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Chapter
One

[image: ]


I’d always considered myself something of an expert on serial killers. Especially the ones who got away with their crimes for a long time. The supervillains, the hyper-intelligent ones, the geniuses, the super-manipulators…

The ones like me.

I wasn’t a psychopath or a sociopath or anything like that. I was just very smart. Give me a dead body, a write-up of everyone connected to the deceased, a map of their most recent movements, and I’d be able to point you straight to the murderer. Every. Single. Time.

Or, at least, that’s what I thought. But then again, my life had changed so significantly over the last three weeks, I barely even knew what was real anymore.

I’d always considered myself something of an expert on serial killers. Turns out, I was wrong.

I stared up at the man standing in front of me and swallowed nervously. He crossed his arms over his chest, watching me. We were all alone, too far outside the little town of Eternity, deep in the bayou, in the dead of night, surrounded by lush greenery and slow-moving water on almost all sides.

An icy trickle of dread ran down my spine. Nobody would hear me if I screamed. Nobody would miss me.

And I knew for a fact that this man hated me. He hated me with the fire of a thousand suns. I was starting to think I really wasn’t as smart as I thought I was.

Bah. Humble pie tasted disgusting. At least I finally figured it out.

He was waiting for me to say something, and because I couldn’t ever hold my tongue, I said exactly what I was thinking.

“It was you,” I whispered. I was so shocked, my lips felt numb.

He cocked his head. “What was me?”

Oh, good gravy, it all made so much sense now. All the clues fell into place like Tetris blocks, fitting together perfectly.

“You killed her,” I breathed out. “The roommate.”

“Who?”

I almost laughed out loud. He’d said it in such a careless way, as if he’d killed thousands of people and couldn't remember them all.

Maybe he had. Who was I kidding? He definitely had.

“Jessica,” I said. “You killed Jessica.”

His brow furrowed. Apparently, her name didn’t narrow it down for him.

“The girl who lived in my dorm room at Noctiluna House before me,” I explained. “I only got in because Jessica got murdered, and it freed up a space. Both residence halls were already full, and I wouldn’t have been able to study at Eternity College otherwise.”

A faint smile played on his lips. “That’s somewhat ironic, isn’t it?”

It was. I blew out an exasperated breath and looked away from him because I should have seen this much sooner. This Otherworld was so damn confusing sometimes, but I liked to think I already had all the basics down.

“It all makes sense,” I whispered. “The victim’s movements, her background, her digital footprint, her crippling shyness. All the clues were there, and as soon as I realized one little thing, everything fell into place.” I glanced up again and met his eyes. “Of course it was you who did it. It was you all along.”

He gave me a crooked smile. “Yeah, it was.”

“You cut out her heart,” I said, my voice faint. “You took it with you.”

“Yes.” He shrugged carelessly. “I did.”


Chapter
Two
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One week earlier…

I was sitting on a bench at the bus stop, deep in a passionate argument with the angel on my shoulder, when the man approached me.

“Hey there, pretty girl!” he bellowed as he walked towards me.

“Pretty girl?” I made a loud gagging noise, mostly because I couldn’t help myself.

It didn’t deter him at all. “Awww, baby, don’t be like that.” He swaggered over and dropped into the seat next to me, still grinning a wide, easy, confident smile. He leaned back, manspreading his legs into my personal space, and stretched his arms across the back of my seat.

I’d already inspected him thoroughly, and I knew he was coming over. A lifetime of managing Deborah’s unstable emotions had made me an expert in reading facial expressions and body language, then predicting what someone might do next. All the signs were there.

When this man saw me from across the street, he ran his gaze over me from head to toe, eyes lingering on my chest. Then his attention widened, taking in the whole empty bus depot, checking to see if there was anyone with me. Finally, I saw the smirk pulling at the corners of his mouth. I noted the confident swagger of his shoulders as he walked over.

He was in his early forties, with an olive complexion, coarse black hair, bright white veneers on his teeth, and a little stubble on his jaw. He wore blue jeans and a heavy brown leather jacket—warm clothes, obviously, because it was March, and early spring could be very chilly in Atlanta at night, especially in this windy concrete and steel bus depot.

It was close to one o’clock in the morning. The bus I’d taken from Philadelphia had terminated here over two hours ago. My next bus wasn’t due to leave until six am, and there was nothing I could do except wait.

I’d already finished all the books I’d packed for the trip. Infuriatingly, I was pretty sure my mobile carrier had started data throttling me because the internet on my phone was suddenly maddeningly slow. There was nothing else to do but sit here and debate morals and ethics with the angel on my shoulder until my next bus came along.

