom was home making dinner, talking on the phone to someone like she was a nice mommy who didn’t go around hunting deadly dangerous creatures.

      She waved at me and smiled like she hadn’t grounded me and forbidden me to see Met. She’d even taken my phone so I couldn’t plan any risky encounters. Maybe Met would be in the clearing. Did being grounded mean that I couldn’t go in the woods? Our property ran to the fence, that meant I could stay home and still meet Met in our clearing for dance.

      I glanced at my mom while my heart pounded. She shot me a look. Oh, she’d know if I saw Met. “What am I supposed to do?” I asked her even though she was busy chatting.

      “Hey, angel,” my dad said, putting an arm around my shoulders.

      I shrugged away from him. “Whatever.” I ran up the stairs to my room and flung myself on the bed. It really wasn’t fair. I stared at the ceiling. What was Met thinking about? There had to be some way to make this work, to make my parents see that he was good.

      I heard distant laughter outside and sat up. Out the window, I watched Abe teaching Percy, Suzie, and James how to hold knives and fight each other. I pressed my palms on the glass while I grew more and more furious.

      I opened the window and got out, walking over the porch before I jumped down and stalked over to the happy psychos.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I screamed at him. “These are kids. That world you come from doesn’t belong here. Percy, give me that!” I snatched the knife out of his hands. It was really long, like twelve inches long. “You know better than to play with knives. Suzie, sure, but you?”

      He raised his hands, eyes going big in surrender. “Sorry, El. We were being really careful.”

      “No you weren’t! I saw you out of the window. You almost slashed Abe’s face open.”

      Abe started laughing, all sweet and honey, He had a very soft laugh, nothing like Met’s growl. I hated it. “Ellie, it’s just a knife. These darling kiddos aren’t going to hurt me.”

      I scowled at him. “Too bad. Knives, Suzie.” She had two. She reluctantly gave them to me, but only after Percy kicked her ankle. She sighed, and her shoulders sagged.

      “Sorry, Ellie. It wasn’t Abe’s fault. I asked him to help me.”

      “Mm hm. James. Where are your cars? You play with cars, not knives.” I knelt in the grass and he threw his arms around me, almost stabbing me in the head before Abe caught his hand and took the knife.

      He pressed his face into my neck. “Sorry, Ellie. I just thought I should keep an eye on Percy.”

      “Thanks,” Percy muttered.

      It made me smile though. I smoothed my hand over James’s hair. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      I could feel him nod against my skin.

      “Hey, kids. Everything okay?” my dad asked, coming from behind me.

      “Sure,” Percy said, grabbing James’s shoulder and tugging him away from my dad. “We’re fine.”

      I stood up and faced my father, hands on hips. “You think that I’m in danger? What about this guy, encouraging the kids to play with knives, hm?” I held out the twelve-inch dagger Percy had held.

      My dad took it with a serious frown and then tossed it into the air, taking the other knives, one at a time, in this complicated juggling pattern that was all glinting blades and near deaths, and then Abe threw a knife at him, and my dad didn’t die, just caught it and added it to that pattern. Abe kind of shifted, standing apart from him, and then my dad started throwing knives at him, and he threw them back, just these two men juggling knives like they were some kind of circus act.

      I stared at them both, horrified, but at the same time, they were clearly in control. Suzie went close and reached out, snatching a knife out of the air with a laugh.

      I gasped and went to grab her, but Percy held me back.

      “She’s fine. You know Suzie. She’s a ninja.”

      “A slayer,” my dad corrected.

      Suzie, James and Percy whirled around, but not to look at my dad, to stare at me.

      “She knows?” Percy asked.

      “She knows what?” I asked.

      He got shifty-eyed.

      “Yes. Your sister has been hanging out with vampires and bone witches without any idea of the danger. It’s up to us all to protect her from her ignorance.”

      Percy whirled around, his eyes bright with anger. “That creep in the cemetery was a vampire? What’s wrong with you? I thought he was a creep, and that’s bad enough, but a vampire? An actual vampire? Did you miss what vampires do to people? They suck the blood out of them and kill them. If you’re lucky they’ll kill you.”

      Suzie nodded soberly. “You don’t want to get turned.”

      James added, “Witches are even more dangerous. They can infest your spirit and take over your life force, turning you into nothing more than an animated doll.”

      I blinked at him. “What the crap are you talking about?”

      “Or transform you into a cat. Or a rat. Or a frog. Haven’t you read any books?” Suzie demanded, clearly put out with my lack of foresight.

      I opened and closed my mouth a lot of times while I stared at my family. “You all know what mom is?”

      “And dad, but he’s non-practicing,” Percy said with a nod, like he approved.

      “Of course we know,” Suzie said like, duh. “My parents were killed by a werewolf pack. They saved us for last, which is why I was able to escape with my brother.”

      I gaped at her. “Suzie, I’m so sorry.”

      She shrugged her little shoulders. “The wolves are all dead now. Uncle Lex and mom took care of them. Mom’s the best.”

      My dad caught all the knives and walked over to Abe. “These belong to you, I imagine. Excellent balance. This is a very good set.”

      Abe’s smile lit his eyes. That was the way to his heart, through his knives. “I’ve been building my collection for years. It’s a work of love.”

      I snorted.

      Abe shot me a look that was part amused, part kind of gentle. “Do you want to learn?” he asked, holding out a knife, smaller than most, without anything interesting about it.

      I swallowed because him offering me one of his precious knives to touch meant that he wanted us to be friends. Probably. He didn’t think that I could be friends with Met and him at the same time. I looked around at my family, all of them watching me to see what I chose.

      I reached out and closed my hand around the handle, brushing Abe’s skin in the process. There was a moment of ick, but it soon faded. I knew the touch of evil. I hated it, and I wanted to kill it. I thought that Met was good, but they were right, I didn’t know him. I did know my family, my dad, my siblings. Not Abe, but he was finally looking at me without his guard up. It didn’t feel terrible to have him approve of me.

      I held the knife tight until my knuckles turned white. The thing is, Jax was part of the dark side, and I loved her. Met, he couldn’t be dark. He was just too nice. Except for the part where he made a bet with Abe, but that had been Abe. Him and his blackmail.

      This stuff was complicated. The only person I knew for sure I wanted to kill was Mr. Night. For him, I would play slayer until he was dead, I was free, and could make my own choices.
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      Being a human wasn’t fun anymore. I blamed Vincent. Mostly because he was still around when everyone I liked better wasn’t.

      I spent too much time that first week wandering the woods, coming back to the clearing that was already in need of raking, or to the spot on the hill where I could see her house. Every day at school, I nodded at her when I saw her in the hall with her slayer. Every day she would smile at me before her smile would fade. Each day it faded sooner until by Friday, she didn’t bother looking up.

      That day, I was running through the woods near El’s house when I came upon Suzie, cute little thing, fierce as a tiger.

      I smiled as I walked up to her, breathing a little harder than usual.

      She brandished a knife, her eyes intently on me. “Stay back.”

      I crouched down and leaned on my knees. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She frowned, seeming confused. “I know. But El is behind me. She got permission to go to the lake with all of us kids, but I’m the forward guard. She’s not allowed to see you.”

      “You know that I’m not going to hurt you, but you still don’t think I should see her?”

      She shrugged. “Dad said so.”

      I nodded and then turned my head in the direction of rustling. They were still a ways off. “I miss her.” I shouldn’t have said that.

      She frowned at me. “He didn’t say anything about you seeing her. If you hid in those shadows, you could watch her go by. If she hears anything, I’ll come out and say it was me.”

      I smiled at her and something in my chest twisted. “That’s very kind of you.”

      She nodded briskly then shooed me away. El came in view soon enough. She looked around, but seemed listless. James tugged on her hand and she smiled at him. She was happy when she was looking at him. She would be fine without me. She would get over any feelings she thought she had. Humans forgot quickly.

      I felt a growl in my chest. It grew and grew the further she moved away from me. I turned and ran, faster than I’d ever made this skin move before. I ran and ran until the roar came out, tree-shakingly loud, echoing through my body until I crashed into a bush and lay there, empty as a broken vase.

      Vincent came at midnight.

      “You’re just lying there in a bush.”

      “Your powers of observation are astonishing.”

      “It’s a pity that she went through all that trouble to get the talisman and now has no way to learn how to use it.”

      “That is quite possibly the least tragic angle to this debacle. What’s wrong with me?”

      “I believe you’re in love with her. There’s nothing so melancholy as foiled love.”

      “I hardly know her.”

      “This kind of love, the flashy pheromone-filled obsession, doesn’t need time. It’s a flame sparked by a flash of lightning, needing nothing but one moment to indelibly print on its object of desire.”

      I growled. “Go away.”

      “If you’d like, but the slayer is wandering around, searching for the origin of that majestic roar. Truly, Met, you were loud.”

      “You shouldn’t have taken her to the bone witch.”

      “You took her. I told her about it and led the way. You’re probably right, though. I didn’t think it would end like this.”

      “Why did you do it? What do you care for her and her demons?”

      He glared at me. “Nothing. I care nothing about her, but you, Met, are a bit of a problem for me. Not a problem precisely, but you’re so delicate. This valley has been a good place to reside for ages. Whichever of your ancestors came and obliterated all opponents and created that hill of bones, he made a nice little spot. I’m a little worried that you won’t be balance, but something else, something that rips apart this cozy little peace I enjoy.”

      “Vampires don’t want peace.”

      “Vampires are different, Met. We still have residual personalities. I was a very dull person when I was alive. A bookkeeper with all those little ledgers and eye-strain. Now I run around hunting easy sources of crimson liquor, but in those days I was courting a very dull girl who I loved with all the burning affection of a steadfast bookkeeper. Our parlor sitting was something to behold.”

      I sat up. He’d never told me this story, probably because I wasn’t particularly interested. “It sounds quite lovely.”

      His eyes went dull from sadness. “It actually was. She was intelligent, but kind. It’s so difficult to find that combination of wits and heart. She was attacked one evening as she went out, and I tried to fight off her attacker. She died, but he took me for a midnight snack. He kept me for a few days, but then went hunting for something fresh. When he came back, he was replete with blood. That’s when I staked him, when he closed his eyes thinking I was far too weak to move, much less kill him. I was extremely weak, but still human enough to kill my sire.”

      “He sounds terrible.”

      He shrugged. “Not the brightest creature, going to an area where there were so many superstitious townsfolk and travelling slayers. I felt bad about killing them. I had that moment when I felt guilt, but then it slid off me like a snake-skin.”

      “Your first victims were slayers?”

      He shook his head. “Chickens. Then cats.”

      “Then children?”

      He didn’t say anything. “I came here for peace. You are the arbiter of peace so you can kill anything that you judge as disturbing the balance. I vote for the slayer.”

      “He keeps her safe.”

      “You could do that.”

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      “Met, just take her.”

      I growled at him. I couldn’t take her. Where would we go? New York and stay with my dad? That might be a start. I could get money from him, willingly or otherwise. We could travel the world, seeing every beautiful thing for every day of her life. Then she would be dead and the world would be unbearable. It was better for the world to be ugly now for a little while until I got used to not seeing her. I would adapt, slower than a human, but it was possible.

      “We could turn her into a vampire,” he offered.

      I sighed. “Vampires smell bad.”

      “But you wouldn’t be alone.”

      “But she wouldn’t be human.”

      “Humanity is over-rated.”

      “I don’t seem to think so. What could make me human, Vince? A spell? A potion?”

      He shook his head and took a step away from me. “There’s a dark creature on the West, encroaching on the border. He comes close and then sprints away. Shall I tell the slayer about it? That should take care of one of them.”

      I stood and shook the dirt and leaves off my skin. It felt too heavy, too fake, a burden I couldn’t bear. I reached back and pulled it off until I was free.

      “Are you sure you should go hunting like that? It’s not exactly a subtle look.”

      I pulled on the black shorts. “Better?”

      He laughed and was ready to run as fast as me. Not quite as fast. I ran through the branches, my body one with the night, dark and starless. When I found the creature, he was dragging an unconscious man behind a barn.

      The lich looked up and knew that I was going to rip him apart. He leapt away from the fallen man like I wouldn’t realize that he’d been about to steal away his life through whatever twisted magics he still had.

      “I didn’t hurt him. I can take what I need without killing him.” His voice was high, squeaky, unused to speaking.

      I ate him.

      With his blood, I made a beautiful pattern on the unconscious human that would revive him and clear his mind, give him peace instead of sadness.
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      Another week went by, and another. Abe felt like part of the family, the big brother who Suzie absolutely worshipped, mostly because he kept showing her knife tricks.

      Dad liked him too. I behaved perfectly, and then mom was back and our family was complete. Every night before I went to bed, Abe taught me how to kill stuff. Not literally, like we weren’t running around chopping up squirrels or anything, just stabbing this body he’d rigged with a fallen tree wrapped in foam and stuff.

      I focused and eventually Suzie stopped telling me to be careful and not hurt myself. That they all treated me like that—helpless Ellie—was seriously irritating. I was the big sister who fed them and put them to bed, but I was the delicate one who needed pills and shots to manage nightmares. Maybe that’s why they liked Abe, because he kept the house quiet at night.

      At first, sleeping was novel, the kind of thing that gave me an escape from all of my thoughts and the stupid aching heart that hadn’t gotten better yet, but as the days went on, the nights got long. I’d wake up and go to the window above the garage and stare into the woods. They were so dark, but when the moon was up, they looked like a silver ocean, rustling and calling to me.

      Met said hello to me every day outside my English class and waved whenever he caught my eye. Every time. It hurt every time I saw him or heard his low rumbling voice. He’d said that he liked doing dance with me.

      At dinner with my parents and all of us kids, plus Abe who seemed to have made himself at home, I took a drink of water, cleared my throat and made what I thought was a pretty reasonable request.

      “I was thinking about doing competition this year. Cabaret. I don’t expect to place or anything, but I thought it would be good for me, getting out and back in the saddle, if you will.”

      My mother smiled and tilted her head. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” She glanced over at Abe. “You’re really willing to go along with this?”

      His eyes got kind of deer-in-the-headlight and I broke in.

      “Not Abe. Met. We were practicing before and he was a really fast learner. Abe’s not big enough. No offense.”

      “None taken. I’m not a dancer.” He shot me a tight smile. He didn’t like the idea of me dancing with Met.

      It didn’t matter what he thought. I looked at my mom and her expression was growing colder and colder.

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Eleanor. We are all willing to sacrifice our own convenience for your safety. The least you can do is appreciate the effort.”

      I pushed my chair back. “Thank you for not trusting me. Thanks also for locking me up. It’s so refreshing.” I left the room and ran up the stairs.

      It wasn’t very long before Jax was there. She wandered around the room, running her fingers over pictures and knick-knacks. She picked up my unicorn horn and put it on her forehead.

      “What are you doing? You look stupid.”

      She threw herself on the bed and bounced before the bed settled. “What’s going on with you?”

      “I’m fine. I’m really grateful for my amazing mother.”

      She shrugged. “She’s done a lot for us, but that’s her job. Your job is to find your own way. She seems to have forgotten that. Tell you what, let’s sneak out right now. No one will miss us for like five minutes.”

      I laughed and hit her with my pillow.

      “Careful! You’ll break your horn. Seriously, El, you’re boring these days. All you do is fight really badly with the annoyingly not attractive slayer, and mope around. Oh, and choreograph dances you’re never going to perform. Every day at school, jeans and a t-shirt. Every day. Ev-ery-day. So boring. Is it because you’re not having nightmares and taking pills, or is it giving up your first love for… What did you give it up for? That part’s a little unclear to me.”

      I shrugged. “Mom sacrificed her life to save me. I mean, she had to change her whole work and lifestyle, and now I’m just… It’s fine.”

      “What are you talking about? You’re giving up your life because she gave up hers? That’s not how it works, El. She gives up her life so that you can have one, not so you can reciprocate. That’s stupid. I mean, who are you saving by staying away from the hulk of your dreams?”

      “I don’t dream about him.”

      “Because your dreams are real. Right. Still, El? What’s the point?”

      “She’s right. I put Percy in danger.”

      “I put people in danger all the time.” She shrugged. “Met’s walking around all sad that his little unicorn found a new friend. Abe’s not quite as terrible as I thought he was, but he’s still the kind of person who would kill without question. I’m the kind of thing they’d kill. I liked it better when I wasn’t the only one messed up.”

      “You’ve been doing great.”

      She shrugged. “The locker next to me, the girl who has it is always making out with her boyfriend right there. I kind of hang out and absorb some of that lust. It’s my pathetic life, living off the love of others.”

      I laughed. “That is pathetic. Almost as bad as sleeping with a guy just so a nightmare doesn’t torture you every night.”

      She made a face. “Yeah. It’s still annoying.” She rolled off my bed, that look in her eyes, the wild stupid one.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      She paused, hand on my doorknob. “I’ll let you watch the show. I promise to make it interesting.” She wiggled her eyebrows and left me with a flash of hope that fizzled into a stomachache.
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      The next morning, Jasmine Adams was waiting at my locker, wearing pastels and El’s unicorn horn.

      “Hey, Met. I knew you missed El, so I thought I’d stop by.”

      I shook my head and opened my locker. “Have you had a head injury? You can’t replace El by putting on a horn.”

      “I know,” she said, reaching up to put her arm around my shoulder. “But I can stir things up.” She patted my cheek and walked off, no, waltzed off, arms out like she was dancing with an invisible partner.

      “She’s finally cracked,” Vincent said. “This is why succubi shouldn’t stay virgins for too long.”

      I shook my head and got my books. It didn’t matter what games she was playing. After first period, I was waiting in my designated spot so I could walk by Eleanor after English class. Jasmine came next to me, as in her arms rubbed against mine. She grabbed my hand and squeezed it.

      “Are you assaulting me?” I asked. It was slightly ludicrous considering our sizes, but she could do serious damage to a human.

      “No, it’s not me doing the assaulting,” she said, half turning so her body brushed mine. I wanted to push her away, but she was holding on pretty tight. If I shoved her away, I might put her in a coma. She rose on her tiptoes, for all the world like she was about to kiss me.

      That’s when El came out of her class and saw us. I stared at her and she stared at me. Her eyes were brighter than they’d been for weeks, and for a second I thought she’d start crying, but then she moved, so fast, and it was Jasmine she was ripping away from me. She didn’t pull her away and then start yelling, no, there was no yelling, just punching, very solid punches that Jasmine returned. It didn’t take very long for both of them to get bloody, fighting in a circle with the kind of grace and viciousness you didn’t often see in high school.

      “You said he wasn’t your type,” El spat before she went in and socked Jasmine’s ribs, then back elbowed her jaw. So graceful and lovely.

      “Are we just going to stand here and enjoy the blood?” Vincent asked at my shoulder.

      That’s when I moved to grab El while Vincent took Jasmine. Her lip was bloody, but the blood of a succubus shouldn’t tempt him, not when it would come with its own price.

      I’d meant just to pull El away from Jasmine and then let her go, but once my arms were around her, my legs started moving, and before I knew what was happening, we were outside. I stepped to the side, where the entrance protruded, leaving a slightly private alcove.

      I held her from behind, breathing in her hair, holding her against my heart while she shuddered and trembled.

      I held her without speaking, soaking in the feel of her until the bell rang for class. I blinked the soccer field into focus.

      I should say something. “Did you get hurt?”

      “Every time I see you. When is it going to go away?”

      I swallowed. “Is it better like this, with you facing away so you can’t see me?”

      She exhaled and relaxed in my arms. “No. Yes. Yes because you’re here, no because… I need to get back. I’m not allowed to see you.”

      “You aren’t seeing me. I’m behind you.”

      She laughed, but it was short and not entirely happy. “My mother sacrificed her life for me. I owe her my loyalty. She’s a slayer and you’re… I don’t know what you are.”

      “I’m a sasquatch.”

      She laughed again, a little breathlessly. I should put her down. I was probably crushing her lungs. “I was thinking werewolf.”

      “Do I smell that bad?”

      Her laugh that time was accompanied by her twisting around so she could put her nose against my neck. I held very still while I absorbed the feel of that touch, so slow and lingering. I lowered her down and stayed hunched above her while her breath caressed my skin.

      “Met?” she said, gazing at me. She looked so aching, her heart in her eyes, her lips trembling.

      Another bell rang and I straightened. I took a step away from her. “Eleanor? It’s nice to see you again. I hope that we’ll always be friends.” I turned and went inside. Why did I do that? How could I do that?

      She grabbed my arm and pulled me around. I didn’t resist. “Met, I’m sorry. I don’t care what you are. I really, truly don’t. But right now…”

      She had darkness stalking her and parents who loved her. I cupped her cheek. “Don’t be sorry because you’re loved. I’m not. I want you to be safe and happy. My world can get very dark. Thank you for accepting me even though you probably shouldn’t. You definitely shouldn’t. I’ll see you later.”

      I didn’t kiss her. I knew that if I kissed her, she wouldn’t resist, would melt into my arms and never let me go. At least I liked to think that.

      The next day after her English class, Abe waited across the hall from me, apparently unwilling to let that kind of thing happen on a regular basis.

      El looked up and saw me when she came out of class. She hesitated, throwing off the rhythm of her walk, but then Abe was there, blocking my view. She walked off with him and then glanced back, her eyes intent, and then she pushed a piece of paper off her stack of books. It fluttered to the ground.

      I watched people walk on it for a few seconds before I walked over and snatched it up.

      Choreography. Two stick-figures twirled and spun around on both sides of the paper, working their way into one lift and then coming out of it in a very nice end pose. I stood there studying it until I realized the looks people were giving me.

      I grinned and tucked it into my books. Throughout classes, I pulled it out and could see her dancing with me in the clearing. I probably wouldn’t be as graceful as her stick figures, but I wouldn’t drop her. Never.

      After school, I was walking when Vincent came up beside me. “What are you thinking about?”

      I lifted him up and he went stiff like a corpse, which made the whole thing not entirely graceful. When I let go of him, he landed in a crouch, fangs extended. I only laughed at him.

      His fangs retracted and he straightened slowly. “It’s the unicorn. The madness is spreading. What happened after you carried her off?”

      I shook my head and stepped carefully in the choreographed steps. It wasn’t easy without El to coach me.

      “Madness,” he said softly. “Utter madness.”

      That night, midnight, I went to the clearing. She wasn’t there. On the other side of her clearing, across the fence, the trees were not in the right positions. I needed blood. I hunted out of the valley, bringing back enough bodies and blood to bring the plants to life. With the blood-runes scrawled across the trunks, they stirred themselves and pulled up from the ground, moving back and sinking roots deeper into the ground until the clearing was a perfect reflection of the one on the other side of the fence.

      I cleaned up the bodies—ate them—and then went home to bed feeling the stirrings of hope.
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      At school the next day, I opened my locker and saw the single white lily hanging on the hook at the back. My hand trembled as I reached out to touch it. A petal loosened and fell to the floor of the locker. He’d gotten my choreography, I was almost sure of it.

      I tucked the petal into my book and turned around, almost running into Abe.

      He frowned at me. “I still think I should tell your dad about Jasmine. She promised that she’d take my place and walk you to class, not that she’d try to seduce your true love. Not cool. I can’t believe your dad doesn’t want to know about it.”

      I shrugged. “We fight a lot. Sometimes. Actually it’s usually other guys I’m fighting, you know, who are all over her, but it hasn’t been bad at all. It’s so strange. Usually not a day goes by without some idiot hitting on my sister, but now it’s just fine.”

      “Yeah. Weird. So, Barrow touched you?”

      I shrugged. “He pulled me off Jax. I didn’t see him. There’s no reason to say anything.”

      He grunted. “I guess. You’re doing pretty well. You gave her an ugly mouth.”

      “Um, thanks?” In my English class, I ran my fingers over the lily petal until it was brown and tattered. I wanted to drop another note, but Abe watched me too closely. This whole thing was so ridiculous. Way too ridiculous.

      That evening, I went to the studio with my dad to dance with older guys. Bruce was still there, and his sweaty hands made the ick extra awful. I maintained my professional persona while Abe painted the office a reddish color called Flamenco pink. He worked in a tank top so I could see more of his tattoos every time Bruce spun me around past him.

      He glanced up once and winked at me. Bruce tightened his grip on me. “Is he your boyfriend?”

      I looked up at the customer with his receding hairline and paunchy jowls. “Yes. How is your fiancé doing? How long are you going to wait until you show her your wonderful new talents?” He had progressed to not stepping on my toes every week. Improvement was improvement.

      “When I’m good,” he answered and pulled me into closed position. My dad was talking to someone who had wandered in, and wanted to know more. Bruce had told him that he should go on, that I’d be able to show him everything he needed to know.

      My dad looked at me the way he did when a customer might need to be set loose. Bruce paid very well and was a steady customer, but that didn’t mean my dad wouldn’t firmly suggest that he join the classes where I wasn’t an angel if he got too intrusive.

      “I’m going to dip you,” Bruce said suddenly, spinning us around and then leaning over me, his breath hot in my face as I bent away from him. My weight was too much, and his sweaty hands slipped off me.

      Someone’s hand came between my head and the floor, so it was a cushioned blow. I expected my dad to help me up, but it was Abe, yanking me onto my feet and glowering at Bruce.

      Bruce chuckled nervously. “You got away from me for a minute there.”

      “Maybe you should get away from her,” Abe said, sounding kind of scary.

      I rolled my eyes. This wasn’t a big deal, seriously. I couldn’t count how many times eager beginners dropped me on my head.

      I put my hands on Abe’s chest and pushed him back to the office. He resisted and I had to actually push on him. His tank was damp from sweat, and I could feel the hard muscles beneath the thin fabric. He was shaped much differently than Bruce. Once we got to the office, I closed the door.

      “Thanks for catching my head,” I said first thing.

      He blinked at me. “Yeah, I could see him slipping. His whole balance was completely off. I think he wanted to fall over on top of you.” He scowled.

      I smiled and squished his cheek, like he was James or something. “You’re really taking this big brother role seriously. Thanks.”

      His scowl faded. “You really don’t mind? You hate being touched. Like this,” he said, nodding down to where my hand still rested on his chest.

      I pulled away. “Well, we hang out a lot. Every night.”

      He nodded and frowned. “Yeah. Is it weird for you?”

      I blinked at him. “Weird is relative. Literally. You’ve met my sister.”

      “Sometimes she sneaks in the room to lay next to you.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it. “Huh. So, communal sleeping. Definitely a thing. You didn’t mention it before?”

      He shrugged. “It helps her deal with her issues if she’s close to you. It’s like your shine rubs off on her.”

      “My shine?”

      “Innocence, goodness, light, it’s the stuff that shows your nature. Humans have shine. You have a lot, particularly for someone who…” He winced. “Sorry. Why did you tell him I was your boyfriend? I’m not.”

      I rolled my eyes and stepped away from him, but there wasn’t tons of room in the office. “Do you mind if I use you as a psychological barrier to the forty-year-olds who might get handsy?”

      “No. I just don’t want you to get confused. We sleep together. That could make things confusing.”

      I shrugged. “You haven’t ever touched me like you wanted to touch me. I haven’t ever touched you like I wanted to touch you. We’re good.”

      He nodded and licked his lips. “Good. I’m glad we’re good. That’s good.”

      I grinned at him. “Very good.”

      He smiled back at me. “You seem to be in a better mood since you punched your sister. Maybe we should spar with a little more intensity tonight.”

      “Maybe we should.” I wrinkled my nose. “I always spar with intensity, I just suck compared to you. Your reflexes are impossible.”

      He looked down at my mouth and pressed his lips together. “Don’t say that word.”

      “Reflexes?”

      His eyes narrowed and he crossed his arms, brushing my chest because we were standing too close. “Impossible. I was blind from the attack. Six years blind, El, but if anything was impossible, that’s what I did. There is no impossible. Say it with me.”

      “There is no impossible,” we said together.

      He grinned and rubbed my head. Six years blind? I couldn’t help but reach up and brush his eyebrows, staring into those brown eyes that looked kind of boring, but eyes that could see, there wasn’t anything dull about that.

      My fingers slid down his cheek to the tattoos on his neck. ‘Wonder’ and rainbows. “So after you got back your sight?”

      He nodded and looked slightly uncomfortable. “Maybe not exactly the symbols a hardened slayer should go with, but it’s how I felt. Wonder. The world is a beautiful place, even in the darkness, light reflects off everything.”

      I pulled my hands down. “Sorry. I seem to be touching you a lot. You don’t think that Met’s really evil, do you? If light shines on everything…”

      He looked at me for a long time. “Like your sister. You’re having trouble understanding what makes you inherently good and someone else inherently evil. I think that it comes down to nature. Jasmine is going against her nature, struggling to not harm people. For you, harming others is more difficult. Like your knife strikes. You never want to actually hurt me.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve killed Mr. Night.”

      “Yeah. What’s it like?”

      “Bloody.”

      He shook his head. “Nightmares.”

      I pulled away, but there wasn’t anywhere to go. “The last one I had, I was swimming through this dark water that hurt everywhere it touched, and it was all around me, every single part of me. And then he was dragging me down, under the water.” I shrugged. “It wasn’t a very interesting one. I never have any marks on my skin. That’s still weird to me. It feels so real, but they are only dreams.”

      “You have dreams other than pain?”

      I shrugged. “Not really. I mean, there’s the more psychological horror ones where I’m running and running trying not to get gobbles or the ground is falling away, but they end in pain.”

      “The only creature that could do that is a dream-walker. They’re usually shamans with a lot of shine, a lot of goodness.” His lips twisted. “The abomination needs to die.” The way he said it made me uncomfortable but I wasn’t sure why.

      I shrugged and tried to sound light. “Oh, he has. Lots of times. So, Jax feeds off my shine? Weird. Can this conversation get any weirder? I hope so. Impossibly weird is my goal.”

      “Angel, are you coming out for the dance class? Bruce left after that mangled dip. Hopefully shame keeps him away.” My dad grinned at me then frowned at Abe. “You moved too fast. I appreciate you keeping my sweetheart’s brains from leaking on the floors, but you’re an ordinary human. Got it?”

      “Yes sir,” Abe said with a wide smile.

      He hadn’t answered my question about Met. For the rest of the class, I smiled demurely, but every time someone touched me, I ached for strong hands that weren’t ick.

      After being dad’s angel, I sparred with Abe behind the garage. He hit me harder than usual, knocking me down and pinning me there while he grinned at me.

      “Pretend I’m Jasmine, flirting with your true love.”

      “She’s not as heavy as you.” I lifted my hips and twisted, trying to get him off, but he stayed there, like he was riding a bronco. His cowboy hat. If I could get it off, that would be something. I didn’t want to kill him. Why would I? He wasn’t in my head, but I did want to knock off that hat.

      When he got off me, I jumped on him, managing to knock him down. He laughed as we rolled, shifting position until I managed to hook his arm back and snatch his hat.

      I shouted my victory while he laughed, putting his hat on my head and lifting me onto his shoulders like I was Suzie. He danced with me perched on him like that had been a serious victory. I laughed and hung onto his chin while he spun around. I wasn’t remotely graceful but it was kind of fun, the big bad slayer getting all silly with me.

      After I went in the house, showered, and got into my nightgown, I ran over the porch roof and jumping down into the grass like always. Why didn’t he just stay in my room, other than the bed being a twin instead of a queen? And why was I sneaking out when everyone in the house knew what was going on? No idea, but one of these days I was going to twist an ankle.

      I ducked into the garage and went up the steps. When I got to the room, I walked in like usual, but he was wearing a towel. I froze. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen him in a towel, and happily he wasn’t pinning me to the floor, but his skin was kind of beautiful with or without tattoos.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said and turned around.

      “Not your fault. I had to make a call, so I’m off schedule. Also, I’m out of clean laundry. Do you think it would be okay if I used your washing machine? I could dry stuff outside, but…”

      I turned back around and held out my arms. “I’ll do your laundry. It’s the least I can do after you saved my head. I’ll also grab something of my dad’s for you to wear tonight.”

      He grinned widely. “That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say. Thanks, Pill.”

      He gave me a bag full of clothes that smelled pretty good for a street urchin. He was going to get soft if he kept this up.

      I hauled it all into the house and started sorting it. I found a few weird things in pockets, like what looked like lock picks, a vial of something black and sticky, and a small blade in an inside pocket at the bottom of a pair of black jeans. Seriously? It was hazardous to do his laundry. After I got it started, using lots of soap because there was some serious dirt caked onto some of those jeans, I went to my parent’s room for some sweats. My dad was on the phone, talking in a low voice.

      “Holly, I understand, believe me, I do, but you know that world is too black and white. What’s the harm in her dancing with him?” He saw me and smiled. “Ellie is right here. Hang on.” He lowered the phone. “Sweetheart, do you need something?”

      “I’m doing Abe’s laundry. Can he borrow some sweats or something?”

      His eyes shone. “Let’s give him something that sparkles.”

      Yes, my dad had sweat pants with sparkly letters on the bum. He’d been a member on teams where the majority preferred sparkles, and he was man enough to wear anything. At least that’s what he said, but still, he didn’t seem sad to give up the sweats with a sparkly ‘Fuller Dance Team’ on the butt.

      “This is perfect. Night, dad.”

      He patted my head and sent me off to sleep with a slayer. And somehow that wasn’t the weirdest part of my life.

      That night a dream woke me. It wasn’t a nightmare, but a dream like I’d never had. I’d been in the clearing wearing a nightgown that was more ballet dress, all gauzy and floating while I danced to the choreography I’d left for Met to find. He danced with me, but I couldn’t see him. That was the dream’s rule, I could look anywhere but at him. I danced with him and at the end, after the perfect lift, I turned to gaze at him. I couldn’t help it, and instead of Met, there was a monster.

      I opened my eyes to stare at the dark ceiling beside Abe. And Jax. Seriously? They were sleeping soundly. I carefully climbed over Jax. Once I was on the floor I went down the stairs without a second thought. I had to dance in the clearing.

      When I got there, I stared at Met. He was across the fence, moving through the forms, arms holding up an invisible phantom girl who was probably in the beautiful nightgown from my dreams. I ran forward and leapt up, arching back as I pretended to be in his arms. It wasn’t the same as dancing with him, but it was something, and I could look at him.

      We went through the choreography like that, mirror images of each other, only doing different parts, both of us dancing with phantoms.

      Met lifted his head, gazing past me into the woods and then he turned and disappeared without a sound leaving me with my heart pounding and feeling just weird in my thick pj’s.

      I turned to head back to the house. I stopped short when I ran into Abe. We stared at each other for a few seconds before he cocked his head.

      “You left me alone with your sister. We could very well kill each other.”

      “Sorry.” I went to pass him, but he grabbed my arm. Not a grabby grab, just a holding my arm in a firm grip while he studied me.

      “Was he here?”

      I opened my mouth to lie. But we were friends. Mostly. “Yes. He stayed on his side of the fence. We didn’t touch or talk, just danced.”

      “Okay. Go ahead to the house. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      “He’s gone.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I just want to make sure.”

      “Be careful.” I tugged on the drawstrings of his pants. “You aren’t exactly in slayer garb.”

      His eyes widened and he looked down like he’d forgotten what he was wearing. “Huh. I’ll definitely be quick. Wash your feet before you get back in bed.”

      I rolled my eyes and headed back to the house through the dark woods. After only a few steps, I was dancing again, feeling Met’s hand in mine as I spun and swayed beneath the trees.
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      She’d come. It seemed like a dream, her stepping out of the shadows into the moonlight and then joining the dance on her side of the fence, like it was a mirror connecting two worlds, each of us stuck on our own sides, but still moving together, connected no matter what separated us.

      I sensed something in the woods past her. I had to leave so I could come again. I left the clearing, but stayed where I could watch her. She stared after me for a long time, a hand out reaching towards me before she shook her head and turned away from me. I lowered my hand where I’d been holding it out, waiting for her.

      I stayed there for a long time, heart beating, the scent of her still on the wind. The slayer stepped into her clearing and a growl came out of my throat instinctively. He didn’t belong in her world. His head turned in my direction. He’d heard me. I wanted to step out and rip him apart. He ducked through the fence and walked through my clearing, looking around and sniffing, like he could smell the blood and magic that I probably shouldn’t have used on such a nice bit of woods.

      “What did you do to it?” he asked in a low voice, barely a whisper. He walked carefully in his tennis shoes that didn’t go with the hat, or the sweat pants. They smelled like El’s dad.

      I managed not to rip him apart, but I couldn’t quite leave like I knew I should. I stayed there until he almost stepped on me. He couldn’t smell me, and I didn’t have a trace of El on me, not anymore.

      He jerked back and stared up at me. “Tell me why this clearing smells like lich and revenant blood. Are things getting this far past the border of the valley?”

      “No. I brought them here to die.”

      He scowled at me. “Why?”

      “Because I wanted to. You should be happy. They’re all very dead.”

      “Aren’t you against killing them?”

      “Some creatures live on the borders, ducking into the valley when they need to get out of slayer jurisdiction, and never quite getting my attention for long enough for me to clean them out. I’ve been cleaning.”

      He nodded. “And if you encounter a slayer out of the valley?”

      I shrugged. “I try to avoid the conflict.”

      “If you can’t avoid it?”

      “If a slayer insists on dying, that’s his business.”

      “I thought you were staying away from her. What’s this for?”

      “I am staying away from her.”

      “Luring her into the woods to dance with you isn’t staying away.”

      “I stayed on my side of the fence. I didn’t ask her to come.”

      “How did she know?”

      I shrugged and looked away. I’d wanted her to come. Sometimes wanting something was enough, particularly if you were a creature of dark magic.

      “What are you?” he finally demanded.

      I shoved him away from me. He went quite far, but didn’t slam into the tree I’d been aiming for.

      He started to come back towards me.

      I raised my hand. “I’m not in a running mood, slayer. If you would like to be able to walk back to your bed, I’d go now.”

      He hesitated. “She’s waiting for me.”

      “You keep her nightmares away.”

      He nodded but still didn’t leave. “We’re not romantically involved.”

      I stared at him. “Why are you telling me this? You’ve been milking your proximity to her for all it’s worth.”

      “The distance is hard on her. I don’t think it’s a problem, her dancing with you at night, but I’ll be here, making sure everything’s safe.”

      I blinked at him. “You’re going to let me dance with her? Why?”