But this man had come along first. To give him some credit, he was fairly good looking—I was partial to older men—and he smelled fantastic. He wasn’t under the influence of drugs or alcohol, his eyes weren’t bloodshot, nor were his pupils dilated. The Rolex on his wrist looked real, but I’d have to check the weight and examine the laser etching on the crown of the crystal to be sure.

He turned his head and grinned at me. “I’m not going to bother you. Just wanted to come over and say hello.”

“By definition, that would be bothering me,” I said. “Don’t you think?”

“Don’t worry.” He chuckled. “I’m not hitting on you, I promise.”

“Well, I should hope not.” I pursed my lips. It was fine that I liked older men. It wasn’t fine that they liked me. Technically, despite being mentally older than Methuselah, I was still a minor.

“I’m Billy.” The man looked at me and waited expectantly.

An awkward silence fell between us. He seemed to be waiting for me to say something.

“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t ask.”

Billy laughed like I’d made a joke, flashing his big, too-white veneers, then went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “What’s your name, baby?”

Don’t do it…

“Marie. My name is Marie.” It wasn’t my legal name, anyway, so it didn’t matter if I gave it to him. “Can I help you with something, Billy?”

If he was unsettled by my directness, he didn’t show it. “It’s just… Well, it’s late, and you’re here at a bus stop in the middle of the night, all by yourself. I didn’t want you to get lonely.”

“I never get lonely,” I said, quite honestly. “I’m used to being by myself.”

Billy’s lips twitched; he was trying not to smile. “That’s sad, honey. You’re all alone?”

“Yes.” Unless you counted the angel on my shoulder, my imaginary friend. My only friend, really. Right now, I could feel her glaring at me with her arms crossed over her chest. “I’m just waiting for my next bus.” My head jerked towards the suitcase and duffle bags piled next to me. “It won’t be long. I only have a few hours to wait.”

“Oh, yeah? Where are you headed?”

“To my new school. See, I’m⁠—”

“Do you wanna come back to my place?’ Billy winked at me and slid his arm a little closer. “My apartment is close by. You must be freezing out here. You don’t even have a jacket on.”

I told you, the angel muttered.

Like I care. “I’m quite comfortable,” I told him truthfully.

He adjusted his position again, leaning forward, boxing me in, and smiled like a snake. “I could make you even more comfortable.”

“Billy...” I glared at him. “I thought you said you weren’t going to hit on me?”

“Oh, baby, I can’t help it.” He laughed merrily, like it was the funniest thing in the world. “You’re just so damn pretty.”

The Audacity. I capitalized both words in my head, because it was practically a noun. I wasn’t sure if Billy just had The Audacity or if there was something else going on here. I’d withhold judgement until he gave me more evidence to consider. Right now, he was just sitting too close and smiling an unbelievably sleazy smile.

“You look like a little doll.” His gaze roamed around my face. “You have beautiful pink lips, and your skin is like peaches and cream.”

My “beautiful pink” lips thinned in distaste. Two weeks ago, this guy wouldn’t have even glanced in my direction. Or, he might have, then he would have looked away quickly in disgust when he saw the state of my skin.

It wasn’t just a couple of zits—my entire face had resembled a volcanic crater since I was eleven years old. It was the worst case of cystic acne my dermatologist had ever seen. And now, it was gone.

The most irritating thing about it was how much money I’d spent on therapy. I’d done an enormous amount of work on myself to accept who I was, and I’d been totally fine with my acne. After all, there was nothing I could do about it. It was both a hormone issue and a stress response, and I couldn’t imagine my hormones settling down or my stress disappearing anytime soon.

I didn’t care about looking pretty. Nobody ever got a PhD in experimental physics and mechanical engineering by looking pretty. It was so far down my list of priorities, I even came to think of my cystic acne as a good thing—a defense mechanism, an armor, and a personality test for anyone with The Audacity to approach me and try to engage me in conversation, all rolled into one.

Superficial assholes avoided me like the plague. People who considered themselves “nice” or “helpful” would ask me if I’d tried washing my face or if I’d tried some particular specialized acne medication that they swore worked for someone they knew.

When that happened, it was kinda fun giving them a lecture on the side effects of each medication. A destroyed gut microbiome. Intense hormone fluctuations. Cracked lips and a dried-up asshole. It was always a nice opportunity to release some of my pent-up fury and embarrass someone at the same time.