      “I told you, it makes her happy. Why not make her happy if it doesn’t hurt her?”

      “Are you falling in love with her?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? No, I don’t think so. I like watching her dance. She’s a beautiful dancer.”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t breathing quite right. “Will you let her sit with me at lunch?”

      He shook his head, scowling. “Not a chance. As long as you’re friends with that vampire, the only contact you’ll make with Ellie will be dancing, under my supervision.”

      I smiled at him. “What do you want?”

      His smile was a little bit sly. “I’ll let you know. How much is dancing with her worth? You’ve already spent a lot of blood on it.”

      “I want to keep her safe. That would mean keeping her away from me, but if I can keep her safe and keep dancing with her as well, I would be very pleased.”

      He laughed. “I expect you to double cross me, but until then, this might be enjoyable.”

      I studied him. His eyes gleamed as he considered all the evil creatures we could root out and destroy. “I suppose you’d like me to call you if I’m out collecting blood donors.”

      He nodded, that grin quite pleased.

      “I will, on one condition—that you never wear those pants.” I turned and slid away from him in the shadows. My heart pounded so hard, like it was trying to grow wings and fly away.

      I knew exactly where it would go.

      The next day at school, I went early to leave a fresh flower in her locker. Was this stalkerish? Not when she was dancing with me at midnight.

      After her English class, Abe leaned against the wall across from me.

      “I could walk her to her next class,” I offered.

      He shook his head. “No talking.”

      “Why not? What do you think I’m going to tell her?”

      He shrugged. “Her mother was very clear about her not talking to you.”

      “But you don’t mind if we dance?”

      “On separate sides of the fence.”

      I straightened up when I saw her. She was wearing a unicorn horn and a purple tutu. She had a purple mum tucked into her hair and when she saw me, she smiled and it was like the entire world lit up, so blindingly bright a creature of the night like me should have exploded at once.

      I didn’t explode, but my heart felt like it wanted to. It really was love. How bizarre.

      She walked past me and a folded piece of paper tumbled through the air, spinning until it hit the floor. My boot came over it so no one else would see. I watched her walk away, the ends of her pale hair swinging.

      We would dance again tonight.
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      At lunch, Abe and I went to this little bread shop that also had soup, so I didn’t have to eat nasty fast food.

      “You’re unnatural. All teens love fast food,” he said, handing me an extra napkin.

      “And wear unicorn horns.”

      He nodded and took a bite of his chicken sandwich. He wrinkled his nose like the use of real chicken was an insult to his teen manhood. He took his time chewing. “I saw Met last night. We had a good chat and came to the conclusion that what you’re doing isn’t against any rules. You’re not touching him or talking to him, and you’re staying in your yard while he’s staying out of it. Anyway, he’ll probably be there again tonight if you want to go.”

      He took another bite while I almost choked on my carrot soup. I swallowed and grabbed his hand. Less ew than usual.

      “You’re going to enable my Met addiction? I could kiss you!”

      He made a face. “Please don’t. Thanks for doing my laundry, except everything’s scented like flowers. What’s with that? It’s going to take ages to get the smell out.”

      I laughed. “Ah, I should have used mom’s special scentless soap. Next time.”

      I grabbed his hand and swung it as we walked out of the shop.

      “Why are we holding hands? I’m so gross,” he said, squeezing my fingers.

      I swung our hands higher. “You aren’t going to betray my secret.”

      “What secret is that, Eleanor Adams?” said someone from behind me.

      I turned and there was Vincent Shade, leaning against his dark car, a curvy blond beneath his arm. He was staring at me like I’d killed someone he kind of liked. I stared at him and for a weird moment it seemed like he was asking how I could choose this guy over Met. Oh. Because I was holding Abe’s hand.

      I gripped it tighter and moved closer to him. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret. Obviously. Wow, didn’t miss talking to you.”

      I turned away from Vincent and ignored the glare and sharp teeth that might rip me to shreds. “He’s always been super ick, but he’s even worse now. Why do you think that is?”

      “Exposure lessens the natural revulsion, but your ick response to physical contact is weird.”

      I laughed. “Thanks.”

      “Can you let go of my hand now, or is there a reason you want the vampire to kill you?”

      I gripped it as hard as I could before I let go. “He’s a vampire. He’s supposed to want to kill me.”

      “But you’re making it personal.”

      I shrugged. “You’re going to say that Met likes me or something.”

      “Or something. He likes dancing with you.”

      I beamed at him. “And you’re not going to tell my parents when I go see him tonight!” I whirled around, hugging myself.

      “You are way too excited about this. It’s kind of funny though. Definitely funny.”

      I grabbed his hands and tried to get him to spin around with me, but he pulled me into a headlock.

      “I’m not a dancer,” he said laughing before he knuckled my head then let go.

      “You could be. You’re very graceful.”

      He only shook his head and got into his bright yellow car. He didn’t have a bed in the back anymore. He’d moved all his stuff into the room over the garage.

      That night, I couldn’t get to sleep, but I felt like I had to wait until at least midnight before I popped up and Abe laughed at me before pulling on his boots and hat. He was coming with me, which I didn’t even hate. I danced as we went, spinning and whirling around, leaping over roots and ducking beneath branches while the woods beat the rhythm of the night.

      The clearing across the barbed-wire fence was empty. I stopped abruptly while I stared at it, but if he didn’t come, I was dancing with him anyway. I was wearing my prettiest nightgown. It wasn’t super pretty, just a pink t-shirt that went down to my knees. I needed to invest in gauzy sleepwear. Seriously. I was ordering something tomorrow.

      I moved through the choreography, working through the first bit and connecting it to the second. There was a rustle of leaves and then Met was there in the opposite clearing. For a second, we just stood there staring at each other, then he bowed to me, and I curtsied. It was ridiculous, but it didn’t feel silly. It felt like I was moonlight and he was dark water, and we were moving together, even though we weren’t touching. We danced through the choreography until our steps were perfect together.

      Abe coughed, and I knew it was time to go. I finished the last part of the dance and stood an arm’s length from the fence, facing Met. Our chests rose and fell in time. I wanted so much to reach out and touch him, to take those steps and close the distance, but then something rustled behind him.

      I stepped back towards Abe. Was it a vampire or something else? I turned and headed home where it was safe.
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      Once she was away from me, I whirled around and found Vincent. I grabbed his throat and dragged him away from the clearing.

      Finally, we were far enough away that I could throw him down and growl at him.

      He put up his hands. “I’m sorry to interrupt that touching moment, but don’t you find it a bit odd, dancing with barbed wire between you?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Fine? You two standing there staring at each other? Incredibly disturbing. You’re supposed to be getting over her, Met, and vice versa.”

      “Did you have something pertinent to say?”

      He hesitated. “Quarl is looking for you.”

      I snarled at him. “What does that creature want with me?”

      “The queen bids you come to court,” she said in an icy-voice behind me. She spoke in the gutteral snarls of dark fae. Vincent didn’t know that language.

      When I turned to look at her, she was the queen’s soldier, clean-shaved violet head speckled and mottled. Her nostrils kept flaring. She was trying to smell a unicorn on me.

      “What’s the occasion?” I asked, as icy cold as she was. Dark Fae was made to be spoken in icy fury.

      She smiled, pulling back the corners of her mouth to show a wide expanse of teeth. “Trial.”

      “Mine?”

      She laughed like that was funny. The laugh was wiry, harsh. “If my prince was on trial, I would not come alone with the message. Agar. You are requested as a witness.”

      “I decline.”

      She tilted her head. “Excellent. The queen was concerned that you’d feel the need to defend the slave.”

      I didn’t curse. My mother’s language wasn’t a language for cursing, or rather, every word was a curse. That’s what Agar had told me once.

      I started running, leaving Quarl and Vincent behind. I made it to my small copse, tucked Met in his stone box and went down to hell.

      The trial was in the same hall as she’d had the masquerade. Agar stood in the center of the hall, manacled with so many chains that he trembled from the effort to stay on his feet. He’d had a fifth of his skin flayed, and the queen sat on her throne with one of his eyes in her palm.

      “Prince!” she cried when she saw me. “You are here to witness against this slave?”

      “Yes.” I moved quickly to him and kicked his legs out from under him. He hit the stone hard enough to knock him unconscious. “I have reports that this vile and disgusting creature expressed the opinion that I am not a worthy member of the royal bloodline. Not only did he express that opinion, but had the nerve to say that the queen could never be replaced by a weakling such as myself. I claim him for punishment.”

      She tilted her head and tossed the eyeball in her hand a few times. “You don’t think I can give him ample punishment?”

      “No. Your methods are noble and generous to a fault. You would let him end his days in a comfortable prison surrounded by fellow conspirators. I would take him to the surface, stake him in the sun every day until he went blind in his remaining eye, while the carrion creatures consumed his intestines.”

      She laughed, a gloriously evil cackle. “I assent. I give you one season to break him. Since you’re taking him, I’ll let you have the treat.” She tossed me the eyeball. I popped it in my mouth, threw Agar over my shoulder and turned to the cheers and howls of the queen’s court.

      I kept that eyeball in my mouth all the way to the surface. It was only when I’d laid him out spread-eagled beneath the moon on the top of dragon rock that I spit out the thing and stuck it back into his eye socket.

      After that, I ripped off his chains and bled on him until he was covered in the marks of healing and protection. He’d need it if he was going to survive being staked to the top of dragon rock until I could find a replacement.

      When he blinked his eyes open, he opened his mouth to say something. I covered it, my hand firm.

      “Fool. You can’t stir the people against the queen without ending up on her spit. Now I need to stake you in the sun. You might lose your eyes again, permanently this time.”

      He blinked and reached up hesitantly to touch his eye. “My prince. What did you do?” He sounded horrified.

      I stood. “How shall I stake you down? Do you have any preference? Perhaps lying on your side would be the best approach.”

      He rolled to his feet and gathered up all the chains. He examined the joints I’d broken. “The queen will discover your mercy.”

      “Mercy? Only if you fail to scream convincingly. If you fail, I will see to it personally.”

      I turned and looked over at the still lake and the dark trees beyond. I could smell El in the air. No ordinary human could climb to the top of the rock, and I’d spell the goblin so his screams wouldn’t reach human ears. If I’d had her scent on me, the queen would have noticed. It was for the best that she stayed on one side of the fence and I stayed on the other. I stood there all night, looking over my kingdom of balance until the sky lightened as the son began its rise on the beautiful world, so full of color and life, the smaller goblin at my side, hunched in my shadow.

      “You should have let me suffer at her hands, my prince. It is my place to be a martyr, to give evidence of her injustice and cruelty.”

      “As though we need more evidence. You’re very funny. English, do you know it?”

      He nodded and said in a perfect Brooklyn accent, “I could get a hamburger.”

      “No, you couldn’t. You’ll have to go hungry while I find a body for you. It might take a few days.”

      I cursed because you could do that in English, not that it made me feel any better.

      “Go on. I’ll fix myself to the rock. I’ll need to repair some of these links. You could have been a bit more careful.”

      I snorted and then leapt from the rock, falling through the dawn until I caught a tree and swung away.

      By the time I got my skin on, the sun was up.

      At school, I grabbed Vincent and pulled him away from Sheila. Just as well. She was looking rather pale.

      “I need you to find me an evil small person.”

      He blinked at me. “How small?”

      “Three foot eight.”

      “What about a lich?”

      I pursed my lips. “If only I didn’t eat that last one.”

      “You what?” Vincent’s eyes were all scandalized.

      I gave him a flat look before I smiled, nice and slow so he could remember the kind of monster I was, the kind that ate monsters like him.

      He tugged on his collar. “Right. Sure. Short psycho. Why do you need a short psycho, or do I want to know?”

      “You probably don’t want to know. Make it quick.”

      He scowled at me. “As you wish. You know that you’re foolish to try and play games with the queen.”

      “Maybe so, but lately I’ve been more than foolish.”

      He nodded past me. “Luck favors the drunk and the lover.”

      I turned and there was El, wearing a cream outfit that reminded me of the moon. I forgot about Vincent, about Agar, about everything as I walked towards her, as helplessly drawn to her moon as the tide.

      “Good morning,” she said in a quiet voice as she brushed past me. That one brush against her arm brought me alive beneath my skin. My mouth watered and I couldn’t think of anything besides her taste.

      “Good morning, moonlight,” I said, turning to watch her.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me and that smile was like we shared a secret, which we did. We shared it with Abe and Vincent. Probably her sister too.

      That night I was waiting for her until she came, and the next. Half a week passed before Vincent came back with this horrible, cowering human who Vincent was convinced was more psycho than a thousand liches. Vincent had personally caught him molesting a child. He would have killed him right there and drained him dry, but he was short. Perfect.

      That night, after dancing with the moon, I carried the human monster to the top of the rock and with Agar’s help, secured him down. He started screaming. I cut him and made his voice only audible to creatures of the dark. Agar started working him over, giving him all the lashes he’d had, slicing open his skin and even took his eye. He had excellent attention to detail.

      After that, I led Agar through the dark woods. His skin was a mess, corroded and pitted from the sun.

      “Quarl came to see me last night,” he said in a whispering hiss.

      “Did she touch you?”

      “No. She seemed pleased to see me in my state of misery. The sun burns so bright. How can you bear it?”

      I blinked at him. “I’m wearing a skin.”

      He nodded. “Such a skin. The bigness, stretching, surely it will rip. My sight is dimmed… I beg your patience, my prince.”

      I nodded and slowed down. I’d had the same skin my whole life. Most skin walkers traded skins, finding a new one that suited, but that took killing someone. Maybe when this skin lost its resiliency I’d consider finding a replacement, but it seemed a terrible thing to stalk and kill a body you were going to wear.

      A skin wouldn’t last more than a hundred years, and even that long was going to have wear and tear. I led him to an area at the end of the valley where the rock was soft and several small caves pocked it.

      “Find somewhere dark. I’ll need a great deal of your blood at some point, so don’t fall off a cliff or something. If Quarl catches you, I’ll personally become a prisoner of the queen.”

      “My prince.” He pressed his face on the ground, arms outstretched.

      “Er, get along then.” Goblins had been slaves for a very long time, and slaves had to do this whole thing now and then so they felt better about their own empty lives. Or something. I didn’t quite grasp the whole goblin psychology.

      When I got home, my dad was in the living room with a lamp on. I stopped just inside the front door. Where was Quarl? Was he still Met’s dad or just a skin?

      I walked slowly towards him and sat on the coffee table, staring at his closed eyes, sagging skin, yellowish from the nicotine he vaped.

      I sat there, waiting for some sign that he was still human. The clock ticked and a lonely car went past the house outside.

      He inhaled deeply and his head fell to the side. He rubbed his face and then blinked at me. His smile was slow and tired.

      “Met. Do you go out a lot of nights?”

      I shrugged. “I like to walk when I can’t sleep.”

      He leaned forward and sniffed me. “You don’t smell drunk.”

      I smiled at him. “Not tonight. You smell a little bit stoned.”

      He laughed, low, and glanced towards the bedroom where Quarl would be waiting in the shadows. “Met, I don’t know how to say this, but your mother and I are getting a divorce. It’s been a long time coming. I thought we’d wait until you graduated, but I think that maybe you could use a change of pace.”

      I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. “Okay.”

      He leaned over and put a hand on my shoulder, such a strong hand for a lawyer. “You aren’t surprised. I know. I’ve come less often than I should. It’s just hard. There doesn’t feel like any connection between me and your mother. When I told her I wanted a divorce, she only wanted me to make sure that you’re okay with it. I loved her so much.”

      My heart twisted. So had I. Perfect housekeeping only went so far. I covered his hand with mine. “Maybe she just changed.”

      He nodded. “When we first got married, she was a city girl, but then we had you, and we had to move to a small town where you could grow up perfectly. Maybe it’s my fault for not spending more time with her.”

      He’d come home every day after work when she’d been alive.

      I swallowed and shook my head. “These things happen.”

      He nodded and squeezed my shoulder. “Do you want to stay here or move to New York? It would be crazy for you to move in the middle of your last year, and you said there was a girl.”

      “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

      He looked surprised, but gave me a small smile. “You’re thinking about moving to New York with me? Okay. Okay. Well, I’m going to get a hotel and how about I take you to breakfast in the morning? We can work through some more details. I’ll have some papers for you to sign, and then…” He shook his head and wandered to the door.

      It had taken him so long to leave her, because he’d loved her. He still did, but Quarl wasn’t the woman he’d married. That was a nightmare—watching your wife turn into a stranger.

      “Dad, I love you.”

      He smiled the way he used to smile when she was alive. “I love you, son.”
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      All through September, I danced in the clearing with Met, reworking the choreography so the distance worked, us coming together and pulling apart in a truly weird star-crossed thing. The lifts were obviously the biggest problem, I mean, he was lifting up nothing, and I was trying to pretend like I was being lifted, but wasn’t. Sometimes I’d work with Abe, but that would last two minutes tops before he put me down and walked away until I’d jump on his back and then he’d jog around until my brains were rattled loose.

      One nice thing about having Abe around, he took over feeding Molly and actually trained her to do cool stuff, like pick up all the apples under the tree and put them in the bucket so us kids didn’t have to do all of it. Fall chores.

      By the end of September, we had piles of leaves to jump into. Even Abe jumped in and rolled around while the rest of us cheered him on. I stood there clapping for Abe’s awesome spread-eagle leaf jump when Jax came up next to me.

      “When are you going to flip? Do I have to put on the horn again?”

      I scowled at her. “If you even think about touching him again, I will punch you into next week.”

      She smiled widely. “But then he’d pull you off me. Don’t say that doesn’t have some charm.”

      “Are you guys fighting?” Suzie asked, frowning in concern.

      “No, honey,” Jax said, bending to kiss Suzie’s smooth forehead. “Sadly, we’re not doing anything interesting.”

      “We’re jumping in leaves.”

      Jax rolled her eyes. “Right. That’s super interesting, almost as interesting as dancing with a figment of your imagination every night.”

      Suzie glanced at me, her eyes concerned. “Your nightmare, he’s been coming to you?”

      “No. Abe keeps the nightmares away.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Good. My turn!” She ran and leapt into the leaves without waiting for Abe to move. He caught her and flipped her into the leaves, laughing. He was still wearing his hat. Would he ever feel comfortable enough to take it off around us? He was feeling like family, but he could leave at any time.

      He caught my eye and raised his eyebrows. I looked at Jax. She was watching me with a strange expression.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. It just seems like you’ve been sleeping with him for a long time. When is something interesting going to happen?”

      I laughed and threw some leaves in her face. “Sleeping without nightmares is as interesting as I want to get.”

      “And dancing with imaginary friends.”

      “Not imaginary.”

      That day my new nightgown came in the mail.

      “What’s this?” my dad said as I snatched the package out of his hand.

      “Nothing, just pajamas,” I said, running to my room to try it on.

      I stared in the mirror while I spun around, the gauzy thing incredibly beautiful, almost as evocative as the witch’s attic ghost. I paused and pulled the necklace out from under the bodice. I wore it all the time, mostly because it reminded me of Met, peppermint ice cream, hot chocolate, and kissing tag.

      “Hey, honey,” my dad said, having followed me up to my room. “That’s a pretty impressive nightgown. Silk crepe?”

      I blinked at him. “Oh. Yeah. I think so.”

      He nodded and crossed his arms while he leaned against the door frame. “So, you’ll be wearing that when you sleep with Abe?” He shook his head. “Honey, I like Abe, but you aren’t ready for that kind of physical relationship. It’s always bothered me, because even slayers look at women from time to time, but for your nightmares, I haven’t said anything. Maybe you should consider sleeping in your own bed tonight.”

      I opened my mouth and tugged on my nightgown. “Oh. You think I’m wearing this because I’m trying to attract Abe? Weird.”

      He frowned. “No?” His puzzlement passed as he looked around my room, really looking. I didn’t move to block the sheets and sheets of choreography, the sketches of me dancing with Met in the forest glen. He found it. Of course he did, because I’d been hoping that he wouldn’t.

      “What’s this?” He held it up and I smiled brightly.

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” He took a deep breath and then yelled, really, really loud. “Abraham Snow, come here right now!”

      It took Abe like two seconds to come up the stairs from the kitchen where he’d been hanging with the kids when my package came.

      “Yes, sir?”

      My dad studied him for a long time.

      Abe shifted even though he was a serious slayer and my dad was a dance instructor.

      “Where has she been meeting him?”

      Abe cleared his throat and shot me a desperate look. He couldn’t outright lie to my dad.

      I grabbed his arm. “Dad, we don’t meet. I dance on one side of the fence, and he dances on the other. We don’t touch or talk, just like mom wants. It’s so annoying, but we’re not breaking any rules. Abe is right there to make sure Met isn’t too nice to me and takes me out for ice cream or play kissing tag, you know, dangerously nice stuff like that. Please, don’t be mad at Abe, and don’t tell mom.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You’re going out into the woods every night to dance with this person?” He waved the paper of me and Met.

      “Sort of?”

      “And this,” he said, gesturing to my nightgown. “Is your costume?”

      “No. It’s a real nightgown, I just wanted to dance in something other than my ugly night clothes sometimes. You have to admit, it moves beautifully!” I whirled around and it did indeed.

      He grunted and walked towards the door.

      “Dad?” I asked, tugging on the back of his shirt. “It’s perfectly safe and fine. It’s dancing, expression of the soul. You can’t say that there’s anything wrong with dancing. You can’t.”

      He stopped moving and turned to look at me. “I’ll be there tonight to see for myself.” He shot a sharp look at Abe. “You know what happened to Mercutio.” He left, closing my bedroom door behind him.

      I exhaled and threw myself on the bed, the heels of my hands pressed on my eyes. “What will he do? What will Met think? Will he hate the choreography? It’s terrible, I know. It’s so bad, and the whole fence thing is so weird.” I put down my hands and sat up to stare at Abe. He was looking around my room like he’d never been in a girl’s room before.

      “He thought I got this nightgown for you. I mean, if I did like you and want to impress you with my nightwear, I would have blades tucked into a corset or something, lots of inside pockets full of weapons.”

      He shook his head before he took a careful step towards my jewelry rack on the wall. I had my unicorn horns and other elaborate and weird stuff, like an old clay half a heart with ‘st ends’ on it, you know, the right half of ‘best friends’ I’d made with Molly Spick back when we lived in Kansas. Wouldn’t it be weird if she still had it?

      “It sounds like you’ve put some thought into it. What do you do with all this stuff?”

      “Move a lot.”

      “Is this a set of Egyptian hieroglyph stamps? Why?”

      I shrugged. Yeah, my room wasn’t exactly empty. “Why not? Abe, I know you’re not a dancer or anything, but is there anything you’ve noticed in the routine that could use work?”

      He looked over at me. “Do you think he’s going to judge whether you can keep dancing with Met by whether or not you suck? He’s going to see whether you really are following the rules, which you sort-of are. It doesn’t matter how well you dance.”

      I scoffed. “You don’t understand my father. He’s a dancer, Abe. He gave up your whole thing because rhythm stole him from the darkness and brought him into a whole new world. That’s his world. What about music? Do you think it would be better with music? We’ve never done it with music before. Maybe we’ll do it without music and then if he doesn’t shut us down, we can start music. Would you do the music? Please, please, please?”

      He laughed and nodded. I had him sit next to me while we went through song choices. I had three choices that would work well with the steps, but they were each slightly different moods. Finally, Abe just picked one and then we worked on where he should start it, and with that, we were almost set. I wanted to warn Met, but I still didn’t have my phone.

      “It’ll be fine,” Abe said, putting a hand on my shoulder.

      I nodded but what if… So many what-ifs. “It’ll be fine.”

      We went downstairs and made dinner and got the kids to bed without my dad. He’d had a dance in Huntsville.

      “You’re so stressed,” Jax sang squeezing my shoulders like that would relax me. Um, nope.

      “She’s auditioning with Met for your dad tonight,” Abe said from his place on the couch.

      I eased away from Jax and crashed next to him.

      Jasmine sat on the coffee table in front of the tv and stared at us. “You know, you’d kind of make a cute couple.”

      I threw the remote at her head. She ducked. Abe laughed and got up, heading out like that was his signal to leave. Once he was gone, I whirled around at Jax. “Not a good time, Jax. What if my dad thinks it’s too dangerous, or a waste of time, or that my choreography sucks? I’ve never done anything without his feedback.”

      “You are seriously obsessed with dancing with this guy. Sometimes your weirdness knows no bounds. Like literally none. Still, the nightgown looks good. Are you really going to sleep in it tonight?”

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

      She shrugged her slight shoulders and looked kind of delicate. “He likes you.”

      “Abe? We’re friends.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I think moving towards family. If he was with you, he could have the whole package, parents, stability, incredible guacamole…”

      I laughed. “He can have that anyway. I think dad’s this close to adopting him. He’ll probably ask him for Christmas or something. He’s in love with some slayer girl.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Really? I want to meet this girl. Maybe we can adopt her too.”

      I snorted and then paced around the living room until Jax pointed out that my dad would come and get me when he was ready. Right. I should get some sleep.

      I went outside, just out the door and across the grass towards the garage. When I climbed up the stairs, I heard Abe on the phone at the top.

      “I don’t know what you expect me to do about…”

      I cleared my throat and he went quiet, murmuring ‘good-bye’ so when I knocked on the door, he opened it without his phone in sight.

      “I heard you talking. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

      “It’s fine.” He scowled at me like it wasn’t fine. He wasn’t in his pajamas.

      “Okay. I thought I’d get some sleep before the audition. Do you mind?”

      He shrugged and went over to the bed, lying down on top of the blankets with his hat and boots still on. “I didn’t think you’d be able to sleep with how excited you are.”

      I turned off the light and couldn’t help but twirl in the moonlight that came in the window. The silk was heavenly. I bounced onto the bed and snuggled under the blankets. “Wake me up when it’s midnight.”

      “You wake me up,” he grumbled.

      I took his hand and after the slight sensation of ick faded, I fell asleep, sudden and deep.

      I woke up with my dad turning on the light and Abe rolling away from me. It seemed like his arms had been around me, but how had he managed that on top of the blanket? It must be midnight! I rolled out of bed kicking off the trailing sheets while I pushed back my hair. Should I put it up? Down?

      “Well?” my dad asked. He didn’t look particularly happy, but he didn’t look very unhappy either.

      I smiled and headed down the stairs. Abe and my dad followed, Abe carrying my speakers. I kept glancing at my dad, wanting to say something, but the dancing had to speak for itself.

      I picked my way through the woods, and finally, reached the clearing. Met wasn’t there yet. My dad found a nice spot to watch where it would be hard to see him. I started stretching, doing a few spins and leaps as I tried to warm up.

      Finally, I started the choreography. He’d come if I started. Sixteen counts in, he stepped out of the shadows across from me. He joined in, the echo of my movements, our bodies moving together no matter how far we were apart. We got to the end of the choreography and then we paced back to begin again. This time at sixteen counts, the music came on. Met looked towards the woods where Abe was with the speakers, but he didn’t break time. He moved with the music and with me and the woods and the moon until the last lift, the one where we were twined together, but not. At the end, we stood staring at each other, hearts pounding together, close enough to reach out and touch each other.

      “All right. I’ll let you know,” my dad said before he started towards the house.

      “Your dad’s here?” Met growled, taking a step towards me and catching my hand like he’d touched me some time in the last three weeks.

      I froze at that touch, so sweet and perfect. I wanted it to last forever, but somehow I said, “I have to go.”

      His grip loosened and I turned, running after my dad. He was fast, but I knew the woods better.

      “Dad, what did you think?” I asked, scrambling over a fallen tree.

      “He learned the steps well.”

      “But the choreography, did you hate it? Is it so stupid? I know it’s weird, the fence thing between us, but I think I made it kind of almost work. I mean, it’s not ideal, but…”

      He whirled around and grabbed my arm. “It was extraordinary. Very well done. You’ve been working very hard, and it shows. You managed this level of connection without actually talking to each other?”

      I shrugged. “I dropped notes sometimes, only choreography, I swear.”

      He nodded soberly. “This is ridiculous.”

      “Dancing at night? I don’t need that much sleep, dad. With Abe, I sleep so well when I’m sleeping that I definitely don’t need any more than a few hours. Quality versus quantity and all that.”

      “Forcing my daughter to dance in secret? I used to do that. My partner was this Cuban girl. She had the most exquisite cha-cha. We’d go to the same club every night then practice extra behind the club afterwards. When my brother caught me, I was sure he was going to disown me. He did for a whole six months.” He let go and continued walking, only slightly slower than before.

      I was quiet for a long time. Abe grunted like he was showing emotional support or something.

      When we got back to the house, my dad grabbed us both in side-hugs and sent us towards the garage before he headed to the house.

      I stood there watching him go before I turned and threw myself at Abe, squeezing him so tight.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Abe, thanks.” I pulled back, beamed at him and then kissed him.

      His recoil took a second to work through the shock. After he shoved me away, I laughed and spun around, dancing and spinning all the way up the steps to bed. My dad hadn’t hated the choreography or the dancing. And Met had held my hand, only for a moment, but I could still feel that perfectly non-repulsive touch on my skin.
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      That night I travelled the dark woods, restlessly circling around and around the clearings.

      At school, I opened my locker and found a slip of paper someone must have slipped through the vent. I picked it up and read ‘He didn’t hate it!’ with a lot of hearts and unicorns scribbled around the perimeter in lime green pen.

      I smiled and traced the heart before tucking it into my pocket. To be honest, I’d felt a little bit betrayed that she’d invited her father to watch us, terrified that he’d stop me from dancing with her even if we weren’t really together. It felt like we were. It was more real than anything else.

      At lunch, Jasmine came into the cafeteria and sat next to me. El hadn’t ever sat right beside me. I stared at the third chair and wished she was there.

      “He had a fight with my mom,” she said, taking one of my fries. She ate it while I stared at her.

      “Who?”

      “My dad. He wants to let the two of you dance together. I’ve never heard them argue with so much passion. That was smart for El to attack with dance, using his weakness against him. I wouldn’t have thought that it would work, but of course it did.”

      I rubbed my neck. “What was the conclusion?”

      She shrugged. “My mom still thinks that you’re going to break El’s heart and twist her into something awesomely dark and wicked.”

      “Maybe she’s right.” I pushed the rest of my fries over to her.

      She took them with an uneven smile. “Not possible. Ask me how I know. Did you hear the whole story?”

      “Story?”

      She leaned too close to me and whispered in my ear, “When she was eleven she was stolen away in an incubus den for fifteen days.” She pulled away. “If that didn’t twist her, nothing would.” She started really eating those fries like she was starving.

      I swallowed while something horrible grew and spread in my chest. The nightmares and flashbacks were from that experience. A child in an incubus den would be scarred for life. Was she struggling psychologically? That’s what she took pills for. I had to see her, touch her, make sure she was okay, not that anyone could be okay after something like that.

      I glanced over at Vince. He’d gone very still. When I met his eyes, he nodded. We both got up, leaving Jasmine staring after us.

      Outside, El would be in Abe’s car, eating lunch or coming back from a café. Vincent found a girl and sweet-talked her into coming outside to enjoy some fresh air in spite of the drizzle. I watched him from inside the double doors. He leaned against the wall and sucked on her neck. He looked like a vampire, right out there where anyone walking by could see.

      It didn’t take more than a few minutes for Abe and El to come down the sidewalk. Abe would go all slayer when he saw Vincent and I’d talk to El, only that’s not what happened. When El saw Vincent and the girl, she ran at him, holding her notebook like she was going to beat him to death with it.

      Abe grabbed her from behind and started yelling at her to go inside the school, and for a second I thought he was going to be notebook whipped, but then she turned and stalked towards the school, scowling darkly.

      When she came in the doors, her frown disappeared as I took her hand and drew her down the hall and into a nice dark corner. She gasped and spread her fingers through mine. I wanted to kiss her hand, each beautiful and perfect finger.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, resting her other hand against my chest as she gazed up at me.

      “I was wondering that about you. Are you allowed to dance?” I wanted to ask about that other thing, but Jasmine shouldn’t have told me, not if El didn’t want me to know about it. I needed to tell her that it didn’t matter what she’d experienced, she wasn’t anything other than perfect, but there she was, so clearly whole and beautiful, perfect, I didn’t need to say it. I just needed to hold her.

      I pulled her into a hug before straightening up. “Sorry. I was just worried about how you were doing with you dad.”

      She stared up at me that light shining in her eyes that nothing could dim. “Now I should ask about how you’re doing with your dad.”

      “My parents are getting a divorce. I found out this week.”

      She gasped and gazed at me, her violet eyes going all soft and sad. She buried her face in my shirt and wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so sorry.”

      I gathered her in my arms and felt so many things. Relief wiped out everything else. She didn’t have a terminal illness, just this horrible scar that didn’t keep her from being the most beautiful creature in the world.

      It was too soon when the bell rang and she pulled back, blinking.

      “I need to go.” She reached up and caressed my cheek with her precious fingers before spinning away and running to class.

      It was after school when my phone rang. It showed the caller as Unicorn Girl, but she hadn’t had her phone ever since the night we went camping.

      “Hello?” Maybe it was Jasmine playing more games.

      “This is Peter Adams. I own the new dance studio in town. I’d like you to stop by today, as soon as would be convenient. As in now.”

      I stared at the side of the woods where I was about to step in and disappear for a few hours.

      “Are you still there?”

      I swallowed hurriedly. “Yes, sir. I’ll be there right away. Do I need anything?”

      But the phone was already dead. I started jogging along, not too fast. What if this was an elaborate trap coordinated by the slayers who didn’t want me involved in El’s life? Hopefully they killed me quickly, otherwise, there would be problems. They would all die. Not me. I wouldn’t kill them, no, of course not. Maybe Abe, but not El’s dad. I’d have to be very careful not to hurt him whatever his intentions. Maybe he was going to fight me, put me in my place. I nodded as I ran a little faster. That would be okay. I could let him hurt me.

      The studio was on a corner two blocks down from the drugstore. I smoothed down my shirt as I walked close to the glassy building and its curved front with glass block windows. My reflection was normal. I looked big, but friendly enough with the smile I’d worked on for years, mostly copying Garrett.

      When I pushed open the glass door, I smelled lemons and old lady perfume.

      “Good. You made it. Do you have money?”

      I blinked while my eyes searched the shadows where El’s dad was bent putting on his shoes.

      “I do. Do you want me to pay for dancing with El?”

      “Yes. It’ll be sixty per session. You aren’t only paying for her.” He smiled widely and motioned me to hand over my wallet.

      I did so, slow and kind of stupidly. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “How many hours were the two of you dancing?”

      I counted in my head, six weeks, hour-and-a-half per night. “Maybe sixty-three hours?”

      He nodded and rifled through my wallet. He ran my credit card and punched in numbers. “Let’s say six-hundred because she’s an amateur. Is that all right with you?”

      I scratched my head. “It’s good. She’s a great teacher. I’ve learned a lot.”

      He sniffed and handed back my wallet then proceeded to walk around me, looking me up and down in the strangest way, like they used to check out horses they were going to buy. Princes didn’t stand like slaves waiting to be bought and sold.

      I gritted my teeth and held perfectly still.

      He put a hand on my shoulder. “You really are too large. El should know that, but you captured her imagination. I never thought she’d want to compete again, but she’s always been enamored with Cabaret and show dance. Go into the middle of the dance floor, if you’d be so kind.” He patted my shoulder and turned to do something at the window where he’d run my credit card.

      I walked into the middle of the dance floor. Mirrors ran along two sides, windows on the other one, plus the office and the entrance area.

      I shook my head because this was less comfortable than him punching me for seeing his daughter in the woods at midnight. It got much stranger.

      For three hours, he had me practicing walking gracefully, extending my arms, and my favorite part, lifting him up like he was El.

      He definitely wasn’t Eleanor Adams, and while he didn’t seem to mind floating gracefully as a swan, a female swan, I really wasn’t comfortable lifting him over my head and gazing at him adoringly. Oh yes, I was supposed to gaze at him adoringly.

      When I dropped him, he came down hard, the sound of his head cracking on the floor making me flinch.

      “Sorry,” I said, reaching down to help him up.

      He took my hand and stood, but when I tried to drop it, he held on, and his eyes were dark with intensity. “You never drop your partner, Methuselah Barrow. Do you understand? If you ever drop El, I swear, I will skin you alive and roast you over the flames. I have a very hard head. That fall would give El a concussion. Do you understand?”

      I nodded then said, “Yes, sir. I won’t drop her.”

      He gave me a slant look before he let go of my hand and had me practice again. After three hours, El came into the studio going through the mail. She didn’t notice me where I stood, out of breath, trying to somehow walk with grace while gazing at her father adoringly.

      “Dad, why did you want me to come…” She looked up and froze, just staring at me while I tried to smile with my pleasant and good-natured face.

      “El, we have a new customer. He’s paying double for two instructors. He’s very eager to dance with you.”

      She swung her gaze to her dad before returning back to me. She walked slowly, her head cocked as she stared at me. “Are you okay?” she whispered when she got close.

      “He’s fine,” her dad said, slapping me on the back.

      I held onto my stiff smile. “I’m good. I won’t drop you.”

      She glanced at her father cautiously. “Can I talk to him?”

      “He’s a client. Be professional. I’m going to take a quick break. Don’t you dare do anything off the floor without me, otherwise, he’s out, and you’re grounded for life.” He pointed a finger at me. “No lifts without supervision.”

      I nodded soberly.

      When he left, ducking into the office and closing the door, El grabbed both of my hands and pulled them against her chest. “Did you lift him up? Tell me you did, because that would be hilarious.”

      I glanced at the mirror above her head and there I was, flushed, disheveled, but smiling like an idiot. I looked down at her and couldn’t help it. I picked her up and swung her around. It wasn’t really a lift, but it made her laugh and protest.

      “Met! I have to stay on the ground or you’ll get booted. Oh. Maybe you want to be. Why are you here? What did he do to you?” The horror in her eyes made me wonder what Peter Adams was capable of.

      “I just came to the studio and asked if I could take lessons like a normal person.”

      “You asked?”

      I nodded. “Of course. You don’t think he’d call me and demand I come and pay for the privilege of dancing with you, do you? No, I just decided that we should do this seriously. We should compete like you’ve always wanted.”

      She kissed me. It was quick and sweet, but for the rest of the lesson my lips felt more sensitive, more aware, like they were waiting for another brush against hers.

      Dancing with El was much less strange, but no less difficult. We went over the first part of the choreography, and dancing with her was very different than what we’d learned. It was much more pleasant. We didn’t do any lifts that day, but we danced for hours until everything was an incoherent jumble in my head and I was certain my feet were going to fall off, or at least have blisters. I didn’t care even a little bit, not when I got to touch El, had to touch her, and not always in the most casual places. I had the pleasure of becoming overly familiar with her waist and hips while she slid her hands over my chest and neck until she knew every curve. I did not hate that.

      Someone cleared his throat from the entrance area. El’s dad turned to face a short and stumpy guy with thinning dark hair that I vaguely knew as an insurance man in town.

      “Bruce. It’s good to see you. You’re early for the mixed class.”

      Bruce cleared his throat and glanced at El where she was balanced on one foot, examining the sole of her shoe.

      “I thought I could have some more private lessons.”

      El’s dad looked over at me. “I’m afraid that my private slots are filled for the next few months.”

      Bruce looked over at El again, like she was an antelope and he was a predator. “I understand. I guess I’ll just join the mixed class then.”

      My dad smiled and gestured him to a chair to wait for our private lesson to finish up.

      With the audience, Mr. Adams was a little slower, talking me through moves, and making sure that El kept her distance. Every time I glanced at Bruce, he was watching El. What did he see when he looked at her?

      I had trouble focusing on the dancing when I kept wanting to step in between his line-of-sight and her. At some point, her dad patted my shoulder and squeezed El’s hand.

      “For your first time actually dancing together, not terrible. You’re going to have to adjust the choreography to have actual physical contact. I have a few ideas, if you’d like to hear them later.”

      El nodded and beamed at him, so ridiculously happy. She was beautiful, alight with happiness that you just wanted to touch and soak off her skin.

      “Met, thank you,” she murmured, looking up at me kind of shyly. “I’ve decided that he probably did corner you in a dark alley and drag you into the studio. Thank you for being a good sport about it. I’ll pay you back for whatever…”

      I held up my hands. “Absolutely not. I’m buying your time because you’re a professional and I am terrible. You are an angel to put up with my big feet.”

      She beamed at me. “I love your big feet. They’re going places, I can tell.”

      “Eleanor, what dance are we working on tonight?” an old lady asked, her bright red wig askew over fake lashes and red lipstick.

      Eleanor smiled sweetly and talked to her about the steps. I took that as my cue to leave the dance floor. I sat down in a chair that was too small for me. I needed to catch my breath, and I needed to watch El. I wasn’t quite ready to leave.

      When Bruce touched her arm, she flinched away from him even though her smile was steady and her eyes calm. He kept touching her, brushing against her arm, touching the small of her back, putting his hand on her shoulder, and every time he touched her, she had the same reaction, the jerking away that she didn’t seem to notice.

      When she took position as his partner, he held her too close, and pressed his leg between hers with too much intensity.

      “Obscene, isn’t it?” Abe said from the chair next to me. I’d only vaguely noticed him because I’d been so intent on El and the slimy serpent who was going to die.

      I growled, but so low no one else could hear.

      He laughed. “You’re a mess. I take it that El’s dad worked you hard. Good for him.”

      “Good for me. He’s actually going to turn me into a dancer. I won’t be worthy of her, but she won’t be ashamed.”

      “El doesn’t care how well you dance with her, so long as it’s you.”

      I looked at him because that was not a thing my personal adversary should say. “Why do you say that?”

      He leaned back. “The way she flinches? She does it with everyone, even the little old ladies, but to a lesser extent. Me, I’m only slightly disgusting to her. You are the only person in the world whose touch doesn’t repel her. Are you a virgin?”

      I started laughing. I stood up and shifted my shoulders. “I’d better get home, take a shower.” I headed to the door before I stopped and turned to look at El. She met my eyes for only a moment before her partner turned her away.

      Would she be waiting for me in the clearing?

      “Get some good sleep,” Abe said, nodding at me to go.

      “All night?” I asked him.

      He hesitated then nodded. “This is a replacement. Don’t be greedy.”

      I grinned at him. “Can’t blame me for asking. Thanks.”

      I left the studio but lingered on the sidewalk outside, watching her through the window, moving with exquisite grace and beauty that I’d hold in my hands again tomorrow.
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      It was incredible. More than incredible. I got to actually touch him, even if it was only under my father’s watchful eye. Every day I counted the minutes until I got to see Met and feel his strength beneath me. The lifts were insane. Met never fumbled with me because he did the lifts first with my dad. I’d watched through the window a few times, Met hefting my father aloft like it was the most natural thing in the world, and my father acting a bit more nuts and flamboyant than usual.

      By Friday, Jax was getting itchy. I could feel it in everything she did, like she was wound up and couldn’t unwind. She came into my room after practice with Met. She walked around, fiddling with the lampshade and anything else, because her hands couldn’t stay still.

      “I asked Nathan if he’d mind if I came to his party,” she finally said.

      “Don’t be stupid.”

      “He said it would be cool. He doesn’t mind if I bring a date. That’s what he said. What’s wrong with him? He hasn’t followed me around, begging for another chance. It’s nice, the way this whole town is so balanced, but sometimes it’s just unnatural.” She was moving and speaking faster and faster.

      “Who are you bringing as a date?”

      “You.”

      “Not a chance. I’m actually dancing with Met legit. There’s no way I’m risking that.”

      She shrugged. “Fine. I guess I’m stag.” She whirled around and went to her room, slamming the door extra hard.

      I went to find Abe. He was already working on pizzas with the little kids. He really was integrated.

      “Abe, can I talk to you for a second?”

      “Suzie, take over, won’t you, darlin’? What’s up?” he asked, brushing flour off his hands.

      I glanced past him and grabbed his arm, dragging him into the living room. “What are you doing tonight?”

      He stared at me like I was an idiot.

      “I mean besides sleeping with me.”

      “Pizza?”

      I rolled my eyes and moved him further from the kitchen. “Jax is going to Nathan’s party. She’s going to do something stupid. I can’t go because I can’t mess up what I have with my dad right now. Can you go?”

      “With Jax? No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m a slayer, El, not a babysitter. If she gets out of hand, I’ll probably hurt her. Is that what you want?”

      “You couldn’t just stop her?”

      He frowned thoughtfully. “So, she’s a succubus. Do you know what they do to people who get in the way of their feeding?”

      I blinked at him. “No. What?”

      He leaned close to whisper, “Drain the life out of them instead.” He pulled back and cocked his head to study me. “You’re safe with her. I’m not. I’d have to defend myself and I’d probably make it permanent. That’s my training, my instinct.”

      I swore the worst word I could think of. Abe looked amused.

      “That’s completely out of context. You need to practice.”

      “No, I need Jax to not be an idiot.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Okay. I guess that’s what I’m doing.”

      “You don’t have to go with her.”

      I shot a hard look at him. “Yeah, I do. Always.”

      I went to the kitchen and tried to look cheerful and happy so the kids wouldn’t get the worry vibe. After the movie, when everyone was tucked into bed, I went to knock on Jax’s door. She’d skipped the whole thing. Brat.

      I opened the door and there was her room, but no Jax. I swore again. It really was not in context.

      I went to my room and got dressed in the quickest party outfit I could think of, which was pretty much leggings and leotard with a denim skirt and jacket. It was getting cold, really cold. Halloween and all that.

      Outside, Abe was waiting for me on the porch.

      “That’s your costume? Oh, I get it, you’re dressing like a normal person.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him, then saw what he was wearing, which was a whole cowboy outfit including jingly spurs and a low-slung holster.

      “Tell me those aren’t real guns.”

      He drew and shot me, pop, pop, pop. “Pop guns. Percy lent them to me. Don’t tell him. I’ll replace the pops I blow.”

      I rolled my eyes and tugged on the red bandana around his neck. “I miss your magic tattoos.”

      “You’ll survive.” He sauntered beside me, like he was seriously pleased with his costume in spite of how incredibly close it was to what he always wore.

      We walked the streets, past the teens laughing and running by. The little kiddos were all long since in bed.

      “Why don’t you guys do Halloween? The kids would love it.”

      “Nope, they hate it. Suzie gets really tense, tries to beat up the ghosts and ghouls. She’s pretty serious about her monsters. James talks about how candy will rot your teeth. I don’t know where they came from. Were you like that?”

      “Probably. I was also blind. If Met’s there, will you forget all about Jax and end up making out in a bathroom?”

      “I don’t make out in bathrooms. Gross.”

      He shot me a look I could feel in the darkness.

      “Shut up.”

      He laughed. “Okay. You only go all the way in bathrooms.”

      I shoved him over. He caught my hand and flipped me over his shoulder. I would have fallen on my face if he hadn’t grabbed onto me and pulled me close.

      He grinned at me, close enough I could feel the heat of him through his checked-button-up shirt. We stood like that for a fraction too long before I stepped away. What was it? There hadn’t been the usual ick of him. I glanced over at him, but he was hard to see in the shadows.

      “Thanks for coming with me to rescue Jax.”

      “I don’t rescue, El. I’m just making sure you don’t overdose or something.”

      I nodded. “I didn’t bring my pills.”

      “Then I won’t have to punch you. Come on.”

      The party was a lot like the last one, but Jax was drinking and dancing with some guy I didn’t know. They were a tangle of limbs, but any time he got too clingy, she twisted away.

      I exhaled in relief. “She’s not alone with anyone. That’s a good sign.” I wanted to drag her home, but she was enjoying herself, in the middle of a bunch of pulsing bodies with lust in the air.

      Someone bumped me into Abe.

      “Sorry,” the guy said, smiling too wide at me. He smelled like he was about to throw up, or he already had.

      I stayed close to Abe. People gave him more space than they gave me. He glanced at me then put his arm around my shoulders.

      “This isn’t your scene,” he said in a low voice. “You’re a really good sister.” His mouth was close to my ear so I could hear him without him yelling.

      “Family is what it is. Has dad asked you if you want to be adopted yet?”

      He gave me a funny smile. “Is that what you want? Are you looking for a big brother?” His arm tightened around me. He smelled kind of good. Was it shaving cream or soap?

      “I’ve always been the big brother,” I said with a shrug. I probably shouldn’t be so close to Abe, but it wasn’t too ick, and everyone else was so gross. The music throbbed, a beat that I couldn’t help but respond to.

      “Are you trying to dance with me?” he asked, his lips brushing my ear.

      “No. You don’t dance.”

      He shrugged and glanced around at the people and their not very coordinated movements. “I think I could manage.”

      He put his hand on my waist and took my hand in a pretty casual dance position. He led me because he wasn’t going to follow. I could go either way. I grinned at him and let him move me to the music. It wasn’t bad, actually kind of pleasant.

      His skin gleamed and the tattoo ‘Wonder’ seemed to pulse under my forehead, where I rested it. I looped my hands around his neck and we moved, sort of with the music, sort of with the crowd, mostly just whatever.

      It wasn’t like dancing with Met where I was always aware of him because his presence was too impossibly massive for me to ever ignore, but it wasn’t with one of the ick guys I usually bumped into either. We danced for a long time like that, in the dark living room with other mostly anonymous teens until I pulled away from him with this sudden panic.

      “Where’s Jax?”

      I searched the room and headed into the next room, the den, where they were playing video games and sitting around talking and drinking. There seemed to be more alcohol this time.

      “I’ll check outside,” Abe said, apparently forgetting that he wasn’t saving anyone.

      I turned to the stairs because she was alone with someone in a bedroom. Or a bathroom. Or a closet. Or a balcony. Alone was the thing. I chewed on my lip before I pushed through the crowd, bumping against so much ick until I got to the stairs and ran up them. I thought I heard an echo of ‘ever’ but I didn’t stop to listen. I had to find Jax. The bathroom had the first guy on the floor puking. No Jax. I knew because I reached past him and checked in the bathtub. The next bedroom had a couple in it, but not Jax. I knew because I flipped on the light.

      “Sorry.”

      I checked the next room, just a guy and girl chatting about this and that. There was one more room at the end of the hall. A lamp was on, sitting on the table, and there was an earring hanging on the top. Jax.

      I ran and hit the door, blowing it open. Jax was on top of him on the floor. He wasn’t responding very much. I dragged her off by the hair, and punched her mouth before I turned to him.

      “Nathan, wake up!” I slapped him hard, but his head only fell to the side all limp. I grabbed his shoulders and shook him, but his head only flopped back. Okay. This was fine. No need to panic. Jax hadn’t killed him, except he was completely limp and wasn’t breathing. Shit. He had to start breathing. I knew CPR. Cool. I’d do that because he was almost as repulsive to me as Vincent Shade the vampire.

      I plugged his nose, took a deep breath and exhaled into his lungs. I kept doing that, pressing my mouth on his unresponsive lips, shoving on his chest, then keeping on, working on him for way too long. I vaguely noticed the gathering crowd, and Jax curled up on the bed with her arms wrapped around her knees, crying.

      I’d make her cry. Later. Breathe, Nathan. Breathe, jerk who deserves an actual skanky girlfriend who isn’t after your life source instead of your body. Another breath, and another, and another, and another until I felt something. Was he responding?

      “Let go, El, he’s gone,” someone said, touching my shoulder. Abe.

      I shoved him away and kept on with the guy. It wasn’t too late. I wasn’t going to lose Nathan because that would mean losing my sister. I wasn’t going to lose Jax. Never. I kept breathing the life into Nathan until that tiny flicker inside of him bloomed into a small flame and he took a breath.

      I gasped and bent over my knees, my forehead pressed on the floor. My necklace was hot, or maybe I was cold. I couldn’t tell.

      I wasn’t done yet. I had to check Nathan, make sure his vitals were solid. I forced myself upright and pried open his eyes. He jerked away from me. Awake. Good.

      “How many fingers am I holding up?” I asked, holding up a fist.

      “El? What are you doing in my room? Don’t tell me I got that desperate.”

      I patted his face. “You’re fine. You had some kind of allergic reaction. What are you allergic to?”

      “Shellfish?”

      I nodded and felt a slight relief. This was all perfectly rational. “Take some anti-histimines and go to bed. Alone, pervert.”

      I stood up and noticed all the people crowding around, staring at me. They looked kind of horrified.

      “Is he okay?” Felicity asked, stepping forward like she was in charge of this world.

      “He will be.”

      “An allergic reaction? How does that make sense?”

      I rolled my eyes and shouldered past her. “Like I know. All I know is that Jax was calling for help and when I came in, he was all turning blue because he couldn’t breathe. I’m not a doctor. Maybe he should go to one. He can tell them what he was drinking.”

      I left along with most everyone else. No one wanted to be caught at Nathan’s party after he overdosed or whatever he’d done. There was a lot of unflattering gossip.

      I rubbed my arms as I walked home alone. Abe wouldn’t hurt Jax, would he? Maybe he would, but I couldn’t care too much. I was too cold and too tired, and too furious at Jax and myself. I had to tell my dad. If I’d come one minute later, Nathan would be gone, and Jax would have been the one who killed him.

      “So, that’s what you do. You’re way too good a sibling,” Abe said, putting his arm around my shoulders. I sank against him and my knees went out. I slid down him a little ways before he caught me and lifted me in his arms.

      “Where’s that mindless hunk of muscles when you need him?” he muttered.

      “Are you talking about Met? I’m glad he wasn’t there.”

      “Why’s that? You could have danced with him instead of me.”

      “Because then I’d feel like I couldn’t dance with him anymore because he distracted me from my entire purpose there.”

      He was quiet for a second. “It’s okay that you can’t dance with me again?”

      “It clearly wasn’t the company, just the dancing. You’re hardly ick at all anymore, and I really love dancing. I always kind of wanted to try the dancing in the dark in a group thing, and I just got distracted.”

      “Hardly ick? That’s weird.”

      “I think because I touch you so much, I’m building an immunity.”

      “Cool. That’s very cool. So you can choose someone who will be good for you who you genuinely like, and then start building up an immunity to him. You can be normal or something.”

      He nudged me with his chin.

      “Okay.” I closed my eyes and let him carry me the rest of the way home.

      I woke up when he tucked me into bed.

      “My shoes are on,” I mumbled.

      He snorted and unlaced my boots then tickled my feet before pulling over the blanket. “Night, Pill.”

      “Night, Wonder Cowboy.”
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      Abe the slayer knocked on my window first thing Saturday morning. I got dressed and headed out. Hopefully he hadn’t woken Quarl.

      “What’s up? Is El okay?”

      “I don’t know. What was the necklace that she took from the witch? It’s some kind of life force conduit, right?”

      I blinked at him. “Why, what happened?”

      “Last night, Jasmine killed Nathan and El brought him back. The necklace was hot, and she was cold and kind of delirious. It drained her life into him to make up for what Jax took, right?”

      I ran a hand through my hair while I went cold. It wasn’t possible to bring someone back from the dead, not even for me. “No idea. Let’s go see Vincent.”

      He held back. “Is it a good idea to wake up a vampire so early in the morning?”

      I smiled at him. “He loves it. Are you afraid of a grumpy vampire?”

      He checked a few knives automatically before he glanced at me and shook his head. “I’m her bodyguard. It’s my duty to make sure that she’s not in danger, either from physical danger or magical. Yeah, let’s go.”

      He started into the woods. It would be a shortcut to the vampire’s house.

      We’d only walked a little while before I had to ask what I really needed to know. “El, she was okay when you saw her last?”

      “She woke up groggy, grumpy, tired, but she’ll probably recover. I don’t know.”

      “Nathan wasn’t actually dead.”

      “He wasn’t breathing and had flat-lined.”

      I looked at him hard.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets like they were cold. “For a long time.”

      “What are you going to do to the succubus?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “You haven’t killed her already? You said that she killed him. Are you a slayer or not?”

      He glared at me. “El saved him. It wouldn’t be right to kill Jasmine when it would only hurt El.”

      “No? I genuinely don’t understand. She’s clearly unbalanced.”

      “Then you can kill her and tell El why you had to do it after she spent ten minutes giving CPR to a corpse until she’d poured enough of her life into him that he responded. El saved Jax. Are you going to execute her?”

      I smiled at him and shook my head. “Not a chance. I’m naturally evil, though.”

      “When are you going to kill Bruce?”

      “I wouldn’t kill him. I would maybe put him in the way of other people who would do that. Unless he actually moves to harm her.”

      “Every time he touches her it’s an assault. She hates it.”

      “She hates everyone touching her.”

      He didn’t say anything. When we reached the woods behind Vincent’s house, he was standing on the back porch with a goblet of something red, waiting for us.

      “You heard what happened?”

      He nodded and took a sip that stained his teeth. “Won’t you both come in? I haven’t had a slayer in my parlor for ages.”

      Abe nodded and walked past him and into the ancient kitchen with cracking tile underfoot and strange tall antiques in place of the usual kitchen appliances. He continued on until we reached the parlor. He walked over to the fireplace, dropped on his knees like a complete lunatic, and started smelling the green velvet couch.

      “She was here,” he said, running his hand lightly over the surface, like he could still feel traces of her. I fought down jealousy. He slept with her. I shouldn’t be jealous of the couch.

      “You saw it?” Vincent asked Abe, sitting in the chair next to the fireplace while he gripped the armrest with his pale fingers.

      “The necklace channeled her energy into him. It was hot and she was cold afterwards. I would have sworn he was dead. That’s not the kind of mistake I’d make.”

      The vampire’s eyes sparkled and he leaned forward. “That is interesting. That’s more or less what I heard, but that’s not what the stone is supposed to be for. The amethyst should be for physical healing and emotional issues. I suppose bringing someone back to life falls into the spectrum somewhat. Amethysts are supposed to be for nightmares as well. I thought that’s why the witch gave it to her.”

      “So it’s not going to drain the life out of her any time soon?”

      Vincent stared at Abe. “It didn’t do anything. She took her energy and channeled it through the necklace into him. The necklace is a focus for energy. She’s supposed to be able to focus all of her nightmare’s energies into one source so she can finally kill him permanently. This sounds like an opposite phenomenon, the crystal gathering her energy and scattering it out. Very interesting.”

      “Could you teach her to use it?” Abe asked. “Specifically not to use it this way which is harmful to her?”

      Vincent studied Abe for a long time. “Do slayers love?”

      “Of course. We have very strong ties to parents.”

      “Ah.” He glanced at me. “Do you want to hear what El was doing while her sister was sexing the life out of Nathan?”

      “They didn’t have sex,” Abe said.

      Vincent shrugged still looking at me.

      “What was she doing?”

      Had someone hurt her? Was she fighting off hallucinations?

      “She was slow-dancing with the slayer. Very slow for a lot of songs that weren’t very slow.”

      Abe scowled at him. “Is this relevant?”

      “You tell me,” Vincent said with a smile.

      “No, it isn’t,” Abe said shaking his head. He was sitting where she’d been sitting. His hand was precisely where she’d put hers on the soft velvet.

      “You love her?” I sounded so confused.

      Abe’s eyes widened before they narrowed in a terrifying scowl. “Of course not. I take that back. I think that I love her like a sister.”

      “Slayer siblings are very close,” Vincent said with a mocking smile.

      Abe’s fingers twitched but he somehow managed not to drive anything through Vincent’s chest.

      “You sleep with her,” I said.

      Abe glanced at me. “Yeah, with Jax half the time.”

      “More and more shocking,” Vincent said with a smile. “If you ever need a vampire to round things out, let me know.”

      I growled at him. “What would you do at that kind of party? You like the succubus?”

      Vincent laughed. “Oh, no. I’d suck her blood, she’d suck my life, and we’d slowly grow more and more malnourished together. Vampires and succubi don’t work.”

      I crossed my arms so I wouldn’t pounce on my friend and rip him to pieces. “You will never taste El.”

      Vincent nodded. “Of course not. I was talking about the slayer. His pulse throbs so beautifully when he thinks of the fair Eleanor.”

      Abe stood and headed out. “I take it that that’s all the useful information you’re willing to divulge. I’ll go to the witch then.”

      I followed him out of the house. The day was so bright even overcast after being in Vincent’s house. It was properly monster-dark.

      “She’ll kill you. She dislikes slayers.”

      “I’m going to bring cookies. She prefers gingersnaps.”

      “She’ll still kill you.”

      He whirled around. “You do nothing! You just sit there while he drools over her blood. He had her on that couch. How can you be friends with someone who looks at El like that?”

      “He looks at everyone like that. You seem more disturbed by the personal. So, you are in love with her?”

      He tugged on his hat. “No.”

      “You should be.”

      He glared at me. “Why is that? She’s in love with you. The way she looks at you, I’ve never seen anything more obvious. It’s like you’re her sunshine after a really long night.”

      “You should because I’m moving to New York after this semester and she deserves love as well as someone who can protect her.”

      He blinked at me and scowled. “You can’t leave.”

      “I think I need to. I keep trying to give her space, but I literally cannot resist. I shouldn’t be able to love her, but I truly do. It will take me a century to recover.”

      “A century? Are you immortal?”

      “Yes. Humans are so beautiful, like a butterfly drying their wings in the sun then fluttering off on their transient lives.”

      He snorted. “Condescending. El should gore you for that.”

      I’d give anything to be gored by El for the rest of eternity, or to share a human life span with her.

      We walked for a few more minutes before he turned to face me. “I’m going back to check on El. If what you say about the witch is true, I don’t want to take the risk. She needs me for her nightmares.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      He shook his head. “You’re really going to stay until the competition and then move? Does she know?”

      I hesitated. I was hoping that something would happen to change my mind, like El turning into a vampire. “I’ll tell her on Monday.”

      “Tonight. I’ll take her to the clearing at midnight.”

      I frowned at him. “That isn’t necessary.”

      He scowled at me. “It’s going to break her heart. She has to be prepared, to put you in the box of temporary dance partner instead of true love. It’s terrible that you’re not compatible. Would it kill her if you slept with her?”

      “You mean sex? Why would it? I’m not an incubus.”

      He shrugged. “It’s just that you’ve kept your distance, and it isn’t because you’re a gentleman. You could have taken advantage of her.”

      “It actually is because I’m a gentleman. I may be a monster, but I’m not going to taint someone that perfect.”

      “She’s not perfect.”

      “Then why do you love her?”

      He shrugged. “I just got used to her. Once you let someone get that close, you either love them or hate them.”

      “I don’t believe you. It’s because she gives you home. I would be very satisfied if I were in your boots.”

      He looked down at the worn cowboy boots. “Even if she was in love with a monster instead of you?”

      “That would be irritating.” I grinned at him, but it faded. I wanted to be him more than he could possibly imagine. He had a death waiting for him, and a life before that filled with choices both light and dark that only he could make. He wasn’t born of blood and darkness. His life wasn’t an open path leading into the echoing depths of eternity. After a short time, a few months, a few years, El would turn to him and only think of me with a fond smile. He would have the reality, the conception, growing their love into adorable mini-slayers like Suzie. Jax would probably always share their bed. I turned, ducking into the woods and leaving him to head home to Eleanor without me.

      Still, for the next few months, I’d have the dancing.
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      First thing Saturday morning, I watched cartoons with the little kids, curled up on the couch and trying to get warm. I still felt like crap, like I was getting over a nasty cold or something. The necklace was warm, but not as hot as before. I tried to take it off, but it felt like a bad idea.

      Nathan had almost died. Jax couldn’t keep going like this. I tried to get angry, but I was just scared, scared and cold. She locked herself in her room all morning and didn’t come out until lunch.

      I heard her rustling around in the kitchen and pushed out of the mess of tangled limbs to go and warm up some soup.

      “What’s your problem?” she yelled the second she saw me.

      I stared at her. “I’m hungry.”

      Her hands were shaking. “You should have let him go, then Abe could finish me, and I wouldn’t have to keep trying. I’m so tired, El. So tired.” She put her head down on her arms.

      I grabbed her hair and yanked her upright. There was the anger. “If you’re going to be suicidal, be a man about it and kill yourself straight up, not taking some poor guy with you. You want to die? I’ll kill you!” I slammed her against the table.

      She came up fast and hit me around the middle, knocking me into the wall and bringing the bulletin board down on top of us.

      We rolled around yelling and exchanging blows in the midst of thumbtacks until Abe was there, hauling me off Jax.

      “Sloppy technique,” he said, like it was fine to fight if I really did it right. “We’re going to go practice tonight,” he said in my ear, like he didn’t want Jax to hear.

      She sneered at him. “Oh look, it’s the big bad slayer who fell in love with a unicorn. Why don’t you carry her up to her bed and tuck her in, then you can get her some soup so poor Ellie doesn’t get a cold.”

      He shook his head and picked me up.

      “What are you doing?” I tried to get away from him, but he wasn’t letting me go.

      “You’re still cold. Do you want soup?”

      “No.” Yes. I shook my head. “I’m killing Jax.”

      “I saw that. You can do it later. You really don’t look so good.”

      I put my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes. “You’re probably right. I’m so mad at her, but I don’t have the energy to properly hurt her. She said that she wanted him to die so you’d kill her. Is that better for you to do it, for my mom to do it, or for some strangers we don’t know to do it?”

      He sighed and kissed my forehead. The weird thing about that was that it wasn’t weird. I kissed the kid’s foreheads all the time, and Abe probably did too. In my room, he put me to bed, which was fine because I was in my pajamas.

      He lay down on the bed on top of the blankets and I really wanted to put my cold feet on him.

      “Hey, Abe, can I hang onto you a little bit? I’m really cold.”

      He didn’t move for a long time, but when he did, he pulled off his boots and hat before he climbed under the quilt and pulled me against him. I closed my eyes and fell asleep to the pounding of his heart.

      I woke up toasty warm with my dad putting a tray on my lap. Abe was still in bed, but on the blankets, and he had his hat on.

      I smiled at him and felt a little bit weird. “Small bed.”

      He shrugged and got up. “Mr. Adams, I’ve got to run to the store for a few things. Do you need anything?”

      My dad frowned at him in deep thought. When he finally said it, I said it at the same time.

      “Avocados!”

      I burst out laughing and my dad shook his head. “That’s serious business, young lady.”

      My dad went towards the door, but I said, “Wait!”

      He turned back to me, a soft smile on his tired face. “What is it, pumpkin?”

      “Um, I just thought you should know about Jax. She almost killed a boy last night.”

      My dad stared at me for a long time before he nodded and went to talk to my sister. He was in her room for hours, until I started to wonder if she’d killed him, or he’d killed her.

      When they came down, he had his arm around her shoulders and Abe was setting the table while I tossed the salad. Dinner was intentionally nice. Her lip was swollen where I’d punched her. After dinner, the kids could read the vibe and kept it down, playing outside with Abe to ‘supervise’ them. Which meant they’d play with knives correctly.

      I kept waiting for my dad to say something to me about sneaking out after Jax, but he never did. After he left me alone to do the dishes with Jax, she nudged me.

      “Sorry, El. I’m so sorry. It’s not fair for me to make you take care of my messes. I’ll do better. I promise.”

      I hugged her really tight, not worrying about my wet and soapy hands messing her all up. She held me back, and started sniffling, which started me crying, and then before you know it, we were a soapy, sodden mess.

      That night, I stood at the window staring into the woods at the darkness.

      “Looking for your true love?” Abe asked, teasing in his voice.

      “Is it inevitable for Jax to lose it and really kill someone?”

      He took a long time answering. “Yeah. What are you going to do when it happens?”

      “You mean am I going to kill her myself or just stand by while someone else does it?” I asked, whirling around at him.

      He was kind of close. He tugged on my hair. “It won’t be in your hands. The law is the law, no matter how much you wish otherwise. This place, the valley of balance, the dark and the light live together in peace, but only if they follow the law. I mean, what are you going to do without someone to take care of? You could be a slayer.”

      I shook my head and felt stupid for getting all mad at him. I turned back to the window. “I could never be like you. No, I’ll probably do what you suggested, find a nice guy who is normal and good and likes me, and then work on developing an immunity to his ick. I’m sure I’ll stay living here, and just add to the number of wild little monkeys running around.”

      “You want kids? Makes sense. You’re really cute with them.”

      I laughed. “It’s ridiculous, this whole time everyone being a slayer except for me. And Jax, of course. Poor Percy. I think he wants to be a vet. Can slayers be veterinarians?”

      “Sure. Your dad didn’t stay a slayer, at least not noticeably.”

      “He totally slays dance.”

      Abe took my hand and tugged me towards the bed. “You should get a few hours before meeting Met.”

      “Why am I doing this? It seems kind of dangerous, sneaking out two nights in a row.”

      He studied me, his hand really hardly any ick at all. “Don’t you want to see him?”

      I laughed before it faded. “It’s about Jax, isn’t it? He wants to talk to me about what happened. Will he want to kill her, do you think?”

      “No one is killing Jax, not at the moment.”

      I let him tug me to bed and tuck me in. “You don’t have to be so nice to me,” I said in the dark with him lying next to me, his arm looped in mine.

      “You’re still sick from saving Nathan.”

      “I guess. It was the talisman.”

      “Yeah. Dangerous. I talked to Vincent about it today. He has no idea how it did that. He’s incredibly helpful. I was going to ask the witch…”

      “Are you insane?” I sat up and gripped his shirt, glaring at his shadowy face.

      He laughed and pushed me back down onto the bed. “Met convinced me that she’d kill me. I’m not worried about that, but she probably wouldn’t talk to a slayer anyway.”

      “Probably not. I’m glad that Met isn’t trying to get you killed…and vice versa?”

      “I’m not currently gunning for that particular target.”

      “Do you have a target?”

      “Not specifically. I dislike a lot of creatures around here, but I can’t do anything if they keep the law.”

      “Good.” I closed my eyes and the next thing I knew, Abe pulled me upright and peered into my eyes.

      “I should have let you sleep. I didn’t think you’d actually be able to, but you are really tired. Never mind. I’ll let Met know…”

      “I’m fine.” I threw back the blankets and hopped out of bed. I pulled on my sneakers and cozy sweater before going down the stairs and through the garage, Abe close behind.

      As we went, he kept walking slower and slower. Finally, he said, “Go ahead. I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Aren’t you going to protect me?”

      “I’ll run ahead and make sure it’s all good.” He vanished into the shadows, as soundless and stealthy as a ghost. Not the witch’s ghosts.

      I went through the mostly barren trees until I got to the clearing. Met was pacing on the other side. I walked directly to the fence and took his hands when he got close enough.

      His enormous hands closed around mine. “Are you all right?” he asked, letting go of me so he could touch my face, so gentle, so sweet and not gross.

      “I’m just tired.”

      “You should have stayed in bed.” He scowled into the dark woods.

      I reached up and turned his head so he had to look at me. “I’m where I want to be. You’re always…” I pressed my lips together. Not talking to him, and only seeing him in the studio with my dad, had really cut down on how many times I made a fool of myself over him.

      “I’m going to New York for Christmas break and I’m not coming back.”

      I stared at him while the blood drained from my limbs. He was leaving? “Why?”

      He cleared his throat and shifted, pulling away from me slightly. I wanted to hang onto him as tight as I could, but I let him go. I didn’t own him. “I’m going to live with my dad, you know, after the divorce is finalized. I need to work on my portfolio if I’m going to get into a good art school, and being in the city since that’s where I’m going to be next fall, it makes sense.”

      I nodded while my heart turned to stone and killed me dead. “Yeah. Cool.”

      He grabbed my hands and pulled me closer until I could feel the barbs biting into my stomach. “Not until after the competition. Okay?”

      I searched his eyes and face for signs of something, regret? He looked anxious, like he was afraid that he’d hurt my feelings. Of course he was. I smiled as nice as I could. “Of course it’s okay. Thanks for telling me. That was really considerate of you. You don’t owe me anything, not even dancing.”

      He squeezed my hands. “You owe me dancing. Promise that you won’t find another dance partner until after the competition.”

      I bit my lip because I’d been dancing with Abe. “I was dancing last night. If you don’t want me to…”

      He laughed and shook his head. “I was joking. Dance with the trees and the wind and the moonlight, including any person under the sky who you want to dance with. But no Cabaret.” He grinned then, his dimple showing on his cheek.

      I touched it and my finger slid down to the corner of his mouth. My heart pounded as I remembered the first kiss and the memories. Did I want them back? I wanted to kiss him. So much. I knew how soft and warm, sweet and gentle he was.

      “Met, can I kiss you?”

      “No.” He reached over the fence and pulled me up into his embrace. He kissed me so soft and sweet that I thought I was going to die. But then he kissed me deeper, pressing against my mouth until my lips parted and with the touch of his tongue, I felt a charge of electricity that flowed through me like light.

      The memory was jarring. Smoke curled around the rubble. I coughed and peered through the smoke, looking for Icarus. I stumbled over a hand stretched into the path, the rest of the body covered in broken cement with protruding rebar.

      “Icarus?” I called, as I circled the fallen debris.

      He grabbed my hand and whirled me around, pulling me into his scrawny arms. I could feel his heart pound against mine through his thin rags. He let go of me only to grab my hand more firmly. “Come on. We have to run.”

      I nodded and hurried after him towards the gaping hole in the wall where snow swirled, blown in by the icy cold wind. The snow was cold and cutting under my bare feet, but it smelled so good. We ran for the tree line across the white snow, but then Icarus tackled me down and then something exploded above our heads.

      “Stay down,” he gasped, but kept crawling forward, through the snow towards that tantalizing line of darkness where we might be able to disappear.

      An engine roared out of the darkness and came down on us. I was sure it was going to run over us, but then it skidded to the side and the rider got off.

      I stared at those boots, fur-lined, solid, white with flecks of red that might be blood.

      “There you are. That was thoughtful for you to come out and meet us.” He picked me up by the scruff of the neck and I cried out.

      Icarus lunged for him and bit his arm, but then that boot, the fur-lined one, kicked him, sending him flying back in the snow.

      “Demon-spawn. You can’t have this one anymore. I’m taking her home. Safe.”

      I struggled against him, staring back at Icarus while I screamed and the night filled with fire and smoke that drifted between us.

      He didn’t come for me even as I yelled that I would stay with him, forever and ever and ever and ever and ever…

      I blinked the clearing back into focus. Met had his hand against my cheek and gazed at me with those eyes, so big and strange, but beautiful, a dark, mysterious abyss.

      I took a shuddering breath and felt a phantom trail of blood down my stomach. I put my hand there and felt moisture. I looked down, and there was a slice in my pajamas, and my skin.

      “What happened?” Met sounded panicked as he touched my skin, bending down over the fence.

      “Be careful. It’s just the barbs. I didn’t even notice until now. I’m okay.”

      He looked up at me with this ferocious scowl that made my heart jump. “I hurt you.”

      I shook my head and grabbed his hand. “No. It was just an accident.”

      He winced like I’d shot him. “I hate accidents.” He stepped away from me, letting his hands fall to the side. My blood stained his fingers.

      “Met, it’s fine. I’m fine.”

      “Have Abe wash it really well and put some antibiotics on it. I think the metal was rusty. Good-night, El. I’ll see you Monday in the studio. You should stay out of the woods, particularly at night.” He turned and left the clearing, leaving me bleeding and staring after him like an idiot while that memory stirred something terrible in my chest.

      Ever and ever. It wasn’t a coincidence. That little boy with the skinny arms and the terrified eyes was connected to Mr. Night. He knew what I’d said to him, what I’d promised. I couldn’t remember the earlier promise, but I looked down at my pinkie finger and could feel another bony finger looped to mine. I wasn’t going to leave him in there. Whatever he was, it wasn’t evil. How had he gotten tangled up with Mr. Night and his shadow men?

      I could ask him. My hands trembled as I pressed them against my stomach, walking through the dark woods without Abe. I’d gotten so used to having him around, a constant shadow that protected me from my own fears.

      “What happened? I could smell your blood a mile away.”

      “You were a mile away? What if a werewolf ate me? I’m bleeding all over the place. Such a bad idea. It was your idea, wasn’t it? Stop touching me; I’m fine!” I pulled away from him because all of a sudden it was too much. Met was leaving after the competition. It didn’t have anything to do with me or us, it was just life moving us apart. That happened. Maybe I could go visit him. Not without Jax. I couldn’t go anywhere without her ever again. Abe was going to leave at some point. That was life, and we’d up and move far away from New York. I’d never see Met again.

      I sniffed.

      “Are you okay?” His voice was low. He didn’t try to touch me again.

      “He’s moving.”

      “That’s not what made you bleed.”

      “The fence, okay? Met wants to make sure you do a good job scrubbing me out and putting crap on it. He’s moving. You’re going to leave soon, when you get bored or whatever.”

      “Probably, but I promise I’ll come back to visit,” he said.

      “You will? How often?”

      He laughed. “Are you worried I’ll come too often or not often enough?”

      “Both. Just kidding. I’ll miss you. My nightmares will make sure of it.”

      “Then you should come with me.”

      “I can’t go without Jax.”

      He took my arm. “You can’t live your life like that. It’s not fair.”

      I ignored his sincere eyes and shook him off. “I’m not a slayer.”

      “In slayer strongholds, there are other people besides the knife wielders. You could be the laundry girl.”

      I snorted. “I’d make sure to floral scent everyone’s laundry. How many people are in a stronghold?”

      “Depends entirely on the group. Your mom just has a partner, your uncle Lex. Before he joined up with her, he was solo, a stronghold of one.”

      “That sounds like you.” I grinned at him.

      His smile was kind of sheepish. “Yeah, I was used to being alone. I kind of like the company though.”

      “Wouldn’t it be dangerous for me to live in a slayer stronghold?”

      “Not any more dangerous than you eating lunch with monsters and sleeping with succubus. I think you like danger, Pill.”

      He rubbed my head and put his arm around my shoulders. I didn’t push him away that time. I was too tired. When we got back, I wanted to crash into bed, but he made me stay up, sitting on the bathroom counter, leaning away from him awkwardly while he cleaned and treated my little cut.

      For being so little, it sure bled a lot. It took forever while he worked, and bandaged me up. He had a lot of gauze and white tape.

      “Do you get a lot of injuries?”

      He nodded while he focused on cutting the tape. “I’ll be right back.”

      He left me in the bathroom. When I sat up, the tape pulled on my stomach. I rubbed the back of my neck. Not comfortable. When he came back, it was with a charcoal t-shirt that was really soft and smelled like florals.

      “Put that on instead of yours. It’s ripped.”

      I nodded and fingered the tear. “Thanks. I’ll sew it up tomorrow.”

      He turned and I pulled off the pajama top without waiting for him to go all the way out. It was what I would have done with Jax, but then he hesitated and turned around and I was sitting on the counter topless, clutching his t-shirt in front of me.

      He didn’t so much as blink an eye. “I have a hole in a pair of jeans. Is there any way…”

      “Get out!” I yelled and threw the soap at his head. He caught it and then tossed it back before he turned and closed the door firmly between us.

      Idiot. I pulled on the t-shirt then left the pajama top in the sink in cold water to soak out the blood. Bed. So much bed.

      I curled up in the blankets until Abe put his arm over me and I wiggled closer to him.

      “So, you think that my nightmare is a dream-walkers?” I asked him.

      “Partly, like Jax is part slayer. She feels bad about what she did to Nathan. A full-blood succubus wouldn’t.”

      “How do you keep him away?”

      “Aren’t you tired?”

      “So tired. Are there any slayer strongholds in New York?”

      “Quite a few. I told you that I’m a dream-catcher. In my ancestry there was a dream-walker or two. I’m immune even though I can’t do any actual dream-walking. It’s an excellent slayer trait.”

      “And good for normal people too.”

      “Are you saying that you know someone normal?”

      I smiled and elbowed him hard enough that he oomphed and didn’t say anything else for the rest of the night.
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      November came with a swirl of fallen leaves. The woods were bare except the oaks which held on in their dark maroon smokiness. Fire and smoke. The weather became soggy and chill. It was a good thing we were meeting in the studio, because the cold rain became icy and harsh. She would get a pneumonia, but she’d still come. Nothing would stop her from dancing. I didn’t think that nothing would stop her from seeing me. She’d accepted that I was leaving so easily. And that kiss, exquisite even if it came with such a memory.

      On Monday I found a few sketches of costumes in my locker. They ranged from something like Batman and Catwoman to an ostrich feather set of his and hers. I shook my head and tucked it into my book.

      At the studio, I went early like usual, and her dad measured me. He measured every part of me. I tried not to feel self-conscious, but there were definitely some parts of me that didn’t want handling by El’s dad. Or anyone. Not anyone, I mean, if El… I couldn’t even think about that. I did anyway, but I shouldn’t.

      When she came in, she looked nervous. It wasn’t until the end of our time together that she said, “Met, did you see the ideas I had for costumes?”

      I smiled at her and almost touched her face. Touching her when I was supposed to touch her made me want to touch her when I wasn’t supposed to. No, I just always wanted to touch her. Her song was sad, shifting to a minor key as she gazed at me.

      “I did. I also did a few sketches. Do you want to see?”

      She nodded, unoffended that I hadn’t fallen in love with the ostrich costume. “I’d love to.”

      She followed me off the floor, smiling and waving at the old ladies who were there for the mixed class. I went to my jacket and pulled out the sketch. I held it away from her for a second, a little bit self-conscious. “Be gentle with me. It’s my first costume design.”

      “Of course. I have a low bar. I’ve always been terrible at costume design. I tend to be a little bit too much.”

      I let her take the paper. She unfolded it and smoothed it out before she started pouring over my designs. I’d sketched us in the different positions that would highlight the different looks. My favorite was the one where I was wearing dark pants and a loose white shirt while she was in her nightgown.

      “You’re really good. You make me beautiful.” She stared at my sketches, head bent, the stretch of her neck gracefully curved while a fallen strand of hair framed her face.

      I cleared my throat. “Art’s something I’ve always done.” Literally, since some of my first memories were drawing in blood. It was strongly encouraged because that led to excellent runes and incantations. Painting and singing were the best part of the dark fae culture.

      She looked up at me, eyes shining. “I’m glad that you’re going to the best art schools because you’re that good.”

      It wasn’t that awesome. I shuffled my feet and pointed at the first costume, pale purple on her, dark indigo on me. “I wanted it to be dreamy, like the choreography, so I thought these colors would represent it well, but my favorite is…”

      She pointed to the nightgown. I’d spent the most time on that drawing. She had that expression on her face, the dreamy one that was soft and delicate, ethereal like her floating hair.

      “That one,” she said decisively. “Do I really look like that?” she asked, looking up at me, her eyes kind of shy.

      “No. I could never do you justice.”

      She gazed at me like we were the only people in the world.

      “El, would you care to join us?” her dad said.

      She looked over at him and Bruce where he stood waiting for a partner. “Just a minute.” She turned back to me and laughed kind of short and embarrassed. “So, I guess I should go. Can I keep the drawing and show my dad?”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      Just then the door opened and someone came in. “Met!”

      I spun around and moved in front of El to protect her from Quarl in Met’s mother’s skin. “What are you doing here?” I sounded too aggressive.

      She beamed at me, ignoring my tone. “He’s awake! He’s asking to see you. His parents are there now, but they asked me to get you. You can see him now! Come on!”

      She took my arm and tugged me away from El. I stood, frozen in shock.

      “Garrett? He’s awake?”

      Quarl nodded, beaming at me. Why was she so happy? She seemed genuinely happy. It was terrifying.

      “Oh, Met, that’s so wonderful.” El put her hand on my shoulder. For a second I’d almost forgotten about her.

      Quarl turned her smile on El. “It is! We’ve been waiting and praying for this day. We never doubted that he would make it through.”

      El beamed at her, the two of them sharing in their happiness even if they were strangers and would stay that way if I had anything to say about it.

      “I’m sorry,” Quarl said abruptly. “I’m Met’s mother, Sarah Barrow. You must be Eleanor Adams. My son has spoken about you from time to time. Nothing embarrassing,” she said reassuringly. She was so good at it when she wanted to be. She held out her hand to El.

      El didn’t even hesitate, just shook her hand with a warm smile that changed to shocked and then even more delighted. “It’s so nice to meet you. I guess you already met my dad.” She gestured towards him.

      He raised his hand and nodded before he continued his lesson without the slightest hitch. He had excellent focus.

      I did not. I kept wanting to drag El away, or Quarl. My indecision paralyzed me.

      “You should come over for dinner some time,” Quarl said.

      El opened her mouth to say yes before she glanced at me. “We’re only dance partners. Met might feel awkward.”

      Quarl looked at me, eyes expectant. How was I going to handle this? She still had El’s hand.

      I put my arm around Quarl’s shoulder. “We’d love to have you over for dinner, El. We’ll talk later. Come on, Mom. Let’s go.” I couldn’t help sounding a little bit excited and my heart pounded. Was he really awake? I’d given up on my friend ever coming back. Humans were too delicate to rely on.

      “Yes. I’m so happy for you!” El clasped her hands to her chest and beamed at me.

      I smiled at her and headed out, still holding onto Quarl’s shoulders.

      Once we were outside, I let her go, but stayed close, like I didn’t despise her.

      “She’s charming,” Quarl said in a low voice. “I can see why you find pleasure in dancing with her.”

      “Do I?”

      She didn’t answer me. We got into our separate vehicles and drove to the hospital. Once I got there, the nurses were buzzing and when they saw me smiled at me blindingly.

      Garrett’s parents hugged me, his dad much shorter than me, his mom weeping and talking too fast for me to understand. Eventually they let me go and I got to walk into the door I’d spent so much time passing through.

      Garrett was slightly reclined. He blinked at me before he gave me a crooked smile. “You’ve gotten bigger. And fat. What does Felicity think?”

      I stood frozen for a second. He was the same. Everything else was different. I fumbled my way to a chair and stared at him. “You’re awake.”

      He nodded and touched his forehead. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “What?”

      He stared at me. “Guilty, Met. You look so guilty. Accidents happen.”

      I stood up and backed away from him. “Sure. You need to rest. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      I turned and left the room, left the hospital, faster than I should have while my stomach churned and my whole head felt like it was going to explode. Not my head, my skin. I needed to take it off. Now. I ran into the woods as fast as I could run and peeled off my skin, careless where I left it. I ran and ran and ran. When I was able to slow down, I found myself outside her house. I paced the perimeter waiting for her. She drove up with her dad, got out laughing, and then went inside to change. I knew her routine, but this time when she climbed out her window onto the roof, slick with ice, she slipped and hit her head. I watched her slide off the porch roof and into the bushes. I waited in the woods, watching for her to get up. The icy rain started again, pounding while she stayed still.

      I ran to her, through the streaks of rain until I reached her. She stirred when I picked her up, her hand resting against my bare chest, my skin against hers. I had to take her somewhere warm, somewhere they wouldn’t ask questions.

      I carried her to Vincent’s house, through an upper window and placed her on a narrow bed covered in dust. What was I doing? She would wake up and find a pale blue monster at her side. She would wake up. I could feel her stirring behind her eyes, then falling into slumber instead. I held her against my bare chest, holding her like I could never do again.

      Garrett was alive. Awake. He remembered me as a human, not a monster. I heard pounding on the door below. The slayer had arrived for her. El. I smoothed her wet hair away from her face. Was she still cold? Her clothing was wet. I slashed open one of my hands and let the dark blood spill onto her forehead. I swirled my fingers in the blood, drawing the incantations that would wrap her in warmth and slumber. I held her next to my pounding heart and felt it slow as she warmed up and her breathing deepened.

      “Met,” she murmured as she put her hand back, brushing my lips.

      “I love you,” I whispered, holding her tightly, as though I would never let her go again.
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      I woke up to Abe yelling, but not at me. I sat up and then sneezed at the cloud of dust that rose around me. I got up and a throbbing ache went through my head. A head injury would explain the dizziness and why I had no idea how I’d gotten wherever I was. I walked to the door then turned back and touched the mattress. Where I’d been sleeping was warm, but next to me, that was warm as well. Met was here. He’d been beside me. I’d never feel this good after a head injury if he wasn’t with me.

      I put my hand on the doorknob and half expected it to be locked, but it opened easily in my hand. In the hall landing, I stood for a second while everything tilted. I went to the stairs and put my hand on the wall with its maroon flocked wallpaper. I went down unsteadily. I could clearly hear Abe yelling and Vincent speaking back in a mocking voice.

      “Where is she? You can’t keep her here!”

      I stepped into the parlor with its green velvet couch. Abe was pacing in front of the fire while Vincent lounged on the green velvet couch. Where was Met?

      “And here she is,” he said from behind me.

      I whirled around and stepped towards him, but he leaned away from me. “What happened?” I demanded, staring at him. He could pull away from me, but he still knew why I was there. He’d slept with me all night.

      “You fell off your porch.”

      I blinked at him. “I did? Oh. I did.” I nodded and winced because ow. I touched the back of my head gingerly. There was a serious knot right there.

      “I should have taken you to Abe, but I wasn’t thinking straight.” He sounded perfectly calm, like he’d never been excited about anything in his life.

      “You took me half a mile away when Abe was only a few feet from me?”

      He swallowed and touched my head, his touch so light and cautious I barely felt the brush of his fingers. “I don’t like head injuries. People are so delicate. Vincent has some experience with treating humans.”

      I nodded and then ow. I winced again and kind of fell to the side.

      Abe leapt forward and caught me. “El, sit down.” He put an arm around me and helped me to the couch.

      I really didn’t want to sit anywhere close to Vincent, particularly feeling vulnerable and weak, but I’d rather not have to be scraped off the floor.

      “Is that true?” Abe asked me once I was settled on the couch, eyes serious. “Did you fall off the roof?”

      I nodded.

      “Idiot!” He was suddenly angry, furious at me. He stood up and ran a hand through his hair. He wasn’t wearing his hat. “In that weather, you decided to take the roof? You could have been killed!”

      “She was unconscious in the bushes,” Met added, like that would help. He was frowning at me, like I’d given myself a head injury intentionally.

      I stood up and walked across the room, trying to walk as straight as possible. I walked directly towards Met where he’d taken his position in the doorway.

      “Excuse me,” I said, very politely.

      He stared at me with those dark eyes, so beautiful, so strange, like a universe of stars, brilliant and burning, but at a distance. “Where are you going? You should rest.”

      “If I’m going to rest, it’s going to be above the garage, not in a vampire’s house. My dad would never let me dance with you.”

      “Always about the dancing. Fine,” Abe spat and swung me up in his arms. “Move,” he said to Met.

      Met took his time before gesturing Abe past him.

      “The rain has stopped,” Vincent said as Abe walked out the front door and into the early, misty morning with ice in complicated patterns over every surface.

      Abe didn’t answer, didn’t say anything as he walked, solid step after solid step back home on the side of the road.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It was an accident.”

      He made a sound like maybe, but it was still stupid. Which it was. I clung to him and shivered because my pajamas weren’t warm enough for this weather. He walked without saying a word until he got to the garage and carried me up the steps. He put me down carefully on the bed and then went to take a shower.

      I had to get up, but my head felt better when my eyes were closed. For the first time in a long time, I dreamed Mr. Night.

      It started in the clearing in the woods. He was playing with a yo-yo, bringing the red circle up before sending it out again. I was lying in the roots of a tree and slowly sat up. There was a lot of mist, but it wasn’t cold, warm, or anything else.

      I stared at him for a long time while he played with that yo-yo.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. My voice echoed and warped going high and tinny then breaking into laughter.

      “How is your head? If you were in a coma, we would be together always.”

      “Ever and ever,” I said flatly. “How do you know Icarus?”

      The yo-yo didn’t go up when he yanked on the string, instead it spun and spun on the end of the cord. “What do you remember, my pet?”

      “Meow. I remember betraying him. I remember him kissing me. I remember the pain, at least some of it.”

      “Where dreams become reality. Do you remember the straitjacket? You went utterly mad, my fairy mistress. I didn’t expect you today. I don’t have anything planned. No torture, only the yo-yo.”

      I got up and walked over to him. He let me walk, didn’t wrap the ground around me and take me to him. “How do you know Icarus?” I couldn’t see his eyes behind the reflective glasses.

      “Such an impatient girl. Have you forgotten to be afraid of me? You have. Such a sweet fearlessness.”

      His palm was on my face while he gazed at me. I lifted my chin and then snatched off his glasses. The pits of his eyes were black and black, mesmerizing holes of agony. A hissing snake came out of one and I gasped and fell back.

      He took the glasses out of my fingers and replaced them. “Don’t try to remember, my love. You forgot with great effort.” He pushed my forehead back, sending me down and down and down.

      I sat up on the bed as Abe came out of the shower.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, but he was scowling.

      I touched the back of my head. “Yo-yo.”

      “Is that like a rapper-wannabe thing? Don’t try to be cool, El. It’s just sad.”

      I threw a pillow at him. “Mr. Night had a yo-yo. He sent me back. He didn’t want me asking questions.”

      “He sent you back?” Abe sat down on the edge of the bed, making it bounce. “Weird. You fell asleep? You slept all night, at least that’s what Vincent said you were doing with Met.” His glower got fifty percent darker.

      “Concussions wipe you out. Everybody knows that. We were only sleeping.” I sighed.

      “How do you know, if you were sleeping? Maybe he wasn’t.”

      “I probably would have woken up to enjoy it if anything interesting happened. I wish something else happened, but alas, just sleep. He’s moving away, Abe. It hurts so much. I get it, I really do, but still, it hurts.” I put my hand on my chest where my heart ached.

      His scowl softened and he held out his arms. For some reason, I walked into them, like the hug wouldn’t make my skin crawl. After a moment’s ick, it didn’t. I relaxed, soaking in his steady warmth.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in a low voice.

      We stood there for too long until I straightened up and shrugged. “First loves never last. There’s a song about it and everything.”

      I headed down the stairs. He followed me.

      “Are you sure you should go to school today? You got a concussion last night.”

      My head did ache, but only mildly. “I’m fine. Thanks for coming and making sure Vincent didn’t eat me. He’s so gross. It’s weird that Met took me there instead of to you.”

      “Not weird, just annoying.”

      “What’s not weird about it? Do you really think the vampire knows about head injuries?”

      “No. I think that Met just wanted to watch you sleep. His friend just came out of a coma, right? And then you maybe going into one, it would be a karmic trade.”

      I laughed. “I guess that makes sense. No, not even a little bit. So you think that he was really worried about me?”

      He snorted and went towards his car. “Hurry up if you’re determined to go to school today. I’ll be waiting.”

      He’d probably take his phone and talk to whoever it was he talked to. It was a little bit irritating how I opened up my whole life to him, but he only rarely took off his hat. The rest of his life, his friends, work associates, it was all a brick wall. Not that I’d pushed at him, but I couldn’t help but wonder. Was the person he talked to the girl, the one he was in love with?

      Jax liked to joke about Abe liking me, but we couldn’t sleep together if that was true. I needed him to keep away the nightmares. Also, to teach the kids the way of the knife. Also, maybe to make sure I hadn’t been snacked by Vincent. Also, for that hug which made me feel overall better in spite of the lingering ick.

      Abe felt like family. Who would hug me when Met was gone and he left?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            53

          

          

      

    

    







            Monster

          

        

      

    

    
      I went to church on Sunday, listening to the intoning priest until I felt more settled in my skin, more reasonable, less monstrous. Afterwards, I headed to the hospital in the silver car that felt like it belonged to a different person. Garrett. I’d give it to him when I left.

      When I went in, Felicity was sitting in the chair beside his bed, talking about some of the worst hairstyles he’d missed. When she saw me in the doorway, her face lost all expression. She stood up and squeezed his hand with an unsteady smile.

      “I’ll see you again soon.”

      I moved as far from the doorway as I could get so she could pass through. As soon as she was gone, Garrett said, “So you guys really broke up. She’s clearly not over it. Are you?”

      I shrugged and went to sit in the chair next to him. He was already getting fidgety, ready to get up and go. “How are you doing? Have they told you how long you’ll be here?”

      He shrugged and grinned. “Too long. At least a few weeks for rehab they say, but I’m recovering faster than anyone expected, so who knows. Now, Methuselah Barrow, what happened with Felicity? Tell me without putting me in a coma.”

      I studied him. “She’s not the person I thought she was, and neither am I. Life is too short to be with someone who you can’t trust.” At least for humans.

      He studied me for a long time. “She told me that you have a thing for a new girl. She sounds entirely unlike Felicity. Kind of insane to be honest.”

      I held very still. “She’s a little bit different, but not insane. She’s a dancer.”

      Garrett wiggled his eyebrows. “Ah. So very flexible.”

      I scowled at him, but had to laugh. Garrett was alive, the same irascible guy I’d always wanted to be. “She is. She’s teaching me how it’s done with her dad. He opened a studio in Humphrey.”

      “I wondered who would buy that place after the hairdresser died. How are your parents? Same?”

      “Getting divorced.”

      He looked shocked. “Why?”

      “Living apart for too long, I guess it just seemed easier to stay that way.”

      He swore a few times. “I guess so. How’s Galadriel?”

      “The car is still ugly. I’m giving her to you when I move.”

      “Move? You were only waiting around for me to wake up, but now I come to, you’re off? Makes sense.” He smiled but his eyes were hurt.

      I shifted and looked away. His pain wasn’t as bad as mine, and didn’t hurt me as much as El’s. “I’m going to live with my dad, then go to art school.”

      “Sure. Still doing art, huh? Who has time for that when there’s hockey? How’s the team doing this year?”

      I hesitated. “They’re doing okay. Not great. I guess losing two of their players kind of messed things up.”

      “Two of their players? So that’s why no one else would talk about hockey. You quit? Met, you were the man. You were the reason we won every game. Why would you do that? Because you hurt me and didn’t want to hurt anyone else.” He swore with a lot more energy and violence than before. “Met, you’re an idiot. Hockey was your life.”

      No, it was Met’s life, but he wasn’t around to enjoy it. I stood up. “I guess things change.”

      His lips twisted. “Not me. I’m exactly where I was, back at square one.”

      “You should be with Felicity.”

      He scowled at me. “Because I want to date a girl in love with someone else. Thanks for giving me your leftovers. You’ll dump her and the car on me. Good thing I woke up so someone could take over the burden of your life.”

      My heart was pounding. It had been too long since anyone had talked to me like this. I nodded. “Yeah. I guess so. I’ll leave you to rest up for it.” I gave him a terrible smile and headed out.

      I heard him swearing behind me. I stopped just outside the doorway before I turned around and went over to the bed, crashing down next to him. I grabbed him into a hug and just held onto him for a long time. Eventually he patted me back, kind of awkwardly.

      “It’s good to have you back,” I muttered as I sat up and took a few steps away from the bed.

      He grinned at me. “Good to know you missed me. Look at all those emotions, like you’re human or something.”

      I froze for a second before laughing. That was the joke, that I could eat more than a human without getting fat, that I could play harder, faster, longer. It didn’t feel like a joke, more like a tragedy. If I were a human, I could take El to prom and whatever else I wanted to do. I could grow old with her, live with her through sickness and health, die with her.

      At home, Quarl was waiting in the living room for me. “He said that you’re thinking about moving to New York after this semester. Explain how that would work.”

      I stared at her without the slightest motion. If I moved, I might rip her apart. “Why did you invite El to dinner?”

      She tilted her head. “It seemed appropriate. One’s mother should show interest in the female he pursues.”

      “I’m not pursuing, only dancing.”

      “My mistake. Shall I withdraw the invitation?”

      I shook my head and walked past her towards the kitchen. She’d made dinner. Of course she had. She was the perfect mother. “Don’t worry about it. She’s not allowed to see me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Her mother hates me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because her first love was an Incubus who destroyed her life. She sees that same potential in me for her daughter. Any more questions?”

      “That is illogical.” She followed me into the kitchen and started arranging dishes on the island where I was going to sit then set out the multiple bowls, mashed potatoes and fried chicken with a lot of buttery sides.

      “Thank you.” That was a human phrase, but it didn’t hurt. “Her mother is protective of her. I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “Your mother protects you.”

      I grunted and ate with a lot of vigor. She waited until I was pushing back my chair to say, “Agar has been stalking her.”

      I lurched upright, knocking the chair back. I gripped her throat and gazed into her wide but unfrightened eyes. She had purple streaks that reminded me of El.

      “He’s chained to Dragon’s Rock.”

      She waited until I released her and stepped back, clenching and unclenching my fists before she said, “Do you honestly think that I can’t tell the difference between a human and a goblin? You’re such a child sometimes.”

      I swallowed and felt rising nausea. “You’ve reported to the queen?”

      She hesitated. “I have. I needn’t have bothered. She was already aware of your mercy. It amuses her, knowing your weakness. When you return, you will have to bring a truly great sacrifice to show your strength.”

      “Maybe New York will harden me sufficiently.”

      “Perhaps. There is access to the queen’s domain from there. You will not be free of her watchful eye.”

      “But I will be free of yours.”

      She inclined her head with a serene smile. “I hope it fulfills your desires.”

      The next day, school was buzzing with the news of Garrett waking up. Everyone came up to me to tell me how happy they were and subtly say that the hockey team might start winning again.

      I smiled and nodded, but by the time school was out, I just wanted to shed my skin and swim in something icy. With El. She stood next to Abe’s car, waiting for him, but she looked up when I passed.

      Her smile was sweet and shy before she glanced away. Was she thinking about the way that I’d taken her to Vincent’s house? She was. I hesitated before I turned and walked towards her. It was a sunny day and things weren’t quite as freezing and vile as they’d been for the past week.

      “Hey, El. Where’s Abe?”

      She shrugged. “No idea. He should be here.” She glanced around nervously.

      I took her hand and leaned close, inhaling her scent only for a moment. She smelled so sweet, so delicate, like a night flower, blooming in the darkness.

      “I’m sorry about taking you to Vincent’s house. I wasn’t thinking straight. I think everything with Garrett and you made me panic. I didn’t touch you. I mean, I carried you, but I didn’t…” I cleared my throat.

      Her smile got bigger and bigger as I fumbled around. “I know. I have a favor to ask. If you are going to touch me inappropriately, wait until I’m conscious, okay?”

      I stumbled away from her and felt this wave of emotion that was all kinds of disturbing. “Sure. I’ll keep that in mind the next time you knock yourself unconscious with a porch. Okay. I’ll see you in the studio.”

      “You will definitely see me there.”

      “Right. See ya.” I stumbled on the curb because I was walking backwards so I could keep staring at her.

      She snickered and gazed at me like I was adorable, a puppy with adorable huge paws.

      I turned and walked away, aware of her eyes on me. I would be able to touch her in a few hours. We would be working on a new lift that required I slide my hand over her ribs and down to her hip. If I hadn’t told myself that, I would be turning around and touching her inappropriately against Abe’s car.
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      It was Monday night after dancing with Met when mom came home for a whole week. Surprise!

      Everyone was excited. Did I say everyone? Not that I don’t love my mom, but dancing with Met wasn’t going to be possible because she was taking over my place as dad’s angel. When she told me, she smiled like I was going to be all squealing and gleeful about it. What, not have to let creepy old guys touch me with their super ick hands? What’s not to love? Everything except Met.

      I stood at the window that night while Abe cleaned weapons. It was raining again, cold and icy. I’d worn boots and taken the front door. My headache was down to a low throb and dancing with Met had been a challenge with my dizziness, but I would take the challenge if it meant being with Met. He was leaving. How could she come back before he’d left? So unfair.

      “You should enjoy it. She’s more important than he is. He’s leaving.”

      I scowled at the woods. “I know he is.”

      “Plus you were dizzy today while you were dancing. I noticed. I was going to say something about you taking it easy, and now I don’t have to. Come here. I’ll show you how to put together a gun.”

      I went over to the couch and worked with the metal pieces, Abe’s hands shifting my hold until everything slipped together with a satisfying click.

      “You’ve done this before.”

      “Nope. I’m just naturally gifted. Why are you so into knives if you have guns too?”

      “Silver bullets are classic. And guns help with a more human element. I like knives because they’re quiet, and bullets won’t work that well with zombies or vampires, not to mention the magic folk. They’ll just have your gun come to life and squeeze off your hand.”

      “But not knives?”

      He shrugged. “No. Knives have a stronger sense of unity with me. Some slayers are gunslingers who really bond with their weapon, so that helps, but still…”

      I snorted and shook my head at him before I went back to the window.

      “You should get some sleep. You’re still recovering from the concussion.”

      I nodded but stayed there until I saw something move on the edge of the trees. Was it Met? My heart leapt, but then I shook my head. It hadn’t been big enough.

      “I need to talk to him tomorrow so he doesn’t go to the studio,” I said, going to bed and sliding in next to him.

      “Are you asking for permission?”

      I reached out and patted his face in the dark.

      “Ow.”

      “Yeah, Abe. Don’t tell my mom I’m talking to Met, okay?”

      “You have your dad’s permission. As far as I know, she’s totally fine with it.”

      “Really? Finally putting your twisted logic to good use.” I closed my eyes and was almost asleep when I remembered that dark creature. There were dark things in the woods that weren’t Met.

      I sat up. “I saw something.”

      “In the dark?”

      I poked his chin and ended up poking his lip instead. “By the woods. It was too small to be Met.”

      He sat up and threw back the blanket. He pulled on his boots and hat and coat and headed down the stairs in the sparkly sweat pants he’d never given back to my dad.

      “Stay here,” he ordered.

      Like I was going out in the rain in my pajamas with a headache. I shouldn’t have said anything because he didn’t need to get freezing cold. He’d put his feet on me when he got back. I shivered at the thought and pulled the quilt up to my ear. I wasn’t going to fall asleep, not without Abe. Mr. Night would be waiting for me, and I wasn’t in the mood for yo-yo’s.

      I worked on choreography in my head. Met’s hand on my hip as he lifted me above his head and then sliding down his body upside down until he cartwheeled me to the floor. It wasn’t impactful. Maybe if he was spinning me while I came down, so multi-directional instead of just coming down straight. Hm. That could be interesting. I’d have to talk to my dad about it. Some time my mom wasn’t around.

      A gust of air came through the door. Abe must have left it open. Had he left the garage door open too? The unpacked boxes would probably get water damage.

      Something jumped on me, sealing me down beneath the blanket, immobile. Abe’s pillow covered my face, pressing down on me while I thrashed and struggled against the weight on my body. I didn’t want to die in Abe’s bed. He’d be so grossed out if he found my corpse. And he’d feel guilty.

      I struggled harder, but I couldn’t breathe and the creature kept getting heavier and heavier until I blacked out.

      I opened my eyes and sat up in the dream. Mr. Night’s chains came around my body, crushing me in their icy grip.

      “He’s killing me,” I said pushing down the chains.

      The chains paused their crushing and Mr. Night spilled down the mountain of metal links to come to a clinking stop beside me.

      “Who is killing you?”

      “The pillow.” Things were getting foggy, distant, dream-like, which made sense because it was a dream. Kind of.

      Mr. Night’s pain vanished and was replaced by an agonizing pain in my head while I inhaled deeply. Only one breath before the pillow was on my face again.

      My captor wasn’t quite as heavy as before, and he kept shifting from side to side, like he was dodging an attack.

      There was some kind of rhythm to it. I waited until he shifted to the side and then threw myself up and managed to knock him off the bed. I immediately twisted and slid off the opposite side, trying to get as far away from the creature as possible. It’s eyes were gold circles in the dark. They blinked at me and then I heard the door in the garage crash against the wall. Those gold eyes blinked again and then he was gone.

      I sat on the floor against the wall with my knees to my chest, breathing hard while my head throbbed.

      Abe threw on the light and looked around before he saw me. He searched the room, under the bed, in the bathroom, even going into the crawlspace above the closet, before he came over and crouched next to me.

      “What was it?”

      I opened my mouth and a sob came out. I pressed my lips shut and tried to look cool. I shrugged.

      “It held you down in bed?”

      I gave him a tiny nod.

      He touched my face, around my nose and mouth. “Suffocation?”

      I nodded again.

      He frowned and scratched his jaw. “Would you say it was more my size, or more Met’s?”

      “Smaller than you but heavier,” I whispered.

      “Huh. Human?”

      “I don’t think human eyes glow in the dark. I could be wrong.” I shuddered as I remembered.

      “That’s really strange,” he said, sitting next to me like we were hanging out all chill.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Does this happen to you often, being attacked at night?”

      He looked surprised. “I wish. That makes it easy because you don’t have to track them down.”

      “Right.”

      “How did you get out? Good work, by the way. You wouldn’t have been able to knock me off you. Maybe the monster wasn’t very coordinated.”

      I swallowed and licked my lips. “Yeah. That’s probably what it was.” I pushed myself up the wall to my feet, grabbed his hand and dragged him towards the stairs.

      “Where are you going? You want to go find it tonight? Good thinking.”

      I turned to glare at him. “No. We’re sleeping in the house tonight. My room.”

      “Your bed isn’t very big.”

      I almost punched him in the face. “You’ll survive. I won’t.” I continued down the stairs, dragging him with me.

      “You’re freaked out? You like to hang out with vampires.”

      “I don’t like to hang out with vampires. Vincent is disgusting.”

      “But he doesn’t freak you out. You woke up in his house and seemed way less stressed than I was.”

      “That’s because no one was trying to kill me. Met took care of me. This guy was trying to take care of me in a much less pleasant way. He would have killed me if I hadn’t…” Did I want to talk to Abe about Mr. Night? Nope. Less than nope. Negative nope to the seventh power, seventh for Dante’s hell.

      We left the garage and ducked through the rain to the porch. Inside, my mom was on the couch watching a movie with my dad. They both stared at me. My mom’s nostrils flared and she sat up.

      “What’s that smell?”

      Abe smiled at her. “Sorry to disturb you guys, but a little monster attacked El and she’d like to sleep in her bed tonight. Is that okay?”

      She frowned and came over to smell my hair. So weird. And ick. Not as ick as whatever tried to suffocate me. “That it targeted Eleanor is interesting, don’t you think, hon?” she asked, glancing over at my dad.

      He stood up and came over to smell me like everyone else. “Smells like mushrooms and mildew. Maybe that’s the boxes.”

      “The boxes don’t usually suffocate people,” Abe said with that easy smile.

      I rubbed my face because I really didn’t need this conversation in my life. I needed sleep. Without suffocation.

      “You look tired, honey. Are you okay?”

      I smiled. “I’m great. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      She nodded. “I’ll just take a look around the woods while you settle down. Sweet dreams.” She smiled and ruffled my damp hair. She hadn’t said sweet dreams to me for a really long time. For some reason, it made me want to cry.

      I hugged her, soaking in her ick and her warmth. “Thanks,” I mumbled and headed to bed.

      Abe took a long time settling down. He kept wandering around and poking in my jewelry collection, which was impressive, or in my closet at all the weird clothes I had in there, which were extensive.

      I rolled over and fell asleep. It was only a flash of Mr. Night before he faded and dreamless sleep took me instead.

      The week went by tortuously slow. That first day, I waited at Met’s locker to tell him the news—my mom was hanging out all week and we wouldn’t be able to dance together until Monday.

      He took it pretty well. He didn’t fall to the ground weeping and calling down the rocks to crush him.

      He nodded. “Thanks for letting me know. Would it be okay if I went to the studio anyway?”

      “She’ll be there, taking my place.”

      He nodded. “All right. I guess I’ll practice at home.” He opened his locker and started fishing around for the right notebook. A purple one slid from his stack and onto the floor. I picked it up and flipped it open automatically. The first drawing stunned me. It was his mom.

      “Can I get that?” he asked in that rumbling low voice, like an avalanche.

      “Sorry,” I said, closing it and handing it over. “You’re a really great artist. Hockey and art. They don’t seem to go together.”

      He shrugged and started walking. I fell in beside him because we were going in the same direction. It had nothing to do with me needing to be next to him. “I kept the art pretty low-down.”

      “Oh. Not cool enough? You’d better not tell anyone about the dancing.”

      He shrugged. “I’m not very cool anymore. Are you allowed to walk with me? It seems like there was something about that being against the rules.”

      I shrugged and slipped my hand through his arm, resting on his thick wrist, striped with veins. “What kind of monster has golden eyes that glow in the dark?”

      He stopped walking. “Why?”

      “Is it a secret?”

      He put a hand over mine. “Probably, but not from you. Revenants, demons, their eyes run the gamut from blood-red to lightning blue, and sometimes golden. Dragons, orcs, goblins, witches, witch familiars, from owls to cats. Why?”

      He said it like he was reading it out of a dictionary. “Um, almost got suffocated last night by something like that.”

      His hand grew almost painful in its grip on mine. “Where were you?”

      “In bed. Over the garage.”

      “Where was the slayer?”

      “In the woods. I saw something, so he went to check it out.”

      He nodded slowly, staring down the hall like it was extremely interesting. He finally turned to look at me. He touched my face, the same exact places Abe had touched me. “Are you okay?” His voice was so gentle and low, more of a purr than a voice.

      “I’m fine. It mostly scared me. I only lost consciousness for a few seconds.”

      He stared at me without blinking, standing in the hall staring and not blinking.

      “Are you okay?” I asked him.

      He inhaled deeply and I realized that he hadn’t been breathing. “I’m going to your house to check on it. Hopefully your mother doesn’t mind, but it’s official business.”

      “Official?”

      He tilted his head as he studied me. “Monsters attacking civilians is my business. I enforce balance, peace, safety.”

      For some reason him saying those words that way made me shiver. I pulled my hand away and smiled at him. “Cool. Be careful.”

      He flashed a smile at me. “Of your mother? Of course.” He touched the ends of my hair before he stalked back the way we’d come. He was a man with a mission. And I was a woman with a monster who wanted to kill me.
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      First, I found Abe.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about El?” I demanded.

      He looked up from the locker room bench, only slightly surprised to see me. “Seeing as it was a monster, I figured it had your permission.”

      I scowled at him. “No, you didn’t.”

      He grinned. “No, I didn’t.”

      “I’m going to check it out. As far as her parents are concerned, you told me about the attack, not her.”

      He shrugged. “You should thank me for letting her talk to you. She asked my permission.”

      “Thank you.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t do it for you. She’s going to have a hard time when you leave. It’s a pity her mother’s going to be here for so long. She’s going to be cranky without her dance outlet. The girl is verifiably crazy.”

      I grunted and left without another word.

      I went up to the front door of El’s house and knocked. El’s mom answered after a few seconds. She smiled brightly.

      “Good morning. I suppose you’re here to examine the crime scene.” Her eyes danced like this was the best part of her life. She didn’t treat me like I was a threat, only like an official.

      “That’s right. From what Abe told me, El was attacked last night after she saw something in the woods and he went to get a closer look. The description was a little vague, something about glowing gold eyes?”

      She nodded and walked past me down the porch steps. I followed.

      “I tracked it into the woods for quite a bit, but its scent wasn’t distinctive enough to follow through the wet brush. What do you think it was?”

      I started breathing deeply once we entered the garage, her gesturing me up the steps in front of her. I inhaled more and more deeply until she opened the bedroom door and I could smell Akar. If I didn’t know him so well, I wouldn’t have been able to name him individually or as a species.

      The room was tidy enough, but I could smell El everywhere. At the window, I stood and touched the glass where she sometimes did. I tracked her scent from there to the bed and the floor past that. She’d been there, terrified. I could smell her fear. My mouth watered, but not for her. I would eat Akar, flesh and bones.

      I turned and then paused. There was something else, another scent, so slight, I could barely sense it. Fried chicken?

      I left the room, walking down the stairs and out the door. She came with me, walking towards the woods.

      “You smell of my daughter. Why is that?” Her voice was light, but her eyes hard.

      I stopped walking before I turned towards their house. “She fell off the porch and I took her unconscious to sleep with her.”

      She gasped and stepped towards me threateningly.

      I watched her come. My placidity made her stop.

      “You slept with my daughter?”

      “No. I watched her sleep.”

      She snarled at me. “Do you think that’s appropriate behavior?”

      I shrugged and turned towards the woods. “I’m a monster. I agree that I shouldn’t see her. It would never work long-term. That’s why I’m moving to New York after this semester.”

      “You’re moving? What will happen to the valley of balance?”

      “It will balance itself. More or less. The creatures are here because they want peace.”

      “Even this monster that tried to kill El?”

      I grunted and broke into a jog. She didn’t keep up with me.

      Akar was in the cave where I’d left him. When he saw me, he prostrated himself down. I could smell his blood.

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you?”

      He raised his head slowly. “You should kill me. You told me to stay away from her and I did not.”

      “Why do you want to kill her?” My heart pounded as I stared at the creature from the dark world who was the least dark, or at least had been.

      “I arrived in time to prevent another from completing the act,” he said, lowering his face back down.

      Fried chicken. I sat down in the dirt next to him and stared into the darkness. Quarl had tried to kill El? She would only act under the queen’s command. The queen wanted her dead.

      “My prince should kill me,” Akar reminded me.

      I growled at him. I should go to New York now, distance myself from El and her family before the queen moved from amused threats to single-minded assassination.

      Quarl was an extremely gifted killer. If she had wanted El dead, she would have struck at another time. No, this was only a warning. I save Akar, the queen threatens my friend. Garrett, was he in danger too? Quarl had been so attentive to him while in a coma. Was it possible that she’d brought him out of it so there would be ample sacrifices for me to offer the queen when I joined her service?

      Garrett and El’s blood would be the sweetest offering that I would never make.

      I wanted to kill Akar, not for any particular reason except that his blood would minimize my craving for Quarl and the queen. How many lives could I put at risk for the sake of my own whim? I served balance. Was the pleasure El got dancing with me worth the risk of her life taken, her blood spilled?

      For the rest of the week, I had the chance to weigh the risk with the rewards. The trouble lay in the fact that every day I didn’t dance with El, I became more and more fixated on her. I couldn’t sleep anywhere except school because she was there, somewhere, safe in the midst of innocent humans. I haunted the woods around her house, a shadow that played the game of hide-and-seek with her mother the nights she spent stalking the woods. El was safe while I watched her, while Abe stayed close to her, and her mother watched over her, but she couldn’t be safe enough. Her mother left on Sunday and by Monday I was jumping at every sound. Vincent surprised me and I grabbed his throat without making sure he wasn’t a human.

      “Easy,” he said while I struggled to let go of him.

      I released and stepped back.

      He rubbed his throat and glanced around at the students who didn’t notice anything off about this. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but it seems that sleeping with her without your skin wasn’t helpful.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Clearly. You’re developing what we call an obsession.”

      “I know. I think I’m going to die if I don’t touch her soon.”

      “And you can bear the distance because you know that you will touch her today.”

      I grunted.

      He sighed and leaned against the locker, the picture of adolescent melancholy. “It’s going to end badly.”

      “No, it isn’t. I’m leaving her.”

      “You’re going to ask me to turn her. I’m going to say…” He tilted his head and gave me an odd smile.

      “No. You’re going to say no, or I’ll destroy you.”

      His smile grew more playful. “Of course you will, but not right away, not until she’s adapted to her new state of being.”

      My heart pounded and my mouth went dry. El immortal, invulnerable to the dark elves and an enemy of the slayers who kept her away from me. “No.” My voice cracked.

      “Are you certain? You had a taste of loss with your friend Garrett, but losing El… whether it’s next month or in seventy years, that will shake you apart. They say it is better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all. You will lose her if she remains human. The only question is when. Will you tie someone you love to your hell?”

      No. I would not. I went to the studio to tell her father that I wouldn’t be able to continue dancing, but the costumes had come and my extremely large dance shoes. I’d promised El until after the competition. She was safe at the moment.

      When she came in, she was early. She sat in the waiting chairs, watching me dance with her dad. I had a hard time paying attention to his instructions on foot position and direction. Finally, it was time for her to join me on the floor. I waited until she took my hands and didn’t pull her against me. Her touch was so perfect, her song soothing the beast inside of me. The rest of the world faded away and there was only her, hand in mine, eyes gazing at me, her whole self wrapping me in completion and peace.

      I didn’t deserve happiness. I wasn’t made for it, but when I was with her, it didn’t matter what I deserved. I was happy, and whole, and had no fear that it would ever end.

      The happiness drained out of me as I was sitting on the chair tying my street shoes. Someone came in and I jumped and prepared for violence. The old lady gave me a rheumy smile as she hobbled towards the dancing.

      I exhaled and tried to act normal. Quarl had come the last time, the Queen’s eyes and teeth, opening on El. I had to protect her. If I were close enough to protect her, I could never leave her, not for a moment. I hesitated, glancing back at her where she kept on her polite smile for Bruce. I could take her to New York with me. Her mother wouldn’t be able to stop me, not if she came willingly.

      She looked past him at me and the aching in them matched mine. I waved goodbye and let the door swing closed behind me.
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      Finally, my life started again. I’d been holding my breath until I got to dance with Met. At least holding my breath beat suffocation. I had a hard time sleeping outside with Abe, but it was a little weird sleeping inside with him. The little kids would climb in and then I’d get kicked in the face or something. Abe could sleep through being kicked in his face. You’d think that would translate to being a lousy slayer, but he assured me that being able to sleep through nonessential disturbances was a life skill that would serve him through parenthood.

      “So your wife will have to get up with your kids while you sleep blissfully through it?”

      He grinned at me. He was driving me to school on a beautiful drizzly Friday morning. I wasn’t in the best mood because I had the long weekend stretching out when I wouldn’t be able to dance with Met. He’d kept his distance so perfectly. All month, he’d kept all the rules, never talking to me, never touching me, and I wanted to scream but at the same time, of course we had to keep the rules, or my dad would pull the plug and I’d get no Met.

      School was fine. I slipped a note into Met’s locker on the way to my first class like I always did. Abe pretended not to notice. It was purely choreography, but I’d moved into the fantasy state. We wouldn’t actually dance to any of that, and the music I’d set it to wasn’t what we were working on. Maybe I should stop assaulting him with my choreography, but that’s what I did when I wasn’t with him, dream about dancing with him and work on the details.

      He’d take my choreography and do a drawing, embellishing the pose with things like realism, costume, and a landscape and leave it in my locker along with woodland flowers that probably shouldn’t be growing in late November. You’d think that he wouldn’t have time to do that every day, but maybe he was really quick. After English class, he was leaning against the wall with his sketchbook. He looked up at me and smiled, the big, easy Met smile that made breathing negligible.

      I felt his hands around me as he led me into the dance, even if he didn’t touch me. He was getting really good at leading. I walked past him and only glanced back once to make sure he was following me. He was.

      I was walking along like that, kind of on clouds when Jax side-lined me into some poor guy whose ick was pretty awesome.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I pushed her off me.

      “What are you going to do?” Jax’s dark eyes were huge and had a flicker of red in their depths that I tried not to notice.

      “What’s going on?” Abe demanded, and Met was close behind, still keeping his distance, but there.

      “Mom found out about your customer. She went through dad’s books, you know how helpful she is, and wanted to know the details about dad’s loyal private customer who pays three times the usual.” She glanced over at Met. “Did you know he was gouging you?”

      Met shrugged. How embarrassing.

      “I’ll get you a refund,” I said.

      He shook his head. “That’s not important. Jasmine, how did you find out about it?”

      “Mom texted me to find out where Ellie was, and I called dad, and after he finally gained some kind of coherence, he saw the books out, and then…” She shrugged. “I don’t think you’ll be dancing today.”

      I nodded, but I just stood there staring into space. My mother couldn’t keep me from dancing with Met. The competition was one week away. She wouldn’t do that. It wasn’t possible for her to make me throw away all of my efforts, not to mention Met’s. He’d worked so hard, letting my dad insult him endlessly until he got the results he wanted.

      “Are you okay?” Abe asked, nudging me.

      I shook my head. “I think I’m going to throw up.”

      “It’s not that bad.”

      “Eleanor, it’s so nice to see you with all your friends.”

      I looked up at my mother where she stood with a tight smile. I looked over at Met. He didn’t look guilty, so why did I feel like I’d been caught red-handed. “We don’t talk,” I said.

      She held up a stack of paper, all of his beautiful illustrations of us dancing. “I’m sure that’s reassuring. Come along. You know the conditions of your school attendance.”

      She turned and started walking. I didn’t move.

      Jax elbowed me. I shook my head.

      “El, go with her. She’ll get mad at you and then get it out of her system and be reasonable.”

      “No.” I lunged at Met and grabbed his hand.

      His fingers gripped mine back and he gave me a small nod. He wasn’t going to pull away no matter the madness that ensued. Would he be arrested? No. Would she kill him? Maybe.

      She spun around and came back towards me. Her eyes were bright like she was trying not to cry. “Ellie, come home. You’ll be safe.”

      “I don’t want to be safe, not if it means not living my life.”

      She glanced around at the students who weren’t trying not to stare. Maybe I shouldn’t hold Met’s hand, not when he didn’t owe me anything.

      “Mom, let me dance with him.”

      She stared at me for a long time before she glanced away and shook her head. “I can’t agree with it. I cannot say that it is okay. He will hurt you, even if he doesn’t hurt you. He can’t give you the life that you need, healthy, happy, fulfilled in every way. Obsession doesn’t feed the soul. This feeling you have for him, is everything destructive.”

      “We just dance. What’s wrong with that?”

      “You don’t love him?”

      I shrugged and looked down. “That’s not what this is about.”

      “And you, Mr. Barrow, do you love Eleanor?”

      He didn’t say anything for a long time while I died of embarrassment. She couldn’t make him admit that he didn’t love me in the middle of school with everyone watching. I would never survive the embarrassment. I’d want to stay home from school for the rest of eternity.

      “I love El. Very much.”

      His hand tightened on mine and I stared at him, my mouth open because what was he doing? This wasn’t helping. Did he think he was helping? I guess so. He smiled slightly and touched my chin so my mouth closed.

      “Do you really?” My mother’s voice was soft, but her eyes hard when she looked at Met. “And in a hundred years? Will you still love her?”

      “Yes.” His voice was firm, his hand warm as he slid it around my waist.

      “It’s like watching Romeo and Juliet, slayer version,” Jax whispered to Abe. They were watching from the side like this was a show.

      I cleared my throat. “No one’s going to kill themselves. And who knows about the future? In a hundred years we’ll both be dead.”

      “Not both of you,” my mother said soft so only I could hear. She was so close. She caressed my cheek. “He’s immortal, sweetheart. You’ll leave him with a broken heart for a thousand years. He’ll go mad from it if he really loves you.”

      “My lack of sanity is debatable,” Met said, so calm, so not denying that he was immortal. What the crap?

      “I’m sorry, what?” I stared at Met.

      He shrugged. “Is that a problem?”

      “Um, isn’t it?”

      “You haven’t thought this through,” my mother said in that voice, the one that would help me find my socks so we wouldn’t be late to something important. She’d take care of the details, keep things going.

      “You’re saying that I have to come with you now and never see Met again, or I have to what? What are my other options? What is there to think through? You screwed up your life, I’m not going to let you screw up mine!”

      She didn’t seem to notice my outburst. She was so disappointingly hard to ruffle. “You may not see this boy and live in my house.”

      “Fine. You won’t miss me anyway. The hilariously ironic part is how hard I tried to follow the rules, not talking, no touching without supervision, absolutely ridiculous rules. But whatever.”

      “El, take some time to think.” She turned and walked off with all the drawings Met had made for me.

      “I can’t believe that just happened. Pinch me.”

      Jax obliged.

      “Ow.” I scowled at her.

      She smiled beatifically. “Oh, it happened. Don’t worry. She doesn’t mean it.”

      “Yes, she does,” Abe said, watching my mom leave with something like worry.

      “You think you know my mom better than me?” Jax got in his face all sneering.

      He scowled back at her. “Your mom gave up the world for you, but that doesn’t mean she’s not a hard-nosed slayer under all of that. Slayers don’t see nuances. If she thinks she’s making a hard choice that will eventually help El, she’ll make it. She thinks she’s doing the right thing.”

      “Idiotic. He isn’t going to hurt her. Am I the only one that sees it?”

      “Isn’t he?” Abe glanced at Met.

      Met sighed and looked down at me. “We’d better get to class. Do you want to meet me after school? Maybe we should keep following the rules to show that you aren’t rebelling, not really.”

      I stared at him. “Rules?”

      He smiled a half-smile that made my heart go soft and melty. “Maybe you’d rather make your own.” His eyes dropped down to my mouth, only for a second but it made my heart pound and stomach twist. “I’ll see you after school. You have a lot to think about. So do I. Okay?”

      I nodded, but I was staring at his mouth. Such a soft, beautiful thing. It took me halfway through my next class to realize what had happened. My mom had kicked me out unless I gave up Met for good, forever. She couldn’t have waited until after this semester ended? Did that mean he wouldn’t leave? Maybe it did. By the time school was over, panic and anger were having it out inside my skull.

      Met was waiting outside my class. When he saw me, he took my books so he could hold my hand. I gripped his tight, and like always, being close to him took the edge off the mess in my head.

      “You can stay at my house for now,” he said like that wasn’t insane.

      I laughed. “Right. I’ve met your mom once. She wouldn’t mind me living with her?”

      He shrugged. “She likes to cook and we have a guest room. I’m not going to let you wander around in the woods in this weather.”

      I shook my head. We walked out of the school and the wind blew my hair across my face so I couldn’t see. I brushed it back and turned to him. He was so beautiful, so warm and strong and good. Why couldn’t my mother see what was so obvious to me?

      “What about Vincent? Can’t I stay with him?” Ew. And yet, if Met was there, I’d be safe. I’d be safe wherever he was.

      Met didn’t answer at first. “I think that’s a bad idea. I never should have taken you, and you shouldn’t go there on your own, particularly thinking that it’s a safe haven.”

      “I know it’s not, but you are. Is your house safe?”

      He hesitated. “At the moment.”

      I grabbed his hand and held him back, ignoring the wind and cold as I studied him. “Met, you didn’t have to say that, I mean that you l-love me. It was really nice, but it’s okay. I don’t want you to feel pressured to say something just because—”

      He stepped into me and kissed me. His lips were firm and sweet. He pulled back before I got the chance to kiss him back. “I do. It doesn’t mean that we’re right for each other or that this world is going to ever be somewhere we can be together, but I dance with you because that’s the best, most beautiful thing I’ve ever experienced.”

      He turned and walked towards his car, my hand firmly tucked in his.

      My heart pounded while I walked close to him. I stopped thinking because I couldn’t think with the feelings, the song in my head. If I thought about what he said, I was pretty sure that my heart would explode from happiness.
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      This might go very badly if I’d miscalculated what Quarl’s reaction would be to having El publicly stay at my house. She would always maintain her human role as long as the queen willed. I walked up the sidewalk to the house, the wind blowing me back as though it were shouting that I was putting El in mortal danger. The thing is, Quarl could kill her at any time. She already knew that I was attached.

      When I opened the door and went inside, I could smell something cooking. Chicken pot-pie.

      “Mom,” I said in a normal voice.

      She came in almost immediately, kind of jerking when she saw who I had with me. I still hadn’t let go of El’s hand. Maybe I would hold her hand for the rest of her life. It wouldn’t be long enough.

      “Hi, Eleanor!” she said brightly, a little too brightly.

      “Hi, Mrs. Barrow. Um…” She looked up at me, searching for some kind of assurance that this was okay and not weird.

      The weirdness wasn’t what had me hesitating. “El is going to stay with us.”

      Quarl’s surprise was manifested by stillness not Met’s mother’s reaction. She shook her head then came forward with a smile. “Wonderful! We have a guest bedroom. I’ll go change the sheets. And get groceries.”

      El was going different interesting colors. “You don’t have to do that. I can help. And I don’t want to bother you.”

      Quarl blinked while she studied El, analyzing this situation before she applied the proper human reaction. “There is no bother. If you would like to feel more involved, Met can show you where the sheets are in the hall closet and you can do that while I run to the store. Met, turn off the oven when the timer goes off.” She didn’t flinch at giving the prince an order, no, not when it was part of the performance.

      “Of course,” I murmured.

      She left us alone in the house, which put me more at ease, but made El more tense. I wanted to rub her shoulders and tell her that everything would be all right. Instead, I went to the linen closet, and got a set of flannel sheets in a warm, buttery yellow.

      “Your house is so sleek,” she whispered, like she’d disturb the ghosts that slumbered. There were no ghosts, no dust, no trace of disorder or chaos.

      “My mother is an excellent housekeeper.”

      She stared at me and tugged on my hand making the sheets fall to the ground. “Oh, sorry!” She bent to pick them up and I didn’t bend over because I didn’t want to give her a concussion. Her skull was so delicate.

      “Do you want a different set not contaminated by immaculate floor?” I asked.

      She shook her head but held the sheets to her chest like a shield. “Does she mind? How could she possibly not mind? It’s not possible. She is so nice. She’s like you. You don’t really want me staying here, do you?”

      We reached the guestroom. It was large, airy, with fireplace and a big queen bed. Cheerful plants hung from the ceiling and crowded the shelves. It was supposed to be the chic woods room. Quarl had asked my opinion before she’d done the redecorate, to turn it into more of a spa type room than the boring bed and couch with bookcases it had been before. I hadn’t come in here since she’d done it. It did feel like the woods with a cozy campfire.

      El had stopped and was staring at the room with a weird blank expression. “Not a chance. This is too nice.”

      “The whole house is nice. Qu-My mother enjoys decorating. She also likes cleaning, so feel free to mess it up. She’ll be delighted.”

      She whirled around and shoved the sheets into my chest. “This is not going to work.” She ducked past me and headed out while I stood frozen in panic.

      I turned and caught her at the front door. I held it closed over her head while she tugged on the knob until she noticed what I was doing.

      “Stand back, Met.”

      I shook my head. “Where will you go? Do you want to go back home? If you do, I’ll take you. I’d like to say good-bye if that’s okay.” At the thought that she would choose to be rational made it impossible to breathe. My chest hurt so much at the thought of never seeing her again.

      Her face went blank. “I can’t do that, but I can’t do this either. Your life is perfect. I’m not going to mess that up.”

      I almost took her and kissed her because her hesitation meant that she was going to let me talk her into staying. Kissing her might push her away, or pull her too close. If this was going to work she had to feel completely free to come and go as she liked, to do what she wanted here and to make herself at home.

      I started pushing the furniture into one end of the room. My mother had arranged it all according to feng shui rules of ideal energy flow. I worked quickly until it was empty. For me empty would work much better for my energy flow.

      “Met, what are you doing? It was perfect.”

      I grabbed her and carried her over my head into the middle of the space. When I rolled her down my arm to the floor she gasped and spun around, but that look in her eyes meant that she would dance with me. I would keep her dancing until she felt like the house didn’t matter.

      We danced to choreography we’d never practiced, but she’d given it to me and I’d sketched it. She was so beautiful dancing, glowing as if lit by an internal flame from her happiness. This was right. We danced to the beating of our hearts until the timer started beeping in the kitchen.

      I was holding her while she arched back away from me. When she heard the beeping, she lost her connection with me and slid to the floor. Her chest rose and fell while she stared up at me.

      “Is that…”

      I smiled at her and ran a hand through Met’s messy hair. “Right. Dinner. Come on.”

      She followed me into the kitchen. I went to the stove and turned it off. When I turned around, El was standing right behind me. I stared at her. She stared back.

      “Met?”

      “El?” I grinned at her.

      “Your house is really good for dancing. Hardwood floors, and that really tall ceiling are great for lifts.”

      I nodded. “It’s convenient because we’ll need to practice to make sure everything’s solid before the competition.”

      She pressed her lips together. “You still think that we should do it?”

      I put my arms around her and tugged her closer to me. It felt like cheating, touching her without choreography. “Of course.”

      “And afterwards?”

      I shrugged. “We’ll decide afterwards. It’s only a week, El. I don’t hate the idea of you staying with me.”

      Her lips parted. “You don’t?”

      I shook my head and lowered my lips to hers. So sweet. She pulled away with a gasp, putting her palm against my chest.

      “Rules. I don’t want your mother to feel like I’m disrespectful. Um, we should definitely not kiss in public spaces.”

      I nodded because I would agree to anything that kept her thinking about how this wasn’t insane. “Okay. Do you want to see my room or work on more choreography?”

      She took a deep steadying breath and smiled her professional dancer smile. “Definitely choreography.”

      We were dancing when Quarl came in through the kitchen. I heard her, but El didn’t. She was focused and we had music playing to suit the mood.

      She shook her head, frowning at the floor, seeing things I couldn’t see. “I don’t know. How can we transition out of that final lift without it looking like that?”

      “Bad?”

      She shook her head. “Disconnected. Every point in the movement should flow, each placement as beautiful as the last.”

      “Mm. How about we take a break? Dinner’s ready.”

      She blinked at me. “Oh. Is your mom back?”

      I jerked my head towards the kitchen.

      “Oh! I never fixed the sheets.”

      “You can do it later. Or if you’d rather sleep on the couch, no one will care.”

      “Met, I have these nightmares when I sleep alone. I might disturb everyone.”

      I took her hand carefully, letting her fingers rest on mine like a bird perching, not grasping like I ached to do, to hold her until she was molded against me. “I know. I thought I’d stay with you. Just sleeping, of course.”

      She looked shocked and darted a nervous glance towards the kitchen.

      I shouldn’t have said anything. I shrugged. “She doesn’t care, El. She doesn’t care, but she wouldn’t have to know. It’s not as though she creeps around the house at night.” Except sometimes she did, without her skin, dusting the ceiling and polishing floors like a creepy spider.

      El shook her head but didn’t say anything while I walked her into the kitchen. Quarl had set out a perfect meal for three at the intentionally aged rustic table at the end. The kitchen was industrial expensive, or that’s what my dad called it, Met’s dad.

      Quarl was fussing with bread, cutting it into thick pieces and not looking up, like she didn’t hear us come in. She’d probably heard our entire conversation.

      She looked up and smiled at El. “I saw you dancing. You’ve actually made him graceful. I never thought I’d see that big oaf gliding around like a swan. When is the competition?”

      Quarl put the breadboard on the table and gestured El to sit next to her. El pushed back the chair and sat while I tried not to glare at Quarl for putting El between us. It was for the best because Quarl kept up a stream of delightful conversation that wasn’t ever too flattering, but always encouraging. El opened up while she talked about dance, about how fast I learned and how strong I was, the perfect lead, clearly unaware of how in-love and biased she sounded.

      Quarl only glanced at me once after El had waxed rapturous about my holding spin, where I had her above my head and spun without killing anyone. Quarl’s flickering smile was amused, but in a warm way that I didn’t like. She sensed the genuineness of El’s admiration. Of course El admired me. I held her over my head. For some reason, that was the only thing in the world she cared about.

      After dinner, which lasted a very long time because Quarl kept up conversation like she liked it, El started doing the dishes. Quarl was very uncomfortable with that, particularly when I helped, drying and putting away while El scrubbed plates and pots.

      Quarl cleared her throat while she watched El taking over a small part of her purpose in life. “Thank you, Eleanor. That’s very considerate of you. I have a few emails to check. If you need anything, I’ll be in the library.”

      “The library,” El whispered after Quarl was gone.

      I nodded. “It has books, a bar, and a tv. It’s more like a den.”

      “Oh. Did she hate me doing her dishes?”

      I smiled broadly. She had. “She’s just surprised. She likes having another girl around.” Quarl genuinely enjoyed El. Maybe El just appealed to the average dark fae.

      We finished up and I gave her the grand tour, starting with the kitchen, and then the door of the library, and my room past that.

      She hesitated outside my door. “Can I see?”

      I opened it wide and gestured her in. It was big. I had a TV and couch area with all the video game stuff I’d played with Garrett over the years. Other than that, mostly art supplies and drawings.

      She walked over to a landscape print I had hanging on the wall. Digital art was what I spent most of my time on. “You made this?”

      “Sure. Sometimes I’m tempted to paint over it, you know, brush strokes are the soul of the artist or something like that, but maybe I have no soul.” Seriously.

      “I want you to teach me.” She sounded surprised by herself.

      “Landscapes?”

      “All of it. I’m forcing you to learn dance, it’s the least you could do, return the favor.”

      I laughed and took her hand. It was so small and soft. “In that case, I accept. I’ll have to charge you three times the ordinary fee.”

      She gazed up at me, head tilted. “I’m never going to forgive my dad for that. What’s the ordinary fee?”

      “A kiss.”

      She smiled, brilliantly. “Really? What kind of kiss are we talking about?”

      “I leave it to the discretion of my clients. Sit down. We’ll start with the basics.”

      I wasn’t joking, and after half an hour, she had almost rendered something like a sphere. A sphere like a melting egg that got sat on by a giraffe.

      She made a face at me and put down her pencil. “That’s enough for one day, professor. It’s time for your payment.” She sat on my knee, and by the look on her face, she was shocked by her boldness. She took my face in her hands, and very, very carefully brushed my lips with hers.

      “One,” she said, pulling away. Her cheeks were pink and her lips were sweet.

      “One,” I agreed.

      She swallowed and leaned forward again, another soft, sweet kiss that was barely long enough for me to taste much less drown in.

      “Two,” she whispered still close, her nose brushing mine.

      “Two.”

      She tilted her head and moved closer, slow, slow, agonizingly slow and then the doorbell rang.

      She pulled back like she’d been shot. In another second she was across my room like she’d never even thought about being on my lap.

      I stood up. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll come with you. Maybe it’s my mom.”

      I smiled although I didn’t feel it. Her mother had thrown her away. No one should ever do that to my El. This world was a terrifying place. El’s mother understood that as a slayer. Refusing to protect her in order to keep El away from me was a mistake that could get her killed.

      I walked through the house a little too aggressively, but I already wanted to slam the door on her face, before I even opened it.

      When I did open the door, Abe slipped around me, carrying a few bags.

      “Where’s our room?” he asked, meeting my eyes and giving me an odiously confident smile.

      Somehow, I did not eat off his face.
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      Because it wasn’t humiliating enough to crash at Met’s house, I had to ask if Abe could be there. Actually, I didn’t. Met’s mom came in right after Abe arrived and welcomed him without any questions. Maybe she thought he was my brother, like all my other adopted siblings.

      I wasn’t going to correct her. Nope. I stood there smiling and saying nothing while Abe complimented her on the house and asked what smelled so good. Met’s mother invited him to eat dinner, which he accepted. I would have kicked him if it wouldn’t have been glaringly obvious. I’d kick him later. When we were alone. Were we going to be alone in Met’s house?

      I groaned and wrapped my arms around Met.

      He patted my head. “Are you okay?”

      “I sleep with Abe for my nightmares. I can’t believe he’s here. No, I can actually. I should have expected it, but I didn’t because I was sure no one would be so completely shameless.”

      He laughed, a low rumble that made me rub my face on his shirt. The growl came again, more of a purr that time. I pulled away and gazed up at him.

      “You are so good with weird family stuff.”

      He nodded. “I am. What do you want to do?”

      “Sheets.” I shook my head and headed towards the guest room. It’s a good thing the bed was so big. I didn’t have any bags or pajamas. I’d have to go home tomorrow and get some stuff.

      I had the sheets mostly on while Met sat sketching when the doorbell rang again. I froze, staring at him for a second before I started for the door.

      Jax was chatting with Mrs. Barrow with a few bags of my stuff at her feet.

      “Jax?”

      She waved at me and skipped over to me, all cute and ditsy. “Hey sis. I brought some stuff. Show me your room. Mrs. Barrow said she had plenty of space for you and Abe.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I led her down the hall to the enormous spa bedroom. She went around throwing open drawers and cupboards like she was in a hotel. When she went into the bathroom she shrieked.

      I went in and she was dancing around in the jet tub surrounded by greenery.

      “This is killer. I think I’ll leave home,” she said cheerfully before climbing out and throwing her arms around me. “I actually will spend the night tonight, so leave the window open,” she whispered.

      I blinked and then Abe was in the room, standing by Met, and me standing with Jax, and it was just so weird.

      “You look tired,” Met said. He came over and pulled me into a warm hug that was wonderful but somehow made me even more aware of Jax and Abe staring at us. He pulled away and brushed my hair away from my face, studying me like there was something to see.

      He smiled slightly. “I’ll leave you with your family. They can stay as long as they like. If someone needs a place to sleep, we have a lot of couches and my bed is very big. It’s also warm and nightmare free.” He squeezed my hand and my heart pounded and my whole body leaned towards him.

      I watched him back up and then head out the door, closing it firmly behind him.

      “What a sucker,” Jax said, throwing herself across the bed. The springs were very good. “Mmm, this is a good mattress.”

      “If you’re just going to sneak in tonight, you might as well stay.” I sounded slightly prickly. Of course I did. I was bad enough, but all these people, and the idea that I might have been spending the night with Met otherwise, even if we didn’t do anything but sleep, yeah, prickly.

      “Okay. I’ll take a bath.” She rolled off the bed, moving quickly and beautifully to the bathroom. She closed the door and left me with Abe.

      He went to the fireplace and turned it on. “Not a real fireplace,” he said like that was a bad thing. I sat down in front of it on the floor, holding my hands out to warm them.

      “Am I insane, Abe? Should I go home?”

      “After you do the dance thing. You have your dad’s permission. You followed all the rules.” He shrugged. “And I’m here to make sure you’re safe.”

      I scowled at him. “I know. I was about to kiss him when you came.”

      He laughed. “It took you that long? You’ll have to move a lot faster if you’re going to get with him before New York.”

      Jax took her time in the tub. I did too to be perfectly honest. It was the kind of reclining tub that someone had made sure would ease all your aches and pains. It was so wonderful. Everything was. I pulled on my nice, ratty old robe over my flannel pajamas and was ready for bed.

      When I came out, Jax was lying on her back beside the fire, texting someone. I sat next to her and shook out my hair so it could dry.

      “It’s like a hotel,” she said.

      “It’s really nice. Too nice. I can’t believe I thought this would be a good idea.”

      “It’s brilliant. I wouldn’t have thought that he’d offer. He really hates his mother.”

      “Why do you say that? She’s really nice. She’s actually…” I didn’t want to mention it because I felt bad that my own mother was more ick than Met’s, but seriously, the first time she’d shook my hand, I’d known that she’d be just like Met, wonderful, kind, generous, good.

      “She’s way more open-minded than our parents. I still can’t believe mom put down that kind of an ultimatum. What was she thinking? She guaranteed that you’d run into his arms. Speaking of, what did the two of you get up to before I got here?”

      I shook my head, splashing droplets of water across the fire’s glass screen. “We did some dancing, and then art after dinner.”

      She sighed dramatically. “Of course you did. One of these days you’ll meet someone who you will do anything to get alone.”

      “And someday you’ll think about something else.”

      “I doubt it. It’s okay, though. I get to live through you, my wild and tempestuous sister. And Abe. He likes you, but it doesn’t make the slightest difference. Slayers. So boring.”

      I sat up and shook my head vigorously, sending strands into her eyes. She ducked back laughing.

      “I told you, he’s in love with someone else.”

      “Yeah, whatever. I’m going to bed.” That meant that she jumped on the bed until the yellow sheets were all crumpled up on the floor. Should I stop her? She was probably ruining the mattress. Still, she was busy, Abe was busy…

      “I’m going to get a drink. Now you get to make up the bed,” I said and left with a strict frown.

      The house wasn’t dark. There was a soft glow along the hall all the way to the kitchen. When I opened the door, there was Met, leaning against the sink and wearing blue striped pajama bottoms and no top.

      My tongue went numb and I couldn’t remember what I was doing there.

      He straightened up. “Can I get you something? Toothbrush? Hair dryer?”

      His chest was so bare. I walked towards him like a zombie. He watched me with this slight smile like this was nice and not weird at all.

      I was three feet away from him when I jumped at him. He caught me and pulled me against him, his hands running down my back to my hips while I wrapped my legs around him. I kissed him while I ran my hands over his silky skin. Nothing else existed in the world, just warmth and safety that would go on forever.

      He pulled away from me, kissed my nose quickly and set me down at the bar on a tall chair. “I think that if you focus on form instead of object, you’ll get the hang of it. The mind wants to give objects symbols so it doesn’t have to think, doesn’t have to break things down into abstract shapes that don’t process quickly. You have to break through all of that surface identification and move on to value and…”

      The doorbell rang. Jax threw open the kitchen door and leaned in to gesture me to come. Okay.

      I followed her out, still out of breath. Had Met heard her coming and talked art instead of kissing me? I didn’t care if Jax saw me kissing him. Met’s mom was in the living room opening the door when we got there.

      My dad came in carrying a large bowl. “I brought guacamole.”

      I died from shame seven times right then and there. Seven because deadly sins. Shame had to be one of them. The deadliest.
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      I did not expect her dad to sleep on Quarl’s couch. The Adams’s knew how to show their loyalty. It was sweet. The next morning, her dad spent all morning working with me and El like it was the most natural thing in the world to crash at his daughter’s dance partner’s house. He’d brought my dance shoes and costume. Quarl watched us and provided food and in general was the perfect host. It felt like they were relatives that crashed at our house because they happened to be passing through town. That hadn’t ever happened before. I felt almost normal, except for the song that swelled every time I looked at Eleanor. Normal wasn’t the right word, no, it was magic. She was magic, not blood magic that could animate trees, manipulate the elements, or drain the life out of something. She was real magic, like spring, life fiercely bursting out of death.

      It took until dinnertime for the rest of the family to show up.

      I opened the door and there was El’s mom with her loose dark hair, surrounded by the little kids, and wearing a lavender unicorn horn.

      “Hi!” She smiled so brightly, I was pretty sure her teeth would crack.

      “Everyone’s in the kitchen,” I said.

      “Are you eating them?” Suzie asked, very seriously.

      I smiled and crouched down to her level. “Nope. Chili with hotdogs. Do you want some?”

      She nodded. “We aren’t leaving until we take our family back with us. You shouldn’t steal people’s families.”

      I straightened up and glanced over at Mrs. Adams. “I really only meant to steal El. I didn’t know she came as a set.”

      Mrs. Adams sighed and shook her head. “They really are impossible, particularly Peter. He didn’t even fight about it, just decided that he should join her. I think he likes having something to rebel against.”

      The door to the kitchen opened and there he was, El’s dad with his spiked red hair, grinning at us like we were all wearing guacamole. “Hey, babe! You’ve got to try this chili. It’s incredible.”

      It was. Quarl was in her element, moving smoothly from one thing to the next all while balancing requests from the little kids for ice cream like it was completely reasonable.

      I sat at one end of the table, El at the other. She looked up at me and smiled before glancing away. Suzie decided she’d eaten enough and climbed up the back of my chair and onto my shoulder. James wanted to do that, but he hadn’t finished eating. I had chili on my head after dinner. After that, with lots of loud conversation and louder laughter, Peter stood up and raised his glass.

      “To our wonderful host, Mrs. Barrow and her son, Met, who we are happy to know.”

      El’s mother stood up and raised her glass. “Yes. Very happy.”

      He elbowed her and she snickered at him before she drank deeply.

      “It’s been such a lovely day, and slumber party, but it’s time for us to all get home. Please come to our home any time. Our door is always open.”

      Quarl went still as she processed things again. “You’re leaving? All of you?” She looked over at El.

      El smiled and took her hand, beaming at Quarl like she was an angel. “Thank you so much. You have no idea how much I appreciate you letting the madness of my life spill into yours. Hopefully nothing was irreparably damaged.”

      Quarl pulled El into a hug. I stopped breathing. Was she crushing her lungs? Abe frowned and edged closer, but what he saw made him relax. I should relax. I didn’t take a breath until Quarl let her go.

      “You are welcome any time. You make my son very happy.”

      Everyone turned to look at me including my two riders. I cleared my throat. “Very happy.”

      And with that, it was time to send the Adam’s family home. I held El back after everyone else was ready and Quarl was outside beside the drive, waving to all her new friends.

      “So, we can dance together?” I asked, holding onto her hand.

      She studied me levelly. “Yes. We can do whatever we want. I’ve decided to start living by my own rules.”

      I bent down, gazing into her candy heart eyes until she closed them, stretching up to press her soft lips against mine. At first, she was shy, cautious, but then her hands were around my neck, threading through Met’s hair, sending an aching through me to have her hands touch my real hair, my real skin. She burrowed into me and I pulled her against me, running my hand down the length of her strong, flexible back. She parted her lips and I tasted her.

      She sighed in my mouth while I drank from the well of her sweetness, feeling a raging happiness that left me more unbalanced than I’d ever been before. It was stronger than rage, betrayal, loneliness. She was light, and she was mine.

      I kissed her until someone cleared their throat behind us at the door.

      “Hey, Met, it’s me, your old best friend.” Garret’s voice was the only thing that could have broken through my connection with El.

      El pulled back with a gasp and I let her, turning to stare at my oldest human friend. I grinned at him, seeing him with his eyes open, smiling his same old smile only adding to the impossible happiness.

      “Man, did you not see that I was occupied?”

      He grinned at me. “I did notice that. Yeah. But the hockey game is going to start, and I need someone to drive me. I’ve chosen you. I guess you’re Eleanor. Do you want to come to a hockey game? It’s going to suck, but at least we can heckle the old team.”

      I sighed and shook my head but then I glanced at El, and she was smiling and staring at him with fascination. He was a piece of me, and she loved me. She wanted to know him so she’d have more of me to love. That’s how she felt. I knew because my tongue had tasted her. She loved me.

      “I’d like that,” she said.

      I picked her up and kissed her again. It would be our first date.

      “I’ll be in the car if you need me. Man.” Garrett left.

      Too soon, El pulled away, her eyes bright, chest rising and falling rapidly. “He looks good.”

      “Yeah. Do you really want to go to a hockey game? It would be a date.”

      “With Garrett?” She grinned at me.

      “Mm. With how many people you let sleep in your bed, you might wonder.” I took her hand and tugged her out the door so I didn’t get distracted by kissing her for another few hours, years, however long I could get away with it.

      Garrett was in the passenger’s seat of Galadriel. El climbed into the back without any hesitation.

      “Hi. I’m El. You’re Garrett, right? Do you dance?”

      Garrett glanced at me before he shook his head. “I do not. I heard that you’re a dancer.”

      “Not really. Met is enabling me. He’s so amazing.”

      “Yeah, I’m right here. Don’t compliment me right where I can hear you. It’s disconcerting.”

      “He is amazing,” Garrett agreed, grinning broadly. “I love how big and strong he is.”

      “Yes! He’s not only big, though. The way he moves is so graceful even with all that massive weight. It’s incredible.”

      “Incredible,” he repeated with that same grin. She had no idea that he was mocking her.

      “It’s nice that someone appreciates my magnificence,” I said.

      El put her hand on my shoulder. I covered it with mine and felt safe in her love. She was there to be my light and my song however annoying garret was.

      The hockey game consisted of El asking me what was going on and me explaining rules while Garrett yelled at the team. They responded beautifully, flipping us off and cat-calling. They were way too happy to see us back at the game. I hadn’t come since the accident. There was no way I’d ever get back on the team. The danger was too high, but Garrett, if he ever fully covered, would be back on the ice.

      After the game, El asked me to drop her off at her house. I did, getting out and walking her to the front door.

      “I had a nice time,” she said, glancing up at me through pale lashes. “Last night and afternoon were particularly nice.”

      “Choreography?”

      “Kissing. I mean, yeah, choreography. Garrett’s a little bit of a jerk, isn’t he? I thought he’d be nicer, like you. I think he’d be a good match for Felicity.”

      I frowned. She had noticed him mocking her. “I’m sorry about that.”

      She studied me. “I shouldn’t have said that. He’s been in a coma and just came out, hoping that everything would be the same. Why did I say that? He’s not a jerk, just delicate. He’s trying to find normal, but how can that exist when you’ve been asleep while everyone else moved on? I think I’m jealous of him.”

      I took her in my arms and kissed her. Her hands wrapped around my neck, tugging me down and pulling her up until she was pressed against the door, her body soft and pliant against mine. She tasted so good, and everything about her from the texture of her skin to the silk of her hair was precisely what called to me bone-deep.

      I growled against her mouth as I parted my lips and tasted her, deep and sweet. I wanted to drink from her skin in the moonlight. I needed her hands against my real skin, her lips on my own.

      I’d no sooner thought that then her fingers slid into the seam at the back of my neck. I put my hands over hers and lowered her down. I extricated her carefully while I tried to breathe steadily.

      “Met?” Her lips were soft and wet, so soft and sweet.

      “I’ve got to get Garrett home. Sweet dreams.” I bent down for a quick brush over her forehead before I turned and loped to my car.

      I ducked inside and turned on the engine, backing up down the drive before I said anything to Garrett.

      “She really gets to you.” He sounded irritated.

      “You’ve seen me kiss girls before.”

      “Sure, but with Felicity it was always her on you, pushing you for more, more more, and here you are worshipping this girl like she’s your Klondike bar. Man, you’re desperate for her. That’s the word: desperate. It’s not cool.”

      “I’m not cool anymore. I should warn you. I do art and dance and hang out with Vincent Shade.”

      He made a sound of disgust. “That freak? Why would you bother?”

      I shrugged. “He’s not an idiot.”

      “Maybe so. You’re not exactly a genius.”

      I shrugged. I’d never shown him my grades.

      He exhaled. “I’m tired. I want everything to be how it was, but there’s no going back, is there? Me going into a coma seriously messed you up.”

      El was right about him. He should resent me for taking away six months of his life. “I put you in a coma.”

      He held up a hand and flapped it at me. “It was a game of chicken. We both won.”

      I shook my head. “I never should have…”

      “But I pushed you, like I always did. You didn’t back down. I guess you’re serious about being over Felicity. Too bad. She’s pretty hot.”

      He didn’t say that El was hot.

      I grunted.

      Garrett laughed. “Same old grunt. Are you going to church tomorrow? I’ll come with you. I know you hate company. I hate being at home recovering. I feel fine, tired but fine. She’s not hideous. I expected a troll from how Felicity described her, a weird troll. Overall she’s kind of sweet and stupid. That’s not a terrible combo in a girlfriend.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend.” Wasn’t she? No. She was my dance partner, my moonlight, my unicorn, my heart, but not girlfriend. Humans had girlfriends. I didn’t love her as Met but as myself.

      “Why would you say that? Wasn’t her whole family at your house when I came over? I saw her sister. If I were a betting man, I’d think you’d put your sights on that one.”

      I glanced at him. He didn’t sound even slightly lustful. “Nathan dated her for a little while before he dated Felicity.”

      “Huh. You said you were going to New York. Are you going to have a long-distance relationship with Eleanor?”

      I shook my head. “That wouldn’t be fair to her.”

      “Huh. I’ll try to cheer her up. She can cheer me up too. Maybe we’ll take Galadriel to the city and say hi now and then.”

      “No. I think a clean break will be best. If I go.”

      “If? I thought so.”

      I shot him another look. “I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “I do. You’re going to get her knocked up and have to take over management of the local drugstore and work in the quarry to pay for all the bills after you marry her.”

      I gripped the steering wheel tighter. He said that like it would be a bad thing. Me getting El pregnant was beyond impossible. I still had chili in my hair. I would not hate having chili in my hair every day. Dark fae children were rare, very rare. Maybe one every fifty years, maybe every two hundred. El wouldn’t make it that long even if we were compatible.

      “Why does that depress you? Man, I don’t get you.”

      “Our lives aren’t compatible.”

      “Why not?”

      I glanced at him then away. “They just aren’t.”

      “Is that why her mom hates you?”

      I shrugged.

      “Whatever. Thanks for the ride.”

      I braked quickly in front of his dark ranch house and he got out, looking tired, thin, pale. He looked a little bit like Vincent. I watched him walk towards the house. Was he supposed to be out of the hospital?

      I waited until he was inside before I opened the door and got out. I closed it quietly before I walked towards the house. It smelled like bleach. I stepped inside the living room, and Garrett was curled up on the couch with his face on his knees between the bloodless, lifeless bodies of his parents.

      I pulled out my phone. Garrett was on me in a second, jaw distended, fangs slashing at my face. I held him back by the throat and lifted him off the ground when he kept wriggling.

      “I’m on a date,” Vincent said over the phone.

      “Why did you turn Garrett?”

      He cursed in an ancient tongue for a long time. “You’re at his house? I’ll be there.”

      Garrett was scraping his nails down my coat, ripping through the fabric. He’d be ripping skin in a moment.

      I slapped him. His head flew to the side making him look like I’d broken his neck before he straightened and hissed at me.

      “Thanks for not doing this in front of El. It would upset her.”

      “I killed my parents. I killed them! How could you let me do that?”

      “You were fine when you came out of the coma. I hugged you. I would have noticed hugging a vampire.”

      He sobbed and convulsed, trying to scratch out my eyes. “Why did they do this to me?”

      Vincent arrived at that moment, looking more elegant than adolescent. “It is your fault, Met. Balance. You already have one friend who pulls you towards the light, you can’t have two. It was either El or Garrett.”

      I sighed. “The queen.”

      “Of course the queen. Do you know how many days he’s been here? He went out in daylight. They got someone very good to turn him. Who is your sire?”

      Garrett sobbed.

      Vincent turned away from him towards the couch where his parents remains sat watching tv. “We need to take care of this.”

      “Garrett has to die.”

      He kept sniveling, but he didn’t object.

      “You can’t kill him. He didn’t do this to himself.”

      “He killed his parents. I’ll address the vampire who turned him later.”

      Vincent started swearing in a variety of languages he’d probably learned just for the purpose. “He’s your friend, Met.”

      “He’s dead.”

      “He’s still him. What if it were El?”

      I hesitated. “I wouldn’t have let her kill her family.”

      “But if she had…”

      I closed my eyes and considered the implications of every outcome. If I didn’t do anything, others would conclude that I lacked teeth and it would make balance more difficult. I had to be just, precisely balanced. I could not let personal bias affect my decisions.

      I inhaled deeply and wished I hadn’t. The scent of decomposition wasn’t particularly disgusting to me, but I’d liked Garrett’s parents. I couldn’t think like a human. I was the prince of the dark fae, without mercy, but not unjust. Garrett must pay for the murders of his parents, and his sire would have to pay for his infection. Perhaps the sire could pay for both sins, but only if Garrett proved his dedication to justice.

      I opened my eyes and threw Garrett at Vincent. He caught him, shifting him into a hold that would keep those sharp teeth away from his skin.

      “You do not wish me to execute justice on Garrett?”

      Vincent inclined his head regally. “I do not.”

      “You will take responsibility for him in place of his sire?”

      He hesitated only for a fraction before nodding again.

      “Excellent. His sentence is this, execution of the monster who turned him. If he, and you, cannot find and destroy him by the end of the year, his life is forfeit, and perhaps yours as well, depending how I’m feeling about things.”

      Vincent’s eyes widened slightly, but he didn’t object. Vincent had started his unlife draining his sire’s blood. Vincent truly enjoyed hunting mad vampires and draining them dry.

      “Do you want to know my progress?” he asked.

      “Yes. After you mess around inside his head and find out who it was, let me know if there’s anything I can do to remove any roadblocks for you.”

      He smiled then, and his fangs were showing. “His life will be forfeit. Will you take care of this mess or shall I?”

      “Take him away. I’ll visit tomorrow.”

      “He didn’t touch her,” Vincent said, glancing down at the writhing creature that seemed far more animal than human.

      “That would have simplified his execution.”

      “Indeed. Good night then.”

      He left me in the house. I used their blood and my own to bring the bodies back together as much as it were possible, then I blew it up. The house. Gas, incantations, and blood made excellent explosions.

      I stood in the shadows of the woods when it all went up. He could have killed El so easily, but somehow he’d controlled his thirst for blood. He would be immortal with me, at least if he managed to find and kill the vampire sire the queen had sent.

      At the house, Quarl was humming and washing dishes in the kitchen. “What did you do to the fresh vampire?” she asked, still looking pleasant and cheerful.

      I took an apple from the fruit bowl and rolled it around in my hands. I’d been so filled with El, I hadn’t even sensed his darkness. “He must destroy his sire before the end of the year. I’m rather upset about it. I liked Garrett’s parents.”

      She froze. She hadn’t known about that. “They were good people. Human lives are so transient.”

      “Particularly when a vampire turns their child and leaves him with them. I have the comfort of knowing that if the queen chose to do so to El, her parents would manage to kill her.” My chest constricted at the thought.

      Quarl was so still, she had even stopped breathing. “I do not believe that is the queen’s intention.”

      “I think about it, turning El so she’s immortal. If she can’t have children with me, she shouldn’t have them with anyone.”

      “She wouldn’t mind adopting.”

      I blinked at her. “That’s true. You could be a grandmother. So many sacrifices to offer the queen.”

      She winced slightly. “Indeed.”

      I went into the woods, shed my skin and ran. The sound of sirens and crackling flames followed me.
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      The gossip about Garrett’s house getting a gas leak and exploding, right after Garrett came home, made everyone kind of depressed. Like who has luck that bad? I’d just met him and while I hadn’t adored him, Met did. I was just jealous that Met had such a close friendship with someone else. I’d also gotten the same life-sucking vibe out of him as I did from Vincent.

      Met didn’t talk about it, just frowned and was sad. While we danced in the studio with my dad, some of the sadness melted off him, but it came back as soon as we were done. I sat with him at lunch with Abe on my other side, but Met didn’t talk much and Vincent scowled at Abe the whole time. Abe ignored him mostly, but the way he handled his butter knife left very little to the imagination.

      Vincent stopped coming to school, apparently on vacation, at least that’s what Met said when I asked. Not that I cared what kind of vacation vampires took, but I was seeing pretty girls’ bodies in freezers, drained of their blood.

      The dance was coming along very well. Met focused as hard as possible, and he kept getting better, tiny adjustments to his form and posture that made him move more like a dancer, less like a hockey player.

      The day they had a service for Garrett’s family, Met didn’t come to school or dance practice afterwards. He hadn’t even texted that he wouldn’t be there, but afterwards he texted an apology, sometime in the middle of the night about how sorry he was. No excuses, but the next day he showed up like he’d never left, and he seemed slightly more calm and relaxed.

      I took his hand when I saw him. He squeezed my fingers back before pulling away. He hadn’t tried to kiss me since the date with Garrett. Maybe he regretted kissing me instead of focusing on his friend before he blew up.

      I stood at the window looking into the woods the night before the big competition, stomach churning, but more worried about how Met was doing than how the dance would go. It didn’t matter how we did so long as I got to dance with him.

      The Friday before the competition, I skipped classes and drove to the city with dad and Met. My dad slept most of the drive, curled up in the back of Met’s silver car.

      “How are you doing?” I asked, putting my hand over his on the steering wheel.

      “Good. How are you? Are you nervous?”

      I shrugged. “Probably. I’m more worried about you.”

      “Do you think I’ll drop you on your head in front of the judges?”

      I sighed and squeezed his hand. “You must not want to talk about it, your friend, but if you change your mind…”

      He exhaled. “Someone turned him into a vampire and he slaughtered his parents. I haven’t lost Garrett. He’ll be with me for a very long time.”

      I swallowed. “What? So he’s not dead?”

      “He’s legally dead, but not gone.”

      “Just his parents?”

      He nodded without any expression on his face. I threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around him and squeezing him so tight. I’d been totally right about him being like Vincent. That was a little scary. No, it was terrifying. Who had turned him, and his parents were just… I took a deep breath of his skin and tried to keep the panic manageable. Horrible monsters crept through the shadows and would rip you apart if you weren’t careful, or worse, turn you into a monster who hurt the people you loved.

      He put a hand over my head, the feel of him dissolving the panic like always. He was magic. “You might want to warn me before you do that when I’m driving.”

      I closed my eyes and nuzzled his shoulder. He felt so good, so real, warm and not ick. Was it worse that his friend was a vampire and undead or not?

      A laugh rumbled through him. “What are you doing?”

      I turned so I could put my head on his shoulder and my arm around his waist with my legs over his lap. “Are you so sad about his parents?”

      “I am.”

      “Do you hate that Garrett is a vampire?”

      “It depends whether or not I have to kill him. Maybe I’ll let your slayer do it.”

      “Abe? He’s not my slayer.”

      He gave me a look. “I’m a little surprised that he didn’t come with us.”

      “Mom’s out of town and dad wants someone to stay at home to watch over things while we’re gone. Maybe we should have brought everyone. Do you think they’ll be safe in the valley?”

      “Of course.” He sounded so certain.

      I swallowed and nudged him with my chin. The last time I’d gone to a ballroom competition, I’d been kidnapped. “And I should be moderately safe with you, right?”

      He kissed my hair and worked his arm around me so I was tight against him. “More than moderately. I’ll even sleep with you to keep your nightmares away?”

      I chewed on my bottom lip while I gripped his shirt in my fist. “I’m a little nervous. It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s just that the last time…”

      “Was it so bad to sleep in the woods? No, the last time was at Vincent’s house. You’re right, not fun at all.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “It’s not sleeping with you that makes me nervous. My dad will be there. It’s just the last competition I went to. It didn’t end well. I did place though.”

      “Ah. Good thing your father will protect you from me while I protect you both. You can protect me from other aggressive ballroom dancers.”

      I laughed reached up to caress his cheek. “You have no idea how aggressive they can be. Don’t worry. I’ll protect you as long as you stay close to me.” I stayed with him like that for a long time until I drowsed off.

      I was in the clearing of the woods, but in the place of the barbed wire fence was a rainbow. When I looked through the red foggy color, there was Mr. Night and his yo-yo. He nodded at me, but didn’t say anything. I touched the rainbow and woke up.

      The skyline was there across the bridge. I sat up and rolled my neck. Maybe I shouldn’t have slept on Met like that. I looked at him and he smiled back. No, I definitely should have slept like that. I slipped back into my own seat feeling secure. Somehow he had blocked Mr. Night out of my dreams with a rainbow. How fitting.

      “Take the next exit,” my dad said, apparently finished with his nap.

      Met did so and ten minutes later, we were parking beneath the convention center where the ballroom competition would be held.

      We took the bags up, costume and overnight stuff. We’d only bothered to get one room because I couldn’t have my own room for safety, and I couldn’t share with Met without my dad’s supervision.

      We went to watch some of the competitions, Latin, Smooth, before we went out to eat at a really nice Italian place to meet Met’s dad. I was wearing a kind of fancy purple gown with lots of beading. Ballroom people went fancy.

      Met’s dad was almost as big as Met with soft brown hair and happy eyes. He hugged Met and then shook our hands before settling down to eat. I put away a million carbs while everyone chatted like this world was normal. Was Met’s dad immortal? He looked old. They must have adopted Met not knowing what he was. What was he exactly? I wasn’t sure about werewolf. It just didn’t seem to fit, but he definitely was too warm to be a vampire. I put my hand on the crisp white tablecloth next to Met, just hoping that he’d take my hand.

      He covered mine with his and left it there for a long time while he asked a question about the distance from an art school to his dad’s apartment.

      He smiled brilliantly. “Met, I’ve found a studio for you. I just got it. I hope you don’t mind. You’ll be right between the two best schools, and in that part of town, you can feel creativity in the air.”

      Met blinked at him. “You don’t want me to stay with you?”

      Met’s dad glanced at me, noticing our hands on the table before he smiled, a little bit forced. “My girlfriend thinks you might find it awkward.”

      Met’s hand squeezed mine, sudden and painfully. That was the pain rushing through him, pain and anger that his dad had found someone so close after asking for a divorce, but of course he must have had a girlfriend before.

      Met’s hand relaxed almost at once. “I understand. How considerate of her.” He took a drink of water in his wineglass, leaving my hand to slide off the table into my lap.

      “I know it’s sudden,” Met’s dad said, all apologetic, but I suddenly disliked him and wanted nothing more than to throw my water in his face. Met wanted to be with his dad. Met’s dad wanted a new life with a bimbo. He’d probably have kids and Met would have… Immortality with Garrett and Vincent. Not me and not his parents.

      I swallowed and felt like I’d had a bit too much linguine. I was quiet for the rest of the evening. When we got to the hotel, my dad got called away by some old ballroom friends who insisted on taking him out for a drink. He wasn’t competing the next day, after all.

      He went with, but insisted he’d be back quickly and only drink ginger ale.

      I waved and went up the glass elevator with Met. When I looked down, there were so many beautiful people in ballgowns and tuxedos. It was like a fantasy world, but beneath all of that it was just humans struggling to get by. I left the elevator and walked down the hall and into our hotel room. I pulled off my clip-on earrings, enormous diamond clusters that were pretty good knock-offs. I tossed them onto the tv table and then turned to Met.

      I wanted to touch him, to tell him that he was better off without his father, but I wasn’t sure how to not make it awkward. I had a brilliant idea, swallowed and said, “Unzip me, please.”

      His eyes widened and he looked at me more closely, like he wanted to make sure I was serious. Right, not awkward at all. I was such an idiot.

      I turned around before he could see my face turn different colors of embarrassed. He brushed my hair to the side before slowly tugging down my zipper inch by slow inch to the base of my spine. My chest rose and fell as he touched my skin, just a brush of his fingers up and down my back, but it sent a wave of shivers through me. I’d never let someone touch me like this. I liked it, of course I did, but it also terrified me. Panic that I hadn’t felt in a long time rose in my throat.

      “El,” he rumbled, a sound that went through me at the deepest levels. His voice helped with the panic. He gripped my shoulders with his strong hands and pulled me back against his chest so I could feel his heart thudding through my bare skin. “Are you all right?”

      Could he sense my panic? Maybe he smelled my fear like a werewolf. I exhaled and dropped my head back against his shoulder so I could look up at him. I touched his chin, his cheek, trailing my fingers over his skin. “Met, are you a werewolf?”

      “Dark fae.” He kissed my hair. I’m pretty sure he used tongue. Was he eating it? He scraped my scalp with his teeth and a shot of awareness made me stiffen up. I liked him gnawing on my head or eating my hair, or whatever he was doing, but I liked it too much. It was dangerous, more dangerous than pain. Images flashed in my head, just flashes of memories that left me dizzy and struggling to breathe.

      I needed him to talk. “Are you the last of your kind?”

      He raised his head and covered my head with his large hand. “No.” He held me like that while my heart pounded too hard until it slowed down a little. He wasn’t going to hurt me, not even with desire. What did I know about desire? I shook my head. Nothing. I didn’t know anything and I didn’t want to know. Wait, didn’t I want to know what it felt like with Met? Panic.

      I took a shallow breath. “Have you ever dated a girl like you?”

      “No.”

      I licked my lips. “Do you want to?”

      He pulled back and turned me in his arms so he could look at me. He studied me for a long time and looking at him, my heart slowed down and the panic faded away completely. “Your eyes are beautiful. How did you get such interesting eyes, one pink-violet and one blue-violet? Are you afraid of me?”

      I frowned. “I don’t know. No. It’s just that I haven’t touched anyone before. I want you to touch me, and that scares me a little bit. Stupid, huh?”

      He pulled me closer and the next thing I knew, my dress was zipped back up, his hands pressed to my lower back over the silky fabric. His eyes were so dark as he studied me. Indigo. “It’s logical to be afraid of me. I know that you shy away from physical contact. I’m only grateful that you let me be close to you, dance with you, look into your eyes. I will never get tired of your eyes. I’m not here to make you feel uncomfortable. I will never push you to give me more than—”

      I cut him off with a kiss. I wasn’t soft or gentle, but he was so careful with me. When I pressed deeper, he only sighed and relaxed around me, steadying my emotions with his endless strength and balance. How was I going to stay balanced between panic and fear without him?

      I pulled back and stared at him while breathing too hard. “After the competition will you move to New York?”

      “Not without you.” He bent back down, pulling me into his kiss while his arms held me close.

      He wasn’t leaving me? I melted against him, floating into the most pleasant sensations without any of the panic. He was so soft, so sweet, so slow. Steady. Were we going steady? I floated on his kiss until there was a knock on the door.

      Met carried me to the bathroom, set me down on the counter and then closed the door, leaving me there alone to sit and breathe through the clouds of contentment.

      I looked in the mirror and my eyes were vividly purple with flickers of pink and blue that nearly glowed. I inhaled raggedly and the purple grew a little less intense. I touched the amethyst at my throat. It felt hot, but I wasn’t cold at all.

      I touched my fingers to my lips and watched my cheeks turn pink. He didn’t think I was an idiot, but now I needed to unzip the purple dress on my own. What was a dark fae? He didn’t look like a dark anything. I loved him so much. And we were dancing together, and he wasn’t leaving me afterwards.

      I hesitated as I stared at my reflection, the happiness that flushed my skin. He loved me. He would love me forever. He would go mad when I died.

      The happiness faded around the edges. My mom couldn’t have been serious. He’d be fine after I died. He’d have Garrett to hang out with. They could go on double dates, vampire chicks and dark fae hotties.

      I swallowed and pulled my dress off, draping it over the towel bar before I got in the shower. I needed to get to sleep if I was going to perform well the next day, and we would. We would do our best.

      Still, while the hot water pounded on my back, on my neck, I wondered about Met, whether he’d find someone else to love after I died, and me, whether I wanted to grow old with someone.
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      I lay on the bed next to El while her dad snored on the couch. The city should have irritated me, filled with buzzing electricity and constantly moving humanity, but the only thing keeping me awake was the shift from a major to minor in her song when I’d touched her too much. Her soul was as beautiful as a butterfly wing in the sun, but she had scars and shadows that I wasn’t sure I could erase.

      She stirred next to me and I inhaled deeply. She tasted as sweet as she smelled, sweeter, but she carried an undercurrent of sadness that I ached to heal. She’d been locked in an incubus den as a child, eleven, too young to know how to handle the pain and trauma. Could I help her overcome her fears? I would protect her, of course, and destroy the monsters who hurt her, but that wasn’t good enough. She had to soar in the sun where she belonged. What could I do to help her recover? You’d think that if counseling or medication could do it, her parents would have. They loved her. They’d do anything for her. I could do blood runes on her, but that was dark magic that would carry its own shadowy taint.

      I hummed, low enough that it wouldn’t wake her or her father. Music was the soft side of my magic, powerful enough to change mood, shift clouds, raise a mist, but nothing concrete. We didn’t have much music that soothed, but there was one song that I matched to the beating of her heart, a lullaby my mother never would have sung for me, but I’d caught in the close air of my mother’s kingdom. I’d first heard it in the queen’s prison, the massive rows of cells rising up around the lava pit. It had been beautiful and a little bit sad, but it had lifted the weight I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying on my shoulders.

      I sang until El turned towards me in her sleep absorbing my song like she was hungry for it.

      A wave of exhaustion crashed over me and I drifted off with the taste of her hair on my tongue while she unconsciously echoed my song back to me, filling me with far more peace and happiness than I’d ever be able to give her.

      I woke up in the middle of the night with her arms around me, her face pressed against my chest. I loved it when she mashed her face against me, like she was trying to burrow through my skin. Maybe she was an oversize fairy. I covered her hand with mine and exhaled, drifting off again. When she whimpered, I came wide awake, staring at the ceiling I could see perfectly well in the dark. A flash of rage was so intense, it left me breathless. Someone had hurt my unicorn. If I didn’t have to leave her to stalk whoever did it… I exhaled. She was safe now. Nothing would hurt her while she stayed close to me, and nothing could hurt me as long as I had her.

      By morning, our legs were tangled and a warm buzzing happiness filled me past my skin and into my bones. I wasn’t built for happiness, but I’d treasure it along with every moment she gave me.

      When I woke up, El’s dad was sitting on the bed, peeling an apple with a very long, very sharp knife.

      When he saw that I was awake, his eyes twinkled and his smile grew as sharp as his knife.

      “Morning. Rest well?”

      I swallowed and nodded.

      “Good. Come on, El!” He patted her through the blanket.

      She wiggled against me and I held very still until she sat up, all rumpled and delicious. “Dad, you’re awake? It must be noon.”

      “No, this is a dance competition. I use up all my good mornings for these things. Come on, lazybones. Today you show the world that cabaret is for big-boned girls. Let’s rehearse.”

      She threw a pillow at him. “I’m not big-boned. Seriously, dad, haven’t you heard about ruining girl’s delicate self-esteem or something?”

      “I’m big-boned,” I said.

      “See?” El looked at me with a sparkling smile. “If Met is big boned, I’m definitely small-boned.”

      “Met is massive-boned. Gargantuan. Epic.”

      I rolled out of bed and headed to the bathroom, smiling until I got there. I stared at my reflection and slowly my smile drained away. I looked so fake, so unlike my real self. I’d told El what I was without the slightest pause. I would have told her anything, given her anything while I had her bare back against my chest. It made my heart race to think of her beautiful spine curved against my hand. I’d wanted to taste every knob and joint. I didn’t want to actually eat her, but my tongue was the only part of my real self that could touch her, and I wanted to touch her without Met’s skin between us. She must have felt my desire, which triggered her panic. What could I do?

      I shook my head and showered quickly then dressed in my simple costume, dark pants and white shirt unbuttoned halfway down my chest. I’d protested the need to show so much skin, but El liked Met’s skin. Would she like me nearly so much without the warmth and softness of Met’s flesh?

      When I came out, El was eating breakfast at the window overlooking the city. Her pale hair didn’t turn golden in the sunlight, it was still moonlight, pale and shimmering, burning with its own cool light.

      I ate while she dressed. When she came out, she was wearing the silk nightgown that we’d only practiced in a couple of times. She looked like a dream, a unicorn that I could never catch.

      She ruined the mood by climbing on the bed and jumping on me. I laughed and spun her around mostly upside down on my shoulder.

      “Calm down, kids. This is serious business.” Her dad bounced on the balls of his feet. Nervous energy flowed from his skin. Wasn’t he supposed to be the calm one?

      I took a deep breath and put El down. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded rapidly with that beaming smile she only gave to me.

      The havoc of the ballroom competition was insane. We would have been completely lost, but El’s dad guided us as though he’d created the maze of dressing rooms and studios. The rehearsal was a disaster, but El assured me that was perfect because then we’d get the mistakes out of the way. I was nervous. I wanted to do well for her. I wanted her to do her best and have the experience she wanted.

      She held onto my hand constantly while she glanced around, on guard. It broke my heart to see her fear. She only let it go while we were dancing together. Our first dance was to a small panel of judges, and the number of competitors was more than I’d hoped. One guy with dark hair saw us and stared at me for a long time, because I was so big probably. When he looked at my partner, his face lit up.

      “Ellie-Belly? Is that you, honey?”

      Ellie-Belly looked over at him and then started screaming. “Oscar the Grouch!” She ran over to him and jumped on him. He managed to catch her and not fall over backwards which was impressive because he was so slight. They danced around like a couple of monkeys and I tried not to mind that he had his hands cupping her butt.

      Finally, he put her down and she dragged him over to me. “Osky, this is Met. He’s my partner.”

      Osky looked me up and down with a gleam in his eyes. He stretched his hand towards me like he wanted me to kiss it. I obliged, bending over his hand in a bow while I inhaled his skin. He wasn’t anything dangerous, just a human who drank, smoked, and partied too much, indiscriminate of gender. He must feel vile to El, but she managed not to flinch away from him.

      When I straightened he batted his eyelashes at me. “Ellie-Belly, he’s divine.”

      “Isn’t he wonderful?” She sighed as she gazed at me, running her hand down my forearm, like she wanted to unconsciously get the feel of her friend off her skin. I smiled slightly. She wasn’t even slightly bothered by her friend’s somewhat questionable intentions towards me.

      “Oscar, what are you doing? We’re supposed to warm up.”

      Oscar rolled his eyes and turned towards his dance partner, a very pretty girl who was small and delicate, but still very well-muscled like all the dancers were.

      “Coming, Sadie. Just saying hi to an old friend. Ellie-Belly, we are getting lunch together during the break, okay? I know this incredibly cheap café where you can get tacos that will cut you going down.”

      Ellie laughed. “I’ll ask Met and my dad what we’re doing. We might have to hang around here.”

      He made a face. “Boring. I don’t suppose you’re going to come party with me tonight either.”

      She shook her head. “Sorry, Osky. I’m still the same boring girl.”

      He grabbed her into a hug, his face suddenly fierce. “It’s so good to see you back here. I know it can’t have been easy, and I don’t blame your dad and your partner for wanting to keep you safe and close. That’s what I’d do if your man wasn’t so hulking and clearly a vicious defender of the innocent.” He sighed and pulled away. He patted her cheek. “We are going to hang out in your room later. I promise, I’ll be boring so your dad doesn’t throw me out.” He winked at her and then waltzed off with Sadie in her golden outfit and platinum hair.

      They danced before us, and were remarkably good. He’d clearly been dancing for much longer than a few months. “He’s really good,” I said trying not to feel inferior.

      El ducked under my arms so they were around her while she leaned against my chest. I loved the feel of her. “He is. She’s excellent. They balance each other perfectly. I remember her from back in the day. She’s hardcore. She might push him to win. Good for him.”

      “Is he your old partner?”

      “No, we didn’t live in the same city. We just went to the same circuits. Back in those days he was all about the Latin. Ah, his mother was insane. I wonder if she’s here.”

      She looked around for a second before settling back against me.

      “You don’t mind if they beat us?”

      She laughed and looked up at me. “I haven’t competed for seven years. I’m not going to win against people who have been busting their chops year after year. I just don’t have it in me to seriously take on Sadie. Maybe next year.” She said that last part very softly.

      I’d like that. Practicing with her for another year, knowing her body and her movement until we were one, and also moving as quickly and gracefully as her old friend. I studied Sadie and Osky’s dancing until it ended and the next couple came on.

      Osky stopped to kiss Ellie on the lips before he bounced on to the next person waiting to congratulate him on a well-danced routine. Sadie rolled her eyes and gave me a slight smile. She did not try to kiss anyone, but she seemed pleased.

      I watched the next few couples while El subtly rubbed her face against my arm. I would have been a complete wreck when it was our turn, but how could I worry so much when I was with Eleanor, her touching me twice as much as anyone else touched her? I just hoped that if we didn’t make it past the first round, El wouldn’t be too disappointed?

      I walked ahead of her onto the floor, facing away from her, but feeling her energy behind me with her song. Our music came on, soulful and moody, the woods at night, perhaps a dream, perhaps a nightmare. I had to remember to dance to it instead of to her. When the music built, our movements became sharp, and then came the difficult phrase we’d botched in rehearsal. I braced myself as she ran across the floor and threw herself onto my back, spinning in the air so our backs struck before she slid down and around while I turned away, as though I didn’t notice.

      When I glanced over at her, she was facing away, moving with sorrow, swaying and spinning while she did footwork that was so precise and beautiful. I followed her, my turn to chase her while she remained oblivious. Somehow she didn’t notice me picking her up and spinning her above my head, simply continued searching for me while I was right beneath her.

      That’s how it would be someday, me below the earth in the dark fae kingdom while she walked in the sun. Would she look for me, or she would be beneath my feet, her body buried in the cold earth while I searched for my heart across the waste of earth or hell?

      The music changed and we danced at the barbed wire fence. We couldn’t touch but danced together nonetheless, except for lifts, they were together, but not seeing each other. It was very complicated and emotional. Every night I’d met her at midnight to dance with my moonlight dream went through my mind as we danced. I’d ached to touch her more than I could express, but I did express it, feeling the need to touch what was so close but could never belong to me.

      I miraculously didn’t mess up, and I never dropped her on her head. When the music shifted, I was ready to touch her. That first brush against her hand sent a shuddering happiness through me to my bones. I forgot to worry about the audience or the judges. The only thing that mattered was my unicorn, the girl that lit up my world, the girl that I would always love whether I could touch her or not. In the meantime, I would relish every brush of her skin. It had always been about being close to her, touching her sweetness and light without corrupting it with my own darkness.

      By the end, my hands were shaking and I felt like I was going to collapse from sweet aching. Somehow we made it off the floor and there was El’s dad, hugging and kissing her, and me, and her, and me again.

      “El, that was sick!” Osky said then made some gestures pointing from his eyes then at us. “I’m watching you. Seriously, you brought your game!”

      He didn’t kiss her, and that’s all I cared about.

      We were standing there, waiting for the rest of the dancers, but I didn’t care. I’d done my best and now I just needed to collapse on something, with El. Bed. I’d get to sleep with her again.

      When they called our names, I wasn’t sure if it was because we’d failed or passed. Ellie jumping up and down with her dad probably meant pass. That meant we had to do that again. I sat down on the nearest metal folding chair.

      El bounced onto my knee, wrapping her arms around my neck while she smiled blindingly. “We did it!”

      I nodded. “I love you.”

      Her breath caught and the excitement warped into something else, something vulnerable and dangerous. It would kill her. Loving me would kill her. El needed to disappear and I needed to stay away from her before the queen’s game reached into her life and broke her irrevocably. If I loved her, I should be able to do that. But if I was close enough, I could protect her. None of the queen’s creatures would dare go against me directly, not even Quarl.

      I kissed her, needing to shut out the thoughts, the panic, the chaos that wrestled through me. Eventually my heart stopped racing and I could let go of her.

      Her lips were soft, wet, silky when I pulled away.

      “Met, I love you.”

      I kissed her forehead and stood, putting her on her feet. “I know. It was love at first sight.”

      She shook her head. “Touch. I knew the first time you touched me.” She bit her lip like she’d said too much.

      I ran my thumb over her bottom lip. “That’s very romantic.”

      She swallowed and her lip quivered. “I’m not usually romantic. It hit me kind of hard because I wasn’t prepared for it. I’ve never kissed anyone else.”

      “Not even Osky?”

      She shuddered. “Osky doesn’t count. I don’t want to hurt his feelings, but ugh. We were always like that. He used to dare me to kiss someone, but I could never go through with it. He figured that I was like the opposite of him. He likes everyone, I hate everyone.”

      “You make me sound very special.”

      She swallowed and gazed up at me. “You are. You’re like the perfect prince from a fairy story that wakens the girl with a kiss. When I touched you the world opened up to me. I could have love, and kissing, and desire, all those things I’d only seen from a distance. Even if you didn’t love me back, being able to love was a huge gift that you gave me. No matter what happens, I’ll never be the same. Thank you.”

      She kissed me, slow and sweet before gazing up at me adoringly with her eyes the most delicate shades of lilac.

      I inhaled shakily. “You’re my angel. You light up my life like an otherworldly unicorn, perfect and pure, wholly untouched no matter how much darkness surrounds you. El, there is so much darkness.”

      She laughed, a bright sound that chased away all the shadowy doubts of my soul.

      “There isn’t any darkness with you next to me.”

      I held her hand tightly. I was darkness next to her. When would she realize that? I didn’t want her to look at me the way she looked at Vincent.

      I pulled her against me and put my arm around her shoulders.

      We spent the rest of the day resting and watching competitions. We’d have to perform in the finals the next day, so we had a good dinner, seafood that time, and El showed how to really pulverize a lobster. Osky showed up, and a few old friends of El’s. They all chatted about old times while I sat next to El, happy to be with her, happy to see her happy. Still, it was nice when we went back to the hotel and up the elevator. There were other people in the elevator, but the way she looked at me, she was thinking about dancing with me. Her song was so sweet. When I was with her, everything was a dance.

      When we got to the room, her dad was snoring on the couch. I smiled at her and got into my pajamas instead of helping her with her dress. It was my last night to sleep with her. It was too sweet, too perfect, warm and buzzing and beautiful. It would have to last me a very long time.
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      Sunday morning, I sat at the tiny glass table with my dad, spreading cream cheese on my bagel and feeling completely happy. I’d never felt this happy for as long as I could remember. Where were the nerves, the paranoia? No idea. Strawberry cream cheese was born to go on a blueberry bagel.

      “Nervous?” he asked, sipping his coffee and staring out at the busy streets below.

      “No. Not even a little bit. I can’t believe we passed the first round. He’s only been dancing for a few months. He’s so good, dad.” I smiled dreamily. I’d never done a comp where I completely forgot about the judges before.

      He made a contented sound. “The two of you together are very good.”

      “I’ve never had a partner like him, who could feel what I was doing before I did it.”

      “I mean together, El. The two of you together work in ways I can’t even understand much less explain. You’re this beautiful bright light that he holds carefully, wrapping his darkness around and keeping you from anything that might hurt you. The closer he holds you, the more you shine. It’s balance. The two of you are well-balanced. Your mother was so worried because we moved to the valley of balance, but there was the master of the valley, looking like he was going to be unbalanced about you, but it’s not like that at all. I’m not saying that you should marry him, but he’s an adequate dance partner.”

      I stared at the bathroom door where he was showering. “He said that he loved me.”

      My dad laughed. “I saw it yesterday when you were dancing together. Its unnatural how graceful he is for his size. I suppose it’s the god in him.”

      “God?”

      He shrugged. “Demigod? I don’t know. He’s the monster of monsters.”

      “Is that what they call dark fae?”

      “Dark fae? Don’t they have pointed ears and wings? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Don’t tell anyone what he tells you, hon. It’s best if you act like he’s human through and through. Don’t tell your mother that I gave you my approval. She’s pretty nervous around that skin-walker.”

      “Dad, what’s a skin-walker?”

      “You know, someone who wears a human skin.”

      “Like me?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Supposedly the monster of monsters can take off his skin. He wears it over his real body. How does he fit pointed ears and wings under that? You shouldn’t mention that to anyone.”

      I stared at him. Met’s skin wasn’t his? “That’s impossible.”

      He got up and patted my hand. “Don’t worry about it. He’s not going to hurt you.”

      Of course he wouldn’t hurt me, but how could I love his touch if it wasn’t really him? I shook my head. He was him. No skin could possibly change that.

      Met came out of the bathroom and I beamed at him. He gave me that slow smile I loved so much. What was his real smile like? Did he have lips? I was slightly freaked out all morning.

      In the elevator down, he leaned over and whispered, “Don’t be nervous. You’re going to do great.”

      I nodded and grabbed his hand. I loved that hand, strong, warm, perfect. What if he was ick under his skin?

      I’d build up an immunity, like with Abe. I would deal with it. I loved him, not his skin. That day, I watched the dancers only half paying attention. When Osky grabbed me into a big hug and spun me around after he did a good job on his dance, I laughed, but his ick was so… ick. What if Met was as ick as Osky under his skin?

      “You guys have a fight?” he whispered as he put me down.

      “No, of course not.” I looked over at big, beautiful Met. We’d never had a fight. I didn’t know what he did when he was angry. Maybe he went crazy and killed things, Like Garrett with his parents when he’d been turned into a vampire. He was a monster of monsters. I had no idea what that meant, but it sounded big.

      Osky slipped a card into the front of my dress. “Call me if you want to have a good time your last night in the city, Belly. You can bring your man or come alone. We all need a break sometimes, even from the best things.” He danced away, leaving me staring after him. He was too insightful. And ick. Super ick.

      When it was time for us to go on, I felt stiff and awkward. Met stood beside me solid and perfect. He would never doubt, never stray, just go on loving me for an eternity because he’d be alive and I’d be dead and we couldn’t have kids together, and he was wearing a skin that didn’t belong to him. Who did it belong to? Why the crap had my dad told me this before our performance?

      It was in the big auditorium and the bleachers were packed. I actually heard some cheering for us when we got out there. I squinted into the bleachers and there was my mom and Mrs. Barrow, sitting together and cheering us on.

      I laughed and turned to beam up at Met. His mom had come. I liked her so much. His face for a split-second was thunderously furious. He was not happy that our mothers were there. At all. Quite the opposite, in fact.

      “Is it bad?” I asked him.

      He shook his head and walked off, taking his position.

      The first part, he wasn’t supposed to see me, no matter what I did. Before the first notes played, I felt this desperation that he see me, and that I see him. When I ran and leapt, twisting so I landed on his back, I slid down his shoulder, spinning around and out without him noticing me, even though his hand gripped my wrist. His hands were always where they should be, but whose hands?

      I needed to get to him, the real him. That desperation played out in the music, and I danced with too much emotion, sliding from technical perfection into frenzied energy.

      The next part, he searched for me and I was unable to see him. I didn’t want to not see him. I stretched away from him, aching for him to hold me tight, and then when he did, still stretching away from him, searching for the real him, something past that skin, something real and true, something that would last my forever.

      The next part, the fence part, I danced rapidly, putting extra steps in and over-dancing, as in not staying at his level, because I had to dance with every bit of myself. He did his best to keep up, letting me lead the way. Finally, at the end, we were together, in unison that was almost painfully perfect. I could feel his movement, his intention, his energy, and ours matched, playing against each other until the final lift, spin, then dismount that we’d worked on so painfully. It was insane, against all laws of physics, but also smooth and beautiful. At the end, we stood there, and the audience went all mad, cheering and shouting like crazy.

      It was an intense reaction. My mother was clapping and cheering, but there was no sign of Met’s mom. Met bowed and waved, but he kept his hand over his chest and only held my hand when he was finished waving. He kept his hand up there covering his chest.

      Once we got in the back, Met’s mother was there with some bandages and tape. I walked with them quickly out of the room, behind all the screens and partitions until we were in a private space.

      “I’ll do it,” Met said in a low growl, but Mrs. Barrow only moved his hand very firmly and taped together his skin, like it was ripped paper she was duct-taping together.

      I saw a streak of blue for only the shortest second before I turned around and gave them privacy. Blue?

      I felt a wave of panic. He had blue skin under his human skin. Because he wasn’t human. His whole life was pretending to be something he wasn’t. He belonged somewhere else. He was an alien in my world. I couldn’t give him what he needed. I didn’t even know what he needed. I didn’t know anything about him, not really.

      I left the partitioned area and walked away from the crowds and their noxious ick until I could find a quiet place to process. The room was under construction with large drop cloths hanging over the chandeliers. Metal scaffolding was against the wall by the arched window. It was quiet in there. I walked over to the window and put my hand against the cool glass. The city was bustling outside of this quiet room.

      “You saw his skin.”

      I whirled around and there was this small man staring at me. He talked with a Brooklyn accent.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The prince. Your unholy eyes cannot look upon him without death finding you.” It was so unnerving to hear archaic language in such an accent.

      He walked towards me, bending to pick up a piece of rebar from the dusty floor. I looked around and saw a three-foot two-by-four. I grabbed it and held it like I knew what I was doing.

      He smiled. He was so small, surely I could squash him. He moved so fast. He was barely a blur. I got my piece of wood up so his strike only grazed my cheek instead of killed me.

      I gasped and stumbled back. I was bleeding. Yep. I swung at him and he dodged back easily. His eyes started glowing golden.

      “You’re the jerk who tried to suffocate me!” I swung at him again.

      He laughed, such a gross laugh. “I did. You have strange dreams that could defend you. I would like to take you to my queen to be dissected, but this death is more merciful. For loving him, I’ll give you that much.”

      The rebar came again, faster, harder, and I brought up my piece of wood way too late. The small creature flew to the side and there was Met’s mother. She moved strangely, graceful, but not human, She flipped and whirled like upright wasn’t her natural position. She fought the small guy so fast, so strong. She finally snapped his neck and hit him against the floor a few times before tossing him to the side. I could only stand there staring and gripping my weapon.

      She came over to me, wiping a streak of blood off her cheek. “Are you all right? You’re bleeding.”

      I reached up and touched my cheek. Yes, I was. I sat down on the dusty floor and tried to breathe. “Why did he want to kill me? What is he? Does he wear a human skin?”

      “No, only an illusion. You can see what he looks like in a moment, after we make certain he is very dead. Goblins have tough skin.”

      I nodded. “Goblins. Right. I don’t like goblins.”

      She laughed and sounded so nice and normal. She put her arm around my shoulders and sat next to me on the floor, like she didn’t care about her neat tan slacks. “Are you all right?”

      “Why did he want to beat my brains in with rebar? I don’t know him.”

      “Some are anxious for revolution. If the queen destroys the prince’s love, he’s bound to descend to her realm and take blood for blood. I do not believe he is ready yet for such a battle, but others are impatient.”

      “Like the dead goblin over there?”

      She nodded serenely.

      “Quarl, move away from her.” Met’s voice was so cold, so icy and terrible. He stood in the shadows and I couldn’t see him, not a flicker of his face or hand.

      “Why, Met?” I asked, shivering suddenly. I couldn’t see him. I searched the shadows for him.

      There was a rush of wind and then he spoke from the other side of the room, behind me. “She is dangerous. Quarl, let her go.”

      “On the condition of you coming out of the shadows and letting her see you,” Met’s mom said. Sarah was apparently only her human name. Did Met have another name too?

      “Met?” I was starting to shake. This whole thing, Quarl saving me and him sneaking around like a scary ghost dude was not cool.

      He walked into the moonlight.

      I stood up and walked over to him while he held perfectly still. It was the hallucination in the garage, but he looked slightly more human this time, maybe because I was expecting Met, not bear. He had blue skin, mottled different darknesses and leaning towards purple. His hair was indigo, like his eyes, and it was long, maybe past his shoulders. The shadows clung to him, trailing across the floor behind him like they didn’t want to let him go. They felt how I felt. I didn’t want to ever let him go.

      I rubbed my arms. What would happen when I touched him? Would I hate the feel of him? He came closer and closer until I threw myself at him before I could think too much about it. I held him tight. Was he ick? His bare chest beneath my cheek was incredibly muscular, lean, warm, and his heart was beating rapidly. His back under my hands was as smooth as silk, soft skinned and velvety. He was covered in a layer of silky velvet that moved like seaweed in the water.

      He wasn’t one ounce of ick. I felt more connected, safe, whole and happy by touching him without his skin than I ever had before. I could feel the life flowing from him into me, life and happiness and peace.

      I held onto him until the horror of the goblin’s attack faded into contentment. He didn’t hold me back, but maybe he was nervous about touching me, freaking me out or something. Then again, maybe he didn’t like me touching him.

      I pulled away and crossed my arms, hating that I had to let him go. “Sorry. You’re just so naked.”

      He gave me a slow smile, showing the same teeth as always. His lips looked silky, but I couldn’t be sure. He had pointed ears. They twitched slightly. I was dying to taste them. Weird. Why would I want to taste his ears? I wanted to taste all of his blue skin, mysterious and dreamy like a beautiful midnight, but most of all I needed to taste his mouth.

      When he finally spoke, it wasn’t what I expected. “Stay here while I kill her.” His low voice that was louder than usual, clear and sweet, like singing even when it was only words, and his face, blue or not, was a prince’s face. Beautiful.

      It took me a second for the words to break through the beauty of his voice. “What? No!” I grabbed onto his arm and he dragged me a few steps before turning to face me.

      “Quarl. She needs to die now. She’s not a human.”

      “Your mom’s not human? I don’t care. You can’t kill her. She saved my life.”

      He tilted his head slightly. “From who?”

      “The guy with yellow eyes, the one who hit me with the rebar.” I touched my cheek.

      He stepped close to me and took my head in his hands, still big, but not as massive as he examined the injury with those eyes, indigo eyes that matched his hair. “Why would she save you?”

      “She doesn’t think that you’re ready to kill the queen.”

      He held very still. “Doesn’t she?”

      “No, but the other guy did. Somehow killing me will inspire you to… I don’t really know. Met, are you a prince? You look like a prince. I don’t see your wings. Are they invisible? Do you have another name? What happened to your skin? Did you rip it during the dance? I saw a flash of blue, and then I wondered. I think you’re beautiful. I was worried you’d be like Osky, but you’re not. You’re still magic. Even more magic. I don’t want to stop touching you. I can feel you, the life of you, the strength and goodness flowing into me. It’s still you, but more. Of course it is. I shouldn’t have said anything, but things have been a little bit weird, and you wearing a human’s skin, whose skin? Never mind. And you being immortal and me dying so you’d kill some queen, and then there’s the whole sex thing, would we be able to have sex? I mean, with kids? I mean, not with kids, but with each other to have kids. Of course. I don’t know why I said that. Why would killing me make you attack the queen?”

      He put a slender, tapered finger over my mouth. The feel of his skin on my lips sent a shaft of warm lightning through me. His voice caused my legs to tremble. “We’ll talk after I ask you a few questions. Quarl, my mother, did not try to kill you?”

      He was looking at me the way he did, like he saw me. Why would a magic prince with pointed ears see me? I was a fraud. He was the real magic. My voice was cracked and not pretty. “No. She killed the goblin from Brooklyn when he was about to crush my skull and spray my brains all over. Ew. Why did I have to say that?”

      He closed his eyes for a moment while he inhaled deeply. “How disappointing.”

      “Why? You want him to kill me?”

      “I want you to answer my questions. Can you do that?” His voice was so beautiful and silky, a song that took me a long time to wade through and find the hard, cold meaning beneath.

      I forced myself to step away from the prince. Right. Freak out later. This blue guy was serious. Met was serious. Seriously blue. Was this the beginnings of hysteria? “Sure. Questions. Ask away.” I stared at the floor because I couldn’t look at him and think straight, or not want to touch him and listen to him and stare at him and… His feet were bare and blue. And still hugely adorable.

      “The creature who hit you with the bar is the same creature you saw in your room?”

      “Gold eyes, yeah. He admitted that he tried to suffocate me. He didn’t say why, that was your mom, Quarl? Cool name. Do you have a… Right. Questions.” I dragged my eyes back down from the blue kneecaps beneath the black shorts that outlined his incredibly muscular legs. Wow. And his feet were so cute. And big.

      “Did Quarl hurt you?”

      I shook my head. “No. She killed the goblin guy, just sort of…” I mimed wringing a neck and shivered.

      He brushed my face with his fingers, resting on my chin to bring my gaze up to his face, so blue. His nose was very fine, not big like Met’s. His eyes were larger, brighter, more pure-hued than any human eyes. He was so beautiful.  And those ears. How could I not stare at his pointed ears that I still wanted to taste?

      “I bet you would win any ear wiggling contest,” I said, proving that I should keep my mouth shut.

      He smiled though. “El, thank you for your patience.”

      He was like one of those automated responses when you were on hold with the utility company.

      “Can I touch your ears? Maybe just your mouth. What about kissing you? Can I kiss you?”

      He held very still. “That’s impossible.”

      “Why? Do your blue lips collapse or something?”

      “No. It would mean something if I kissed you.”

      “It doesn’t mean anything the other times you kissed me?”

      “My mouth is not made for kissing, but killing.”

      I frowned as I stared at it. “Your lips look so soft. Like poison comes out of your blue lips that would kill me?”

      He sighed and walked away from me, towards the body on the floor. There was a lot of blood. I tried not to look, but I couldn’t walk away. It was so still when it had been so fast, so terrifying.

      Met walked over to the broken body, took the head in his hands and crushed it. Drops of green spattered all over my white nightgown. Goblin blood was green. Huh. Gross. So gross. I couldn’t move, just stand there staring at Met the prince and the goblin blood.

      Met slashed through his veins and blood pooled onto the ground, green blood that grew thick and viscous. While he was doing that, Met’s mom came over carrying a big bunch of beige fabric, floppy fabric that slid around like leather. No, skin. Met’s skin. She placed it in the blood like that wasn’t disgusting. Met bit his hand and blue blood trailed down his lip, dripping onto his pale skin, mixing with the green blood until it all started steaming and shimmering.

      I couldn’t look away as Met painted in blood. The blood started shifting, and something itched my legs. I looked down to see the green blood turning shiny and sliding down my dress onto the floor. Cool. Gross. So gross. He painted until the blood had created this picture that I couldn’t begin to understand.

      When the floor was empty of blood, there was only the goblin’s body. No, half of it was gone. I watched Met eat the other half, his mouth opening like an anaconda as he consumed the much smaller monster.

      I just stood there staring at him until he got up. The remains of the goblin had vanished. It hadn’t taken five minutes, maybe not even one.

      He carried his skin into the shadows to put it on. Did he think that would freak me out more than watching him eat a goblin? Seriously? And that whole magic blood stuff? It itched. I rubbed my face. He’d made me a rainbow wall to keep my nightmares out. Did he use blood to do it? Should that not bother me? Should it?

      I still couldn’t move. I just stood there with Met’s mom. She wore a nice human skin. I really liked her standing there instead of killing goblins.

      “Are you all right, dear?” she asked, looking and sounding so nicely concerned.

      I blinked at her. I wanted to go over and let her hug me, but what if she thought Met was strong enough to kill the queen after all? None of it made sense. Why would some creature like that take up ballroom dancing with me? It was so weird. And ballroom dancers were a strange group, but this was just nuts. This was impossible even for a hallucination.

      “Maybe you should go to your room and lie down.”

      I frowned towards the shadows where Met had disappeared. It was weird the way the shadows clung to him. His blue skin wasn’t that dark, at least it didn’t seem like it was dark, but it was hard to tell with the clingy shadows. Maybe I should lie down. I nodded and started walking towards the door. “Okay. I’ll do that.”

      I walked out of the room and down the hall feeling like I had goblin blood on my dress, but it was gone, like the goblin that had been alive and trying to kill me ten minutes ago. Met had just gobbled it all up. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself as I stepped into the hotel lobby.

      “Ellie-belly!” Osky came over and grabbed me around the waist, picking me up and spinning me around. “I’ve never dreamed anyone could dance like that. Your connection with that guy is enviable. I can’t imagine what it’s like in bed.”

      In bed. I couldn’t even comprehend the idea of Blue Prince Met and me like that. With his ears. And his feet. And the rest of him. I swallowed hard as he put me down.

      “You okay, Ellie? You can come with me if you feel like not thinking. You look like you’re thinking way too much.”

      I grabbed his hand and nodded. I was thinking way too much, and none of my thoughts were remotely helpful.

      “Wait, Ellie-belly, you’re serious about partying with me?”

      I nodded again. If I opened my mouth I would sob or scream or start rambling about ears.

      He grinned and pulled me out of the hotel lobby and into the street.
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      I probably shouldn’t have eaten Akar in front of El, but I couldn’t send her away with Quarl, and I needed her to understand that I wasn’t human before I tied her irrevocably to my hell.

      I took my time getting into my skin, pulling it on, careful not to rip it again. When I was fully dressed in skin and costume, Quarl was standing by the door, guarding it from any passersby. I couldn’t fault Quarl for sending her to her room. El needed some time away from me to work through everything. I’d expected her to scream, not throw her arms around me. I’d liked that so much, but with Quarl there, everything she did would be measured along with my reaction. Was Quarl truly conspiring to help me dethrone the queen? If the queen ever found out, Quarl would scream for a very long time. Her sister was the queen’s finest torturer.

      “Why didn’t you let her kiss you?” Quarl asked in a low voice as we left the room.

      I glanced at her, trying to understand who she really was. “You’re the queen’s most loyal guard.” At least up until ten minutes ago.

      “Do you know why?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t sure if we should be talking about it. The queen had ears everywhere. “I do not. Why did you save El from Akar twice?” If it had been Akar suffocating El, Quarl must have stepped in once before. Why would the creature who murdered Met’s mother and wore her skin save what I loved? I couldn’t think of any reason other than what El had already said, Quarl supporting me against the queen.

      “I am loyal to the royal order. Dark fae require strict order, or there is nothing but death and blood. I am very adept at death and blood, but it must remain in its place or the children suffer.”

      There were so few dark fae children. Siblings were rare and the queen had killed so many of our kind. That’s one of the reason I didn’t want to cause an uprising unless it could be ended before the loss of life. “The royal order, you mean my rule once I take my bride and rise against the queen. Aren’t you concerned that I will not marry while I have El?”

      “She is mortal, and you have many enemies. She has her own darkness to contend with.” She didn’t say anything else as we walked down the long hall towards the lobby. It was so bright, busy, cheerful, filled with humans milling around and exclaiming to each other.

      I blinked a few times to adjust to my human skin, passing through the crowd like I was one of them. Quarl hesitated at the edge of the lobby and sniffed before turning towards the revolving door.

      I followed behind her, smelling El and Osky’s trail outside. Was she getting tacos with him? It was suddenly dark, filled with the scent of cold predators and warm prey. I walked more quickly with Quarl shadowing me. El shouldn’t be out in the night without me. Two blocks later, I completely lost her scent, but I could still follow Osky’s.

      I whirled around to Quarl. “I’ll follow the friend. You check every alleyway and street from here to the hotel.”

      She nodded and turned, disappearing along with a gust of wind. I ran through the slow humans to an apartment building with a passcode. I didn’t want to bleed on it, so I crushed it and pulled it off. I ripped open the door and took the steps four at a time, following that scent I disliked more every moment.

      When I got to his door, I had to take deep breaths to calm down. It would be faster to get information from Osky if he wasn’t terrified.

      Osky opened the door before I knocked. “Oh, hi there! Are you looking for El? Two blocks away from the hotel and she just had to run back and make up to you. Come on in. You can have a drink before you go back, or better yet, call her, and she can come!”

      I turned and ran back down the stairs, three and four at a time while panic rose too high and too hot.

      “Kiss her for me!”

      I flew through the front door with the broken lock. She hadn’t gone back to the hotel. Her scent had disappeared. Either she’d gotten a ride in a car, or something was blocking her scent from me. Either of those options were terrifying. How could I have let her go when she needed me? Why didn’t I kiss her and forget about everything else?

      I sprinted, but there were too many people and I got tired of being careful with the fragile humans. I had to find my unicorn before darkness touched her again. I had to find her.

      When I picked up her scent, I trailed her helplessly back to the hotel. It was possible that she was in her room, somehow passing through the lobby without running into me.

      “Where’s El?” Her dad grabbed my arm.

      I turned to stare at him. She wasn’t with him. My stomach tightened and a roar swelled in my chest. This wasn’t the place to lose control. “I don’t know. Maybe she went to the room.”

      “I just came down from there.”

      I closed my eyes and took a shaky breath. “I tracked her two blocks from the hotel. She’s been taken.”

      I heard his shaky inhale and felt the tension in him. “Can you find her?”

      I opened my eyes and studied him. Could I? Probably not by running around the streets of New York mad with rage and fear. “I can try. I’ll need a rooftop and something of hers. Quarl is running a sweep right now.”

      He nodded. “Lex, my brother will come and help find her. He’s a slayer like no other. They call him the White Knight. Stay away from him. He might hurt you.”

      I growled under my breath. “I don’t care if he hurts me as long as she’s safe.” Was it possible that the queen had taken her? Could I trust Quarl? If Quarl chose to tell the queen that El had seen my skin, touched it, El’s life would be forfeit. I had to trust Quarl or kill her. Killing her would be problematic. The queen would be furious and demand sacrifice, but most importantly, Quarl had saved El’s life twice. I owed her a debt for that.

      “You’ll need to get something in the room,” El’s dad said, nodding towards the elevator.

      We entered while my mind spun and I strained my senses, trying to remember the blood runes I’d need to track a mortal as well as catch a trace of my unicorn.

      “How did you lose her?” he asked the moment the doors closed.

      I swallowed. “She was attacked. I was cleaning up while she was supposed to go straight to her room.”

      “Attacked by…”

      “The creature from before, above the garage. Goblin.”

      “From your world? Why did he attack her?”

      I shrugged. There were too many reasons I wasn’t sure about that Peter couldn’t know about.

      “Why did you leave her alone? I trusted you to protect her.” His voice was soft but all the more cutting for that.

      Why had I been so careless? My world was filled with darkness and danger. If I couldn’t protect her from my friends, how could I protect her from her enemies? “It was a mistake. She was in shock. I…” I’d been too angry and confused to be careful. Quarl had sent her to her room. Quarl should have protected her if I couldn’t. No, Quarl wasn’t responsible for her. This was my guilt alone.

      “You think she should be alone when she’s in shock? Don’t you understand what happens to her when she’s alone? Do you think we let Abe stay with her because we don’t care about our daughter sleeping with some guy? She’s stalked by a dark force that he keeps at bay. If you leave her alone, he’ll come, her Mr. Night and his shadowmen. Find her. Do whatever it takes.” He pulled out his phone. “Lex, I’m in the city. We’ve lost her.”

      “Two blocks from the hotel,” I said.

      He nodded and repeated me. He rode the elevator back down without getting off while I rushed down the hall. As soon as I got to the room, I opened El’s suitcase and pulled out the pajamas she wore the night before. I gripped them tight and left the room, closing the door behind me. I went to the elevator, but instead of going down, I hit the button for the roof. I would bleed to find her. I would do whatever else it took. And when I did find her, and whatever nightmare thought she was his prey, there would be more blood. An ocean for every one of her tears.
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      One block away from the hotel, I heard Mr. Night laughing. I shook my head because I didn’t need this, not now, but he only laughed louder, ringing in my head on and on until after one more block I had to jerk away from Osky’s ever-growing ick. The further from Met, the worse it was. And the more I realized how stupid I was for leaving the hotel.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I shook my head and pulled away from him. “I need to get back. Met and I didn’t part on the best terms. I’ll call you.” I turned and ran towards the hotel.

      Mr. Night appeared in front of me and I ran into his solid body. I jerked to the side, into an alley that smelled sour and rotting. He tilted his head as he followed me deeper in, staring at my cheek. Was it still bleeding? I touched it as I took a step backwards. The cut was completely healed but the residue remained from the goblin attack. I blinked at him. Had this whole competition been a hallucination? No. This wasn’t a hallucination. Mr. Night was real. I looked around for a weapon. I wasn’t going to get a piece of wood this time. I snatched up a jagged glass bottle. Would that be enough to kill him? Probably. Maybe. I’d killed him so many times. Hopefully my necklace would channel his energy into one place so the death would stick this time. And yet, hadn’t he saved me in the witch’s attic, and the night the goblin tried to suffocate me?

      He smiled as he took his time, like he was waiting for me to get ready.

      “Hello, Unicorn girl.” His voice was different, real, solid, and beautiful. It was the kind of voice that slipped inside your head and swirled around until your thoughts became tangled and weak.

      I swallowed and gripped the bottle tighter. “Go away. I don’t want to kill you again.”

      He laughed and took a step closer, feather hair swinging across his sharp cheekbones. I knew what they felt like, what every piece of him was like against me. I’d fought him every night for so many years. He’d hurt me and hurt me, and I’d learned how to adapt, how to escape, how to defeat him, but it was never permanent, never enough. Dreams weren’t reality, but when he came here like this, it felt like it.

      My hand shook as I raised the bottle threateningly when he took another step closer to me. “I have a boyfriend. He will eat you.”

      He grinned, and it was the most beautiful smile in the world. “The monster of monsters? It’s like you’re trying to find someone worse than me. I’ve heard the stories. Why are you attracted such terrible beasts?”

      “He’s not a beast or a monster. He’s just different.”

      He tilted his head the other way and studied me behind those mirrored glasses. “Not a beast or a monster? The night is young. If he isn’t a beast, what is he doing with a creature like you? Such a precious beastie of my heart, killing me every year I saved you.”

      “You never saved me.” Only maybe he had. I lifted my chin. “And if you did, it was just so that you could keep playing with me, hurting me.”

      “Well that’s one way to look at it. It’s not untrue. I do adore playing with you.” He took another step closer to me. I slashed him with my bottle, low. Sometimes I won our nightmare battles, but he’d only reward me with more pain. He dodged then took two steps closer. “You’re so eager for my blood today. I love it when you’re hungry for my pain,” he purred as he took another step.

      I swiped at him and he dodged to the side with another grin. That’s when I realized that I really didn’t want to kill him. I should have moved faster and reverse slashed his face, but I wanted to know why he’d helped me, who he was, why he haunted my dreams. Making me hurt couldn’t be that fun for him.

      “Can we skip to the part where you go away? You don’t want me to kill you. This time I’ll make it permanent.”

      He studied me. “Would you? I think your dreams would get much worse if you didn’t have me in them.”

      I snorted. “Are you messing with me? You give me the nightmares.”

      “I adapt your nightmares.”

      I scowled at him. “If that’s true, I’d have been having nightmares every night for the past three months since I managed to shut you out.”

      “You shut me out? That hurts. And here I thought you were avoiding your own demons.”

      “Liar.”

      He laughed and grinned at me, showing a dimple in his cheek. His lips were so beautiful. No. There was no beauty in this monster. “I am beautiful, Eleanor. I am also a monster, but you appreciate the beauty of the very most monstrous this world has: your Methuselah Barrow. I am also a liar, but not about your nightmares. You can’t remember anything. That’s what I did, give you nightmares instead of memories. You can cope with nightmare, but not memories. Such a delicate unicorn.”

      I slashed at him again, but I knew my heart wasn’t in it. “I’m not delicate. I remember some things. I remember Icarus. I remember promising…” I swallowed. “Are you him or did you kill him? Are you brothers? What’s the connection? I want to remember. I need to.”

      “Don’t ask questions that you don’t want to answer.” His voice was taunting, sing-song.

      “I want answers!” I stood and gripped the necklace at my throat, the amethyst beating in my hand with a life of its own, strength that could burn him to ashes and smoke.

      “Then take them. They’re in your head, just waiting. Close your eyes. I’ll wait to be killed until you’ve remembered, if you really want to. I’m a very patient victim.”

      I shuddered. The agonizing pain went on forever when he wrapped my dreams in torture. I closed my eyes. I almost expected to feel his touch, but like he said, he would wait for me to search my memories. I went over everything I could remember about the last competition, the yellow ostrich costume that tickled my nose when I bent down to take off my shoe, and then nothing until the flickers Met had given me, Icarus in the darkness, Icarus and I running for freedom, Icarus letting me go with his heart in his eyes.

      “We’re running out of time,” Mr. Night murmured, right at my ear.

      I jerked away from him, glaring. “You said you’d be patient.”

      “It isn’t my schedule that’s tight, my love. I could stand here soaking in your shine all night, but Moros wants you very badly. Almost as much as I want you.”

      He smiled and brushed my cheek with the back of his fingers sending a wave of awareness through me without a single iota of ick. That’s what I hated most about our yearly killings, how my nightmare wasn’t ick when everyone I loved was. He was like Met. Maybe I really was attracted to monsters.

      The smell of the alley faded away and everything got blurry and weird. Memories swirled of hands over my mouth dragging me, leaving a trail of yellow ostrich feathers floating softly to the ground. After a dark, dizzy ride, the hands pulled me out of the car in front of a big boxy building that smelled like pain and fear. It was night, but I could still easily make out the man who stood on the broad cement steps. He was beautiful, so beautiful he looked like he should be kind to go with so much charm and charisma. Then he looked at me with those dark eyes that went red, and I heard screaming.

      That was me, screaming and kicking, fighting and clawing, trying to get away from the red eyes. Those were the eyes Jax drew. He was the monster she feared.

      He laughed and picked me up by the arms. Ick. Ick, ick, ick, ick, every level of ick you could possibly imagine and then some.

      Mr. Night whispered, “You don’t have to remember,” but I pulled away from that voice, that light in the darkness. I had to know the truth so I could face my past and create a future with Met.

      Red Eyes carried me through so many scenes of sordid debauchery. I wasn’t sure what was lust and what was simple cruelty. Everything looked horrible and frightening to me. They left me in a white cage in the center of a dark room surrounded by other cages.

      After hours in darkness, someone else got thrown into the cage with me, a skinny kid who glared at me before he turned his back covered in thin rags and wouldn’t talk to me.

      “Are you a prisoner here?” I whispered, creeping up to his shoulder.

      “We’re all prisoners here. Stay quiet. Maybe you’ll get lucky and they’ll forget about you until you die of starvation.” His voice was an angry hiss.

      He reminded me of Jax. “What’s your name?”

      He shot me a dark look that made me smile for some reason. Oh, because he looked like an illustration in our storybook of Greek mythology, Icarus with his red hair and feathery tips. He was beautiful, too beautiful to be a real human.

      “There isn’t any reason to smile.”

      Before I could say anything, a slim and dark shadow came and took me, dragging me into another cage. Icarus kept his back to me while they tortured me, sticking needles under my nails and twisting the skin on my back until it had large bruises, then I was thrown back into the cage with Icarus.

      I didn’t move for a long time. It was mostly dark, but sometimes a cage lit showing a scene of depravity I didn’t understand or want to understand. I curled up in my own corner while my back hurt, my hands hurt, and I wanted to go home. Jax would miss me.

      “Who’s Jax?” he asked, close by me.

      I lifted halfway up and stared at the boy who should fly away into the sun and take me with him. “My sister.”

      “Show me.”

      I frowned at him as I thought of Jax, the way she scribbled pictures of red eyes and held onto me even when I didn’t like it.

      “Your sister is a succubus? What are you?”

      “What’s a succubus?”

      He smiled then, the first smile I’d seen on him. It was beautiful enough that I had to touch the corner of his lips. That smile made my heart pound.

      He nodded at me. “You’re a unicorn. Don’t worry. No matter what they do, you’ll be somewhere else. Where should it be? Flying through the sky on rainbows? A lake filled with snowy swans? I’ve never been to a lake or seen a rainbow. Show me.”

      He put his fingers on my forehead and I thought of all the beautiful places I’d seen, gardens and mountains with sky stretching on to eternity. The sun. He wanted to see the sun.

      I shook my head. “You can’t look at it or it will burn out your eyes.”

      “Even if you’re human?”

      I nodded soberly. “No one can look directly at the sun without it making you blind. Don’t you know anything? You really are like Icarus.”

      “Who?”

      “The boy who had wax wings to escape, but he flew too close to the sun and they melted. He fell into the sea and drowned. It’s kind of depressing, but I always thought it was funny. Why haven’t you ever seen the sun?”

      He shook his head and nodded at me to keep thinking about the world of light and beauty. I fell asleep next to him, his fingers still on my face, pulling my memories out of me so in my dreams I was with him, flying on a Pegasus through rainbows and sunbeams.

      When I woke up, the skinny shadow was back, probably for more torture. Icarus attacked him, but only got kicked back for his efforts. I screamed and tried to go to him, but was dragged by my hair and sharply slapped.

      That time instead of a chair with restraints, it was a bed, black silk that rustled until I saw the bed’s occupant. He was beautiful, so beautiful, but not quite as breathtaking as Burning Eyes. He smiled and gestured me close. The shadow man brought me to him. As soon as he touched me, my mind fled and I was flying through the sky on a Pegasus with Icarus. We would fly too close to the sun and get burned.

      My time with Icarus was broken with visits to the chair or the bed. Icarus didn’t take me flying through rainbows when they hurt me, just when they took me to the bed. After the bed, Mr. Beautiful would hand feed me grapes and have me drink sweet wine that made my throat burn. I’d steal whatever I could and give it to Icarus when I got back. He’d eat the fruit and ask about home. Every little detail seemed to delight him. He didn’t mind me calling him Icarus, and I liked him calling me unicorn girl. Maybe that kept things feeling like a dream. Eventually I would wake up, and everything would be over.

      One day, or night, no idea, Red Eyes came to the cage. We were huddled together from the cold.

      “Pretty picture. Come August. I require your services.”

      Icarus stood up and left me, pushing my hands off and refusing to look into my eyes.

      That time when I was taken to Mr. Beautiful’s bed, there was no Pegasus waiting for me at that first touch, or the second, or the millionth. I screamed and thrashed, but my reaction was met by amusement and force mixed with suffocation.

      “Hush, my precious one,” Mr. Beautiful said, his words tainted by the shame.

      I wanted Icarus to take me away. Why couldn’t he take me away from this? I closed my eyes and tried to take myself away. I pretended as hard as I could that I was somewhere else until it was over and Mr. Beautiful fed me grapes and wine. I choked on the blood red wine and couldn’t keep the grapes down.

      Mr. Beautiful stroked my hair and kept trying to feed me, but at last he gestured for the shadow man to take me back to the cage.

      When Icarus got back, I didn’t notice for a long time. I just felt dumped out and stuffed with jagged razors.

      He touched my shoulder and I jerked away from him, pressing into the bars.

      He sighed and went to the opposite side and curled up in a ball. I stared at his back for a long time. I could see the base of his spine and a fresh red mark along with old scars. What had Burning Eyes done to him?

      I crept over to him and sat behind him, leaning against his back, giving him warmth and hiding those scars so no one else could see.

      “Don’t remember,” someone whispered from far away. I shook my head and pressed deeper into the memory, into the darkness. I had to walk through it if I could ever find my way home, back to the light for good, a master of my mind.

      I remembered being taken to a room further away, in a small cell with leather and chains. Icarus was chained to the bed. A beautiful woman stood beside him in a red leather corset holding a red leather whip. She’s the one who gave him those horrible wounds.

      “Welcome to my domain. Here you will learn the art of pain. They say that you take it very well. Now you will learn to relish it. August does so enjoy the pain.” She brushed his feathery red hair away from his eyes, red like blood. His dark eyes were bright and fearless as he looked at her. He didn’t look at me, not for a moment.

      “No. I don’t want to watch you hurt him.”

      Her eyes widened like she was shocked. “Me? Oh, no. You will hurt him, my sweet child. Dress her.”

      The shadow man took my arms while another pair of hands pulled off the dingy shift that was something like a hospital gown. The red leather corset fit perfectly.

      “Don’t remember.” The voice was more insistent. I blinked and heard his screams from the distance until I was back in the white cell. I huddled in my corner and Icarus huddled in his. I felt shame that was worse than the razors. I’d hurt him and liked it. I was turning into them.

      I pressed my eyes to my knees and shook with soundless sobs. Icarus was beside me, his warmth spreading through me.

      “It wasn’t you,” he whispered. “They get into your head until you do what they want, feel what they want. It’s not you. None of this is you, not really. I know you. I’d rather you hurt me than anyone else.”

      I looked up at him. I couldn’t see him very well. Most of the cells were dark and quiet.

      “Why?”

      He hesitantly reached out and touched my hair. “Because you showed me rainbows and sunbeams.”

      “Can we go there now?”

      He nodded and we curled up together and dreamed, either awake or asleep, I wasn’t sure, and it didn’t matter. After that, I was always half dreaming, and he was always with me, softening the edges of everything and making it bearable if barely.

      The longer I was there, the more I understood the other cages, the things and the pain and the reason. Mr. Beautiful was very gentle with me considering. Everyone was. There were seven levels to pain and seven levels of pleasure. It would take years to learn all of them.

      One time when Burning Eyes took Icarus away, I stood up straight and started working on choreography. When I left here, I wanted to be good for something other than cowering. I would leave.

      When Icarus came back, he wasn’t in the mood to talk or dance with me. He curled up in his corner and watched me until he fell asleep. He’d been gone for a long time. What had they done to him? We had to get out. I knew what it looked like from the outside. I knew where the entry was, and if I worked really hard, I could get some kind of idea where I was in relation to it. It was a warren of small rooms, and tight stairs, winding around, a maze that made no sense. I wasn’t going to stay here. I would escape and then…

      Icarus had his finger on my lips, his eyes large and serious as he whispered. “Don’t think so loud.”

      I blinked at him and pulled his hand down. “Help me.”

      He frowned at me. “Where would I go?”

      “Home. My parents are always taking in strays. My mom just kept me when someone left me with her. She doesn’t know my birthday or anything. Do you know yours?”

      “August. Every year I have a birthday with my mother.”

      “You have a mother and she lets you live like this?”

      He stared at me, a little bit fascinated by the horror in my voice. “She pays for the visits.”

      I gripped his hand tightly. “Maybe she can come with us.”

      He cocked his head and stared at me, dark eyes growing faraway. “I like that dream. Let’s have it a lot.”

      He didn’t take my plans for escape seriously, but I did what I could, paying attention until one night in the dark, I got out of the cage. I’d managed to put a bit of red leather I’d worried off the corner of my corset into the latch, so when the Shadowman closed the door with a clang, I was there to hold it closed, but he didn’t see, didn’t notice. I waited until it was quiet and then I grabbed Icarus and pulled him with me. He went without resisting even though he was tired and disconnected from whatever Red Eyes had done to him. I hated Red Eyes so much. No one would ever hurt Icarus again. We just had to stay in the shadows and not get caught.

      We actually made it to the outer doors when Icarus stopped moving. He just stood there in the middle of the well-lit foyer and stared at the gray doors like he didn’t understand what it meant.

      I dragged him, yelled at him, screamed at him, but no matter what I did, he didn’t move. It didn’t take too long for the shadow men to take me back to the white cage.

      I didn’t talk to Icarus for a long time.

      “You should have gone without me,” he finally said.

      “Never. I will take you with me no matter how long it takes, if I have to beat you unconscious first.”

      The next time I visited Madame Corset, I didn’t mind Icarus’s pain so much. He thought he deserved it. He hadn’t run because he thought he belonged to the darkness. I felt so much anger, but I wasn’t allowed to hurt him in anger, only in care. I screamed at Madame Corset, and attacked her with the whip and ended up taking Icarus’s place.

      He beat me without any anger or emotion, but his eyes burned with anger.

      When we were back in the cage, I curled up far away from him until I leapt up, stomped over to him and flung myself down next to him.

      “I’m so angry at you. Don’t you want to be free?”

      He hesitated before he took my hand. “I want you to be free. If you need me to be with you, it doesn’t matter what I want. Next time I won’t hesitate. I swear it.”

      “Pinkie promise.” I held out my pinkie and he frowned at it. “Like this.” I linked our pinkies together. “ I promise I won’t ever leave you behind. Never ever.”

      It wasn’t much longer after that when Icarus wouldn’t wake up, not for a long time. The shadow men came to take him away, and he wouldn’t stir.

      He was so thin. Maybe he’d finally starved to death, like the lucky ones. Finally they brought him back, awake, but pale and weak.

      I wrapped my arms around him, trying to warm him up. He was so cold.

      “What happened?” I whispered, holding onto him and burying my face in his shoulder.

      “Home. I’ll go with you, wherever you go, Unicorn Girl.”

      I stared at him while fear ate at my bones. “Kiss me.”

      “Why?”

      “In case you die.” That must have made some sense to him and after a minute, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine. For a small forever everything bad went away and there was only the two of us, warm, fed, happy, holding hands and looking at a waterfall with the sun setting behind it.

      Then he pulled away and fell limp. When Red Eyes came for him and saw him unconscious, he tutted and gestured for me to come.

      “No. I won’t leave him.”

      He cocked his head. “Do you still think that you are in control of your life? Do you see our young friend?”

      “You aren’t his friend.”

      He smiled. “No, I’m his father. He’s my son. Do you know what that means?”

      I swallowed while my stomach churned.

      “He’ll be exactly like me. Not exactly. He’s still learning, growing, filling his potential, but in the end, he’ll be even worse than I am. He’s been fighting it, refusing to eat, to join us at the revelry, to embrace our nature. You’ve helped a good deal. He wouldn’t perform for me, but he would for you, such a sweet mistake. He’ll find them for me, your mother, your sister, and when he does, I’ll bring them back where they belong. Don’t worry. I won’t keep them down here in these cages. This isn’t the world for them. This is a place for those without the blood, for those who aren’t born creatures of the dark. If August survives through his latest rebellion, maybe I’ll let him keep you. Would you like to be the pet of the greatest nightmare the world has ever seen?”

      “Would you?”

      He laughed and took my chin in his hand. Ick. So much ick, but there was a layer of something appealing underneath it. “Would you like to make me your pet, little one?”

      His red eyes filled me and for a moment all I could see was darkness and burning. That’s when the cage rattled against the stone, throwing me away from him and over Icarus.

      Red Eyes was gone, and then there was screaming and explosions. The cage shook and then Icarus had his arms around me. I held onto him, so tight. We stayed like that until everything stopped shaking and a haze of smoke filled the air.

      I’d reached the end, and was left aching for Icarus who’d I’d promised to never leave. I’d stay with him and love him forever and ever and ever and ever and ever.
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      I opened my eyes in that back alley, but it was so much brighter than that dark hole where I’d found innocent love. Love was in the strangest places.

      “Why do you hurt me?” I whispered.

      He stared at me, the reflective moons of his glasses showing me my own face, the horror and hurt in my eyes.

      “You promised that you wouldn’t leave me.” He smiled slowly. “Pretty unicorn girl, how else were you going to learn the seven levels of pain after they took you? I know you didn’t want to leave your precious Icarus, so I stayed in your dreams.”

      I scowled at him. “Make up your mind. You said that you changed my memories into nightmares. You’re Icarus. You’re the idiot who didn’t know how to run.”

      His smile twisted. “Am I? Pity I didn’t run while I could. Now I’m bound to Moros like you will be bound if he gets you again. It’s more difficult every year to hide you from him.”

      “You hid me? Why the pain? Loving you when I was a child, trying to save you, did not merit you tormenting me for years.”

      He cocked his head. “Do you think so? My precious beastie, how else would you learn to kill what hunts you?” He looked off into the distance like he was listening to something.

      I took that moment of his distraction to dodge around him towards the alley entrance. If he was that boy, the child who had been tortured with me, I really couldn’t kill him. He’d been raised badly, but he’d struggled against the darkness that was all he knew. There was light in him, at least there had been.

      I broke into a run but halfway to the end of the alley the shadows got thick. They gathered together then rose into a person.

      He smiled when he saw me, that smile I’d just seen in memories. Mr. Beautiful wasn’t as big as I remembered. That’s the only coherent thought I had before I was screaming and slashing at him with the jagged bottle.

      I was so fast, so angry, so vicious, and the way I moved, I’d practiced with Abe, but this person, the way I was, it’s like I was in my dreams fighting the shadow men, the embodiment of pain without hesitation or reason. I knew how to kill him, but that wasn’t enough. No. I didn’t just want his pain, I needed it and I was going to take it and take it as long as possible.

      His head was mostly disengaged when I held him against the wall, the bottle pressed against his heart. He stared at me and looked sad.

      He raised his hand and touched my cheek. “You turned out so beautifully.”

      I froze and for a second I saw myself, covered in his blood, and him slashed bloody, his life draining away while I reveled in it.

      Mr. Night’s voice was right behind me, watching Mr. Beautiful bleed out without interfering. “Truly you are vicious. I’ve missed you. I almost want to bring you with me, but he wouldn’t let me keep you as I saw fit. No, he’d probably hang you from the ceiling to serve as décor. You do light up a room. I saw you dance. Beautiful, even better than in dreams. We should dance more. Yes, most definitely, more dancing and more of this…”

      He touched Mr. Beautiful’s face and licked the blood off his fingers.

      “I didn’t do that. You were in my head or something.”

      He cocked his head and studied me. “No, I wasn’t. Do you want me to be? It can be arranged. Who should we kill now? The torturer. He liked you so much. So did your Mr. Beautiful.” He turned to stare at the fallen guy. In a sudden flash of fury, Mr. Night kicked him hard and vicious, sending a stream of blood out of his throat.

      “Is he really dead?” I didn’t want to touch him, but if I could save Nathan, maybe I could save him.

      Mr. Night caught me from behind and swung me around to face him. “No. You can’t give your life energy to that monster. You have to accept that you killed him. And he’ll stay dead. Probably.”

      He laughed while I struggled away from him. He let me go. He wasn’t trying to hold me down, he just wanted to make sure I didn’t save Mr. Beautiful. I walked around in a circle full of nausea and aching, anger and horror. Too much. I’d killed the monster who had hurt that little girl and choked her on grapes. I still hated grapes.

      “You asked for me to be in your head,” he said although I definitely hadn’t.

      A man hesitated at the entrance of the alley then started towards us.

      Mr. Night was in my head, whispering that this one had taught me pain. He had a taser. I smiled when I saw it. That would be a good way to kill him.

      Mr. Night moved with me, his bloodlust and anger a million times worse than my own. I didn’t try to hold back. The things Mr. Night knew about hurting people, well, it made for screams that carried.

      We killed him but we took our time. I didn’t feel a flicker of hesitation or horror as his life drained slowly away. I licked the blood off my fingers and turned to smile at Mr. Night.

      He smiled back at me and held out his hand. I went to him, but I ignored the hand. Instead, I was against him, kissing him, blood mixing with darkness and desire that stirred me agonizingly. I’d never wanted so much. The pain of it was unbearable.

      He laughed and gripped my hair, holding me back as he stared at me. “Your mind is such a beautiful place to be, but I’ll let you feel your own desire for me.”

      He smiled and then I was alone in my head. I could tell because I was once more a mess of indecision and horror and disgust. I stumbled away from him, rubbing my mouth on the back of my arm. “I have a boyfriend. I don’t kiss anyone else.”

      He pursed lips that I could still feel on mine. “If I recall, Osky liked kissing you. You’re the only girl he’s ever wanted. Shall we go party with him? I could teach him all sorts of tricks.”

      I shuddered as I looked at the mess that had been alive a few seconds ago. “Leave him out of this.”

      He laughed, flashing his teeth at me. “As fun as this has been, and it has been extremely pleasant, we need to move things along. Come and kill me.”

      I turned to look at the bodies then turned back to him. “Why? Is it the sick part of you that needs to be hurt?”

      He smiled, touching his tongue to his lips. “That is part of it, I admit. Even your violence is pure. My precious dream, Red Eyes is coming. He’s here in New York hunting for you this very moment. I let these two find you so that we could celebrate the return of your memories properly, but I can’t delay much longer. If you don’t kill me, I’ll have to capture you and take you back to him.”

      I froze. Red Eyes was coming. He walked close and pulled me against him, breathing deeply against my hair, my face, my neck, inhaling the scent of me. He put a knife in my hand, curled my fingers around the handle and angled it up towards his heart.

      “And so with a kiss, I die,” he murmured before he pulled me into a close embrace that would have killed him if I hadn’t twisted the knife sideways so the flat skimmed over his shirt, slicing off buttons, but not finishing him off.

      He stared at me through those mirror glasses that showed my own face staring back at me. I ripped them off and stared into the eyes of the boy I’d known. I gazed into those soft eyes filled with more pain than could exist in one being.

      “I don’t want him to have you,” he said softly as though I were a disobedient child who didn’t understand.

      I raised my chin. “Tell me alternatives. Why do you have to work for him? Why don’t you leave? Are you still so afraid of freedom?”

      He pulled my hand to the back of his neck where a metal loop sank through his skin and wrapped around his spinal column. “I’m chained to him a little bit like you are chained to me.”

      The horror and revulsion I felt towards a monster that could do that to his own son surprised me. You’d think I’d have accepted that there were no limits to Red Eyes’ depravity. This seemed worse than all the rest. I wasn’t sure why.

      I gripped the link and could feel Red Eyes, those burning orbs, his hot breath, his hands. I shuddered as I felt his evil, his absolute and endless absence of any and all light. He was a vortex, a bottomless hole.

      “He’s demon,” Mr. Night whispered, his breath against my ear. “Part succubus, part something much stronger. Kill me, precious dream of mine. Kill me and live free for another year.”

      The link of metal burned my fingers, but I didn’t let go. I couldn’t. I couldn’t let Red Eyes keep him in slavery like this, coming every year to hunt me down for his master, however much he hated it.

      “I don’t hate it noticeably. Dying at your hands while you kiss me is the best part of my existence. By far. Unless we’re talking about my dream life. I have a very active dream life.”

      I tugged on the metal loop and he gasped, gripping me against him hard.

      “If I free you, do you promise to stay out of my dreams?”

      He stared into my eyes. “Your memories would drive you to madness without me.” He shrugged. “Some prefer madness. You can’t free me, but if you could…”

      I closed my eyes and gripped the ring in one hand, pulling him against me with the other and kissing him. I had him close enough that the amethyst dug into both of us. It got hotter and hotter while the ring in his neck grew colder. It hurt so much to hold onto that.

      Icarus kissed me steadily, centering me with his thoughts, calm and precise, so sturdy I could walk on his thoughts like a diving board over the abyss of pain and evil that was Red Eyes.

      I jumped. My soul and life sank into that link, deeper and deeper until I was lost in this horrible miasma of darkness, and then something flickered purple and everything was gone.

      I blinked the alley into focus while the link in my hand dissolved into ashes and tiny chunks of iron. From blood. How much blood had it taken to forge that chain?

      I stood there, staring at Icarus’s chin. When had he gotten so much taller than me? My legs went out and he caught me by the elbows while the world got spotty. That had been much worse than the time with Nathan.

      “My unicorn girl. How did you…?” He shook his head and started hyperventilating. “Free. I’m free.”

      I took his face in his hands. “It’s okay. It’s fun to be free. You can eat as many tacos as you want. You can watch the sunrise every morning and watch it set every night. There are millions of waterfalls in the world to see. Some you can even jump off. It’s going to be okay.” I beamed at him while this wave of ridiculous happiness rose up in me. I’d freed him. I’d freed him like I promised. So what if I couldn’t walk and he was completely in shock. He was free and could do whatever he wanted with his life. He got to choose dark or light. I’d saved Icarus so he could fly in the sun.

      He could be free, and I could be with Met. He would keep my nightmares and memories from crushing me.

      He inhaled sharply and gripped my arms painfully. “You think that I’m going to fly in the sun like I wasn’t raised by the darkness? You think that he’s a Prince Charming who can rescue you? No, Eleanor. He is a monster and his darkness is even thicker than mine. I will let you go, but not until you see him as he is.”

      He pressed a kiss to my forehead and the alley once more vanished.

      The snow was speckled in fresh blood. The crunch of footsteps broke the silence as I crouched, waiting with anticipation mixed with fear. The night exploded in blood and darkness that wrote itself in energy through the trees ahead.

      Met stepped out of the trees, drawing pictures on his forearm in fresh blood. He didn’t have a shirt on. His whole body was covered in bloody pictures, images that my eyes slid over, unable to fully understand. I waited until he was closer and then rushed towards him with a dozen other creatures of the night. We would take him down and rip him apart.

      He smiled as he came to meet us. He had no weapon other than his hands and the blood dripping off his human skin. So much blood. More followed as he ripped and tore with nothing but those hands and teeth.

      I held back, watching him destroy without hesitation, no with pleasure. He wanted these deaths and took them with gusto. He bit off a creature’s neck and swallowed while strangling another. When I was the only one left, he stalked up to me, blood dripping from his chin. He took my throat and I gasped.

      “Met!”

      He froze and his eyes burned into mine as he pulled me closer, searching my eyes, marking my forehead with blood that dripped into my eyes, giving Met a hazy red glow. “Where are you? I will find you. I will rip apart the world, but I will find you. Nothing will stand between us, not for long.” His eyes burned orange-violet, darkness that grew and grew until with a gasp I found myself back in the alley, held up by the dingy wall and Icarus’s grasp. He had his cheek against mine, his breathing rapid against my ear.

      “This is only the beginning, my dream. Part of you stirred at the sight of him killing so many. Desire. Can you desire him without shutting down? I could help you work through your fears. I’m free. I could help you…”

      I shoved him away from me and took a shaky breath, leaning heavily on the wall so I wouldn’t collapse. “You promised to set me free. That’s all I want from you. You have to find your own life and I have to find mine. The bond between us is broken. I kept my promise. Now you keep yours.”

      He stared at me. “I showed you how to protect yourself. I kept your memories from breaking you. Yes, I’ve kept my promise. I hope that he helps you more than he hurts you. You broke me free. Moros will want you more than ever. Now that your monster is fighting for you, your family will be tracked back to the Valley of Balance.”

      He pressed another kiss to my forehead before stepping away, dark hair swinging around his sharp cheekbones. “Your white knight is coming for you. Sweet dreams, unicorn girl.” He smiled slowly as he backed away from me and then after two steps, he shimmered and vanished, leaving me barely able to stand, certainly unable to walk.

      The world around me grew dim and weird. I fell sideways until I came down on Mr. Beautiful’s body.

      I screamed and scrambled away from him, trying to brush the blood off me. A silhouette stopped in the alleyway. I tried to stand up and run, but I was barely up, my hands braced against the wall in preparation to run when I got dizzy and fell down again.

      On the same body. I crawled backwards from him and came up against a pair of legs. I turned my head and saw a white boot streaked in blood. I looked up and up and up, and there was my rescuer from long ago.

      “Can you stand?” he asked in a low growl that reminded me of Met.

      I shook my head.

      He grunted and bent down to pick me up. He was so big. He would keep me safe, keep the monsters away, the memories, the bouts of depression and suicide attempts, the shakes, the anger, he would hold me through all of it. His steady eyes were exactly the same.

      “Did you kill them?” he asked.

      I nodded and shuddered.

      “Good.” He carried me out of the alley.

      I started shivering and tucked my face against his neck, hanging onto him even though he didn’t need my help. He stopped at the end of the alley and put me down, holding me around the waist, trading hands as he shrugged out of his long white leather coat. He put it on me then picked me up and continued on.

      “I’m going to get blood on your coat.”

      He laughed, arms so strong and secure he would never drop me. Like Met. He took me to the stronghold in the middle of the city that I’d forgotten about in spite of spending weeks there, recovering from the fifteen days and nights I’d spent in hell.

      When we got to the stone building with saints carved into pillars and gargoyles carved into all the corners, he took his time with the door until he stepped into the white halls of the slayer stronghold.

      The wide marble hall had no furniture to clutter up the space, but weapons hung in neat rows.

      He took me to my room. It was white, white bed, white velvet drapes, white walls and so many lamps. He put me down on the white chair and went around turning on every single light until there were no shadows.

      I blinked in the brightness while he went into the bathroom and ran a tub.

      “I’m going to call Peter and let him know I have you safe. Your dance partner is probably still at the battle.”

      Met. Did the white knight know what Met was? “Battle? Wait. Uncle Lex, you’re Lex, aren’t you?”

      He nodded. He would have smiled if that’s something he knew how to do. He started to leave like that’s all he needed to say.

      “Wait, Moros knows about the Valley of Balance. My family’s not safe.”

      He inhaled deeply. “I’ll be just outside the door. If you need help, call.”

      He left me alone with the water running. I looked down at myself and even though I was wrapped in his enormous coat, I could see the bloodstained tips of my fingers.

      I carefully went to the tub while black specks filled my vision until I was there, gripping the edge of the tub. I’d tried to kill myself in that tub.

      Huh. I sobbed but it seemed to come from far away. I let the coat fall to the ground and then unzipped my beautiful silk nightgown. It wasn’t white anymore. I’d never been so happy as when I was dancing with Met. It had been perfect. We should have ended there, without the blood. He must think that I ran out on him. I guess I had.

      I lowered myself into the tub and started scrubbing off the blood. I kept having flashes of memory. My hand on my leg would become Mr. Beautiful’s which would turn into Icarus’. Was he really gone forever? Would it really be harder without him?

      When I’d first gotten back, I’d been a monster, vicious, out of control until the White Knight slayer and Mr. Night helped me function again.

      Now I was all grown up. I’d slain my own monsters, well, me and Icarus. I was so exhausted, emptied out from breaking Icarus free. I dozed, jerking awake from nightmares, but not the kind Mr. Night gave me. No, these were much worse because they were real. I shook my head and washed my hair then dragged myself out of the tub. My arms trembled like I’d been pumping too much iron.

      I wrapped a towel around myself and walked out into the bedroom. My white knight stood with his back to me. He was probably listening for sounds of suicide.

      “I’m not going to kill myself.” I sounded practically normal.

      He turned around cautiously in case I was naked. Ah, memories.

      “Do you have something in my size?”

      He nodded to the white dresser where the spare clothes were kept. I’d forgotten so much.

      “Of course.” I went and pulled out the clothes that were the same ones from before, pale loose cotton bottoms and white v-neck t-shirt.

      “What’s with the white?” I asked him, pulling the shirt on over my towel.

      He turned back around like I was going to flash him. I wasn’t. Except now I wanted to, just to get a rise out of him. Idiot me.

      I pulled on the white granny panties and bottoms, tightening the drawstring. I didn’t have to roll up the legs anymore.

      “I’m decent. Thanks. So, the white thing? Were you taken as a child and kept in a cage that was black?”

      He frowned at me before he nodded towards the door.

      I crossed my arms even though he clearly wanted me to walk out of this room somewhere else.

      “I need to sleep. I can’t sleep standing up, like you.” I almost smiled, remembering him standing guard at my door, snoring.

      “I wasn’t asleep.”

      “Snoring.”

      He frowned at me very sternly. “I didn’t think you remembered me.”

      “Unfortunate, I know, but my memories coming back. All of them.” A shiver swept through me along with a wave of exhaustion that had me dropping onto the bed. I closed my eyes and slept, not very long because I had a terrible nightmare about Mr. Beautiful and sat up, breathing hard and covered in sweat.

      “Are you ready now?” the white knight asked.

      I nodded and slid off the bed. I did feel slightly better in one way. I could walk probably a whole block. “Where are we going?”

      He didn’t answer me, just walked down the hall beside me.

      “You’re so chatty. I remember that too, except the time I got you drunk.”

      I grinned at him while he gave me a flat look that carried a world of weariness. I took his hand and swung it between us. The ick was about the same level as Abe after a lot of nights spent together. He felt like him, also like Met. He’d probably formed my entire idea of what a good man was. Big. Heroic.

      He led me outside onto the top of the front steps that led into the small courtyard in front of it. There was a metal gate in the stone fence, and Met stood on the other side of the gate, staring at me.

      “Met.” I jumped down the steps and ran the short distance to slam into the bars, covering his hands with mine. “Are you okay?”

      His smile flickered for a moment before it disappeared. His hands were cold. He had so much darkness in him. For a moment I saw it, the dark mixed with light, the potential for evil so thick and heavy if he ever stepped off the path of balance between the two.

      I gasped and pulled my hands off his. Mr. Beautiful had touched my hands, and I’d slashed him to death. I blinked Met back into focus. Maybe remembering wasn’t so great. “What… I mean, were you waiting here this whole time? I would have come sooner if I knew you were waiting. The White Knight didn’t say anything. He’s not a talker.” Panic and sadness swirled around inside me like a cyclone mixing up my words.

      “That’s not important. El, are you okay? What happened? I saw you. You were in the demon’s eyes.”

      I blinked and licked my lips. “Was I? Huh. It’s hard to tell what’s real sometimes. So you were really piling up all those bodies in the snow?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Along with your parents. Your dad is very quick. Is he really brothers with your White Knight? They don’t seem to share the same gene pool.”

      I laughed and brushed his fingertips before pulling back again. The panic was worse than when he’d unzipped my dress. I needed him to be my sanity, my stability. No, I didn’t. I was all grown up. I’d brought Nathan back and killed my own demons, even if the thought made me sick. I would figure this out. I would work through whatever issues I had until I could touch Met without flinching.

      “I’m gross to you,” he said quietly.

      I clasped my hands at my chest and shook my head. “No! Never.”

      He cocked his head and studied me. “You don’t have to lie to me. Even if I never touch you again, I’ll stay beside you.”

      I swallowed and fought the tears that rose in my eyes. “It’s not that.”

      “Was it the shock of seeing me naked…” a smile played around his mouth and he winked at me, like him being blue was something to joke about.

      I half-laughed, half-sobbed. “Your feet are the most adorable things in the world. I guess you don’t get cold. Your feet were bare in the snow…” covered in blood.

      “It bothered you to see me killing? There were no humans, no innocents, nothing but demons working for your enemy.”

      I laughed and sighed remembering the alley where I’d left my dead bodies. “That would be hypocritical. I killed two of them.”

      “Good.”

      I scowled at him. “Not good. That’s what Uncle Lex said.”

      “I saw the alley. You’re messy.” His eyes glimmered, still amused although he kept a straight face.

      “Did you eat them?”

      “No. I thought you might want to save them for later.”

      “Gross!”

      He laughed and grinned widely. “So gross. If it’s not the violence, what is it? You can tell me anything, El. You’ve seen me. You know me. I love you no matter what.”

      I swallowed. “I think it’s desire. You see, Mr. Beauti…I mean, the corpse I killed with the broken bottle, he had me and taught me… I mean, I love you and want to kiss you, but when I’m close to you, I remember and feel and it’s…” I took a rough breath like I’d been running too hard, too fast.

      “Does it help that he’s dead? Do you have some closure?”

      I rubbed my arms. I should have brought a coat. I didn’t feel the cold, not really. “I don’t know. I only remembered right before. Mr. Night, not to be confused with the White Knight, he helped me remember, or at least kept me from forgetting. I don’t know how long it will last. I don’t know anything other than the fact that I love you with all of me and it kills me that I can’t touch you.”

      “El.” He stepped closer, gripping the bars while his eyes darkened in intensity. “I’m sorry that I didn’t protect you. It rips me apart knowing that everything you suffered came from my own hesitation. I won’t make that same mistake again. You are my priority. Twice I put you in danger. I never should have trusted a goblin.”

      I touched his soft brown hair. It took a moment for the panic to get to me and I had to pull away. “Never trust a goblin. Sounds like a t-shirt slogan.”

      “Now I know what to get you for your birthday. You still don’t know when that is? You didn’t remember anything else about who or what you are?”

      I stared at him. “What I am?”

      He shrugged and glanced away for a moment. “Human. You smell human, taste human, but I can’t help thinking that there’s something else in you, something that will keep you alive a little bit longer.”

      My heart ached and I reached for him, gripping his wrist through the bars, hanging on and gazing at him while the panic swirled through me. “Met, I don’t want you to be unhappy. If it would be easier for you to walk away now—”

      He bent and kissed my fingers, his lips sending a shiver of awareness through me that was too much. I had to pull away. Tears stung my eyes as I gazed at him, hungry for his touch but unable to have it.

      “El, I’m not going anywhere. I will be at your side no matter what. That reminds me.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out his phone. “What do you need? Clothes, toothbrush, soap, dancing slippers, snacks?”

      I stared at him and felt a tear overflow and roll down my cheek. “You.”

      His eyes widened in alarm. “You’re going to eat me? Hm. Maybe I should rethink my devotion.” He grinned and shook his head. “Seriously, El, what can I get for you? Your White Knight isn’t going to be going anywhere until you’re stable. Those were his words. You’re not allowed to have any visitors, either, not even your family. Your mom’s kind of pissed about it.”

      I gripped the bars. “You saw them? Is everyone okay? He said that Moros will know that my family is in the Valley of Balance.”

      “He’s weak now. It’ll take him some time to gather enough strength to become a threat to a family of fierce slayers. And now I have a name. I’m going to enjoy hunting him and eating his heart.”

      I shook my head. “So gross.”

      “So gross,” he said agreeably then tapped his phone. “What can I get you? If you don’t tell me, I’ll just go crazy.”

      “Crazy, huh? Maybe I want to see that.”

      He dropped his head against the bars. “I think you did. I can’t lose you again, El, not like that. If you didn’t want to be with me, I would endure it, but letting your nightmare take you…” He snarled suddenly, fierce and terrifying.

      I gripped the bars close to him but not touching. “He’s not that bad. Full disclosure, I kind of kissed him.”

      He raised his head. “How do you kind-of kiss someone?”

      “You want a demonstration? I could ask the White Knight to help me out.”

      His lip curled. “Do you have a name for this nightmare? I’d like to hear about it from him.”

      “No. He’s not all bad. I don’t want you to hurt him.”

      He stared at me. “You don’t? What if he’s hurting an innocent? Should I stand by and allow it?”

      “Well, no, but I don’t think he does much with innocents.”

      “Not that you know.” He shrugged and straightened up. “You’re trembling. You need to rest. I won’t hurt your nightmare if he doesn’t hurt you.”

      “I set him free and he set me free. I shouldn’t see him again.”

      He gave me a sad smile. “And this kind-of kiss?”

      “I broke his chain to Red Eyes. Moros. Like with Nathan, the mouth-to-mouth, I thought it would help. I don’t know why. I was clearly unbalanced.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “I’m not going to ask you anything about it. If he hurts you, I’ll hurt him. If not… What do you want me to get for you?”

      I bit my bottom lip. I remembered the kind of food the White Knight had. “Cookies. I want the fancy grasshoppers you can only buy at a grocery store.”

      He tapped on his phone with a look of concentration. “And?”

      “I’m not going to ask you to buy me underwear, but if you could get some clothes from home, all white, that would be nice.”

      “The White Knight won’t let you have anything that you could possibly kill yourself with. Are you in danger of that?” He looked up, his eyes dark with intensity.

      I swallowed and rubbed my arms. “He’ll keep me alive.”

      “Okay. If I can do anything to help, anything at all—bleed on you, sing magic songs, or tell you dirty limericks—let me know.”

      “Dirty limericks? Met, I had no idea you had such hidden depths.”

      “I saw you dancing on the way to school that first day. I waited in my car so I could walk in with you and get a closer look. I haven’t wanted to take my eyes off you since. El, you really are my unicorn, my rare, mythical creature that makes me glad I’m a virgin.”

      I stared at him. “You’re a virgin?”

      “Mm. It’s up to you to seduce me, I mean, if you ever wanted to. I don’t know if I should tell you that you’re a virgin, still pure and innocent no matter what they did to you, because virginity is a state of mind, or let you feel ashamed and dirty.”

      “Do I feel ashamed and dirty?”

      He studied me. “Yes. You know that you were a victim and would never have chosen those experiences, but that doesn’t mean you don’t feel responsible for other men’s actions.”

      “And women.”

      “And women. It’ll take time to work through it. I’ve been reading psychology texts on the subject. You’re lucky that I’m so brilliant.”

      “Am I?” I smiled slightly while my heart pounded.

      “Of course. I also don’t sleep a lot, so I could spend days just watching over you so when you wake up…”

      “Waking up is hard. Honestly, everything’s hard right now. I’m so tired, but I’m so scared of sleeping. I want you to hold me and keep the nightmares away, but I have to face my memories, my past and come to terms with it. I’m scared that I won’t ever get better. What if forgetting was the only way to cope? I’ve always disliked touching anyone who wasn’t pure and innocent. I’m not very resilient. I want to be, but—”

      “You aren’t alone. If you want to forget, no one’s going to judge you for that. I think it would be better for you to work through this, but we all have things that we aren’t ready to face.”

      My heart pounded hard in my chest. I loved him so much, it felt like it would kill me, so much love pulsing through my body that needed an outlet but only had fear. “I love you.” I shook the bars and pressed my lips together to keep them from trembling. “Forever.” Ever and ever.

      A wave of panic swept through me and I sat down, bare feet against the concrete. At least it was clean. I stared at my toes. There was some blood beneath my cuticle. I would need to take a million showers.

      “El?” Met was crouched on the other side of the fence, hands gripping the bars. “El?”

      I wanted to beat myself on the bars until Mr. Beautiful stopped touching me. The bars creaked from Met’s pressure.

      I reached out and touched his hand, just the tip of his pinkie. He held very still as that one point of contact lessened the panic in his eyes. I had to be okay so he could be okay. No, I couldn’t keep this up, not with the screaming panic building.

      “It’ll be okay, Met. I just need some time.”

      He nodded and exhaled. “Time. I have time.”

      I nodded. “Can you come and visit sometimes?”

      He looked away. “Sure. Tuesday mornings are good for me.”

      “Every week?”

      “Ten in the morning.”

      “That’s so precise.”

      He smiled at me, warm, constant, beautiful. “Today is Tuesday. Ten a.m. is when you came out of those doors, almost exactly. It’s my favorite date. It should be your birthday.”

      “Oh.” How long had I been sleeping? I looked back at the white slayer. He raised his eyebrows to show, I wasn’t sure what, that he hadn’t turned into a statue or something. I slid my finger along the side of Met’s hand. He didn’t move, not even to breathe. “You just stayed here for two days?”

      He nodded.

      “Are you insane? Why would you do that? You must be exhausted, and hungry, and, and… Met, you have to take care of yourself!” My worry gave me strength to touch him longer.

      “Are you saying that you disapprove me camping out here for a week until you come out again? You never exactly agreed to the Tuesdays.” His eyes twinkled.

      I sighed. “Tuesdays. Ten a.m. I’ll be here. Does that mean you’ll be living in the city?”

      He nodded. “My dad already got me a place. I almost forgot to tell you—We placed, bronze, in case you were curious.”

      I gasped and grabbed his hand. “Are you kidding me? Where’s the medal? Is it pretty? Who took first? Did Osky? That would make Sadie so happy!”

      He smiled a real smile that made his eyes go soft. “I’ll show you next Tuesday. Osky took silver. Sadie and he had a huge fight. It was very dramatic. I think they might have broken up in case you’re looking for a new dance partner.”

      I shook my head. “Never.”

      “I’m not the best dancer and you don’t need someone quite so big to lift you up over your head.”

      “Yes I do.” I gripped his hand so tight, my nails dug into his skin. Could he feel pain through his skin? I swallowed down this panic mixed with certainty, a really weird combination to have. “After you, dancing with anyone else just isn’t enough. I love you. So much. Next Tuesday?” I tightened my hand, holding on through the panic before I let go and stepped back. “I love you.”

      “I love you. If there is anything you need me, promise that you’ll tell me. Promise.”

      I nodded while tears started filling my eyes. I did need him. I needed him to be outside of that gate while I fell apart inside. “I need you. I need you next Tuesday.”

      He gave me a short nod and then turned, took two steps away then whirled around to come and grip the bars. “I love you. I love everything inside and outside you. Don’t be ashamed of being hurt. I’ve been hurt too. It gives you empathy.”

      “Or violent outbursts.” Mr. Beautiful. Shudder. I was going to throw up.

      He smiled slightly. “Those can be necessary. I’m not going to judge you or love you any less.”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks and I hurriedly wiped them away. “Thanks. Next Tuesday.” I turned and ran across the pavement, up the steps, passing the white slayer like he was a statue. I ran down the white marble hall and into the white room. I took a bath, careful to scrub the blood out of my cuticles, and then fell asleep, for the first time in a long time ready for my nightmares or memories.

      Tuesday. Ten a.m. As long as it took.
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      I stood on the rooftop overlooking the slayer stronghold. I’d built up the perimeter with protection runes that would help El heal and keep her safe from her enemies. It was more potent than anything I’d ever done before. I’d used all the bodies of Moros’ men to create the elaborate blood runes that were adaptations of well-used traditional runes.

      Quarl stood behind me. I could feel her complex energy as she paused a respectful distance until I acknowledged her.

      “The family is safe?” I asked.

      “The Brother has agreed to look after them.”

      “Why are you here? You could have texted me.”

      “The queen summons you.”

      I turned to look at her. She winced from the weight of my princely gaze. I wasn’t in the mood to heed the queen’s whim. “Do you know why?”

      She gestured towards the stronghold. “My prince must know. You have created your first original blood rune. You have had your first bloodbath. The Queen celebrates your becoming.”

      I exhaled. Becoming. The priestess, otherwise known as the queen’s torturer and Quarl’s sister, would read my future and brand me. That wasn’t entirely true. She would bleed me, but my own magic would create the brand. Quarl’s brand was a dagger, a fitting tool for an assassin. The queen’s was a cup overflowing with blood. She showed hers with so much pride.

      If I had to return to the underworld, now would be best, with days until the next Tuesday. I’d also get the chance to read her intentions towards El. “I haven’t been through the New York portal. Lead on.”

      She nodded and turned, disappearing into the night. I glanced back once more to see the lit building, to hear one last strain of Eleanor’s song before I followed Quarl into the darkness.

      

      The End

      To get the next book in this series click HERE!
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