Now, my acne was gone and with it went one of my defense mechanisms. People approached me. Women told me I was pretty, like that mattered, like the most important thing in the world was how I made other people feel when they observed me with their eyeballs. And men looked at me now, and I hated that more than anything.

Like, how dare they?

“I’m not a fan of your outfit,” Billy said, still leering at me, pouting in a way that made me want to hurl in his face. “But that’s the good thing about clothes. They come off.”

I choked back another gag. How do normal women deal with this kind of crap? I’d gone my whole life being practically invisible, and that was the way I liked it, goddamn it!

I’d tried to counter the lack of acne by dressing worse than usual, but it didn’t help. I glanced down at myself. Right now, I was wearing a baggy orange and purple striped t-shirt, a tattered pea green zip-up cardigan, and oversized jorts that reached my knees. In deference to the chill in the air, I’d put on a pair of thick work socks with my Crocs. It used to be enough.

I looked up and arched my eyebrow. “Are you for real?”

“I love your red hair,” Billy with The Audacity murmured. “Even the glasses are kinda cute. You’re kinda giving a sexy librarian vibe.” His arm, hanging on the back of the chair behind me, moved closer until he was touching my scapula, then, his thumb gently stroked my skin.

Huh. That was a quick escalation. Suspiciously quick, actually, considering how sober he appeared to be. I added it to my initial assessment of Billy with The Audacity and adjusted my expectations as to what would happen in the immediate future.

The angel nudged me. You could be wrong.

I’m never wrong.

Please give him the benefit of the doubt. He’s obviously a creep, but he might not be that bad.

I grimaced. How bad is bad enough for you?

You know the answer to that.

Holy moly. You are the most annoying figment of my imagination…. Bah. Fine.

I turned to face the man and fixed him with a hard stare. “You realize I’m only seventeen?”

“So?” He let out an easy chuckle. “Age is just a number.”

“Well, now that’s an asinine statement, Billy. Age isn’t just a number; it’s the length of time in which a being has existed in this world in a post-natal state, and because we live in a society where it’s become necessary to ensure the safety of those such beings who cannot protect themselves, governing bodies have put laws in place that require⁠—”

“Aww, baby,” Billy crooned right in my face, cutting me off, “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to take care of you! Come on.” He put one meaty hand on my knee and let out a gasp. “You’re so cold!” He rubbed my knee through the denim fabric of my jorts. “Come to my apartment. I live just a block away. You can warm up a bit, and you must be hungry.”

“Ohhh.” I breathed out the word, suddenly distracted. “I am hungry. I’m absolutely starving, actually. My… my social worker, she packed me some, um, juice boxes, but I finished them all before I even left Philadelphia. I don’t think she realized how hungry I was going to be on this trip. Even I’m a little surprised, if I’m being honest with you, Billy. I seem to be burning through nutrients at an accelerated rate.”

Billy’s arm tightened around me. “Good girl. You’ll come with me, then.”

The angel on my shoulder nudged me.

“No,” I sighed. “I’m not coming with you. I’ll have to just deal with the gnawing empty pain in my gut, and honestly… You’re kinda gross, Billy. And I don’t just mean your demeanor. Those veneers are ridiculous. I’ve seen horses with smaller teeth. You look like you could eat corn on the cob through a chain-link fence.” When the angel nudged me again, I continued, “I apologize if that hurts your feelings.”

“Hey!” A woman’s voice barked. The clop-clop sound of high heels suddenly echoed around the bus depot like gunshots. “Hey, you. Leave that girl alone!”

We both turned to see a woman charge towards us. She was white and middle-aged, with her dark hair cut short in a pixie-style. A thick, cropped fluffy fur coat hugged her top half, and her black jeans were so tight on her bottom half, they looked painted on. Her black patent heels had to be at least six inches, and the expression on her face was pure fury. “What do you think you're doing?”

And just like that, my expectations changed again. I took a deep breath in and exhaled with delight.

Marie… no.

This is awesome.

The woman caught my eye as she power-walked over to us. “Do you know this man?”

I shook my head, trying not to smile. “No, ma’am. I don’t know him.”

“I thought so.” She stopped in front of Billy with The Audacity, and wagged her finger at him, her eyes flashing. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Billy took his hand off my knee and reared back. “I wasn’t doing anything! I was just talking to her.”

“You were harassing her!” the woman snarled, waving her phone and shoving it in his face. “I saw you. I got you now, you creep. You had your hand on her knee. You’re disgusting! What are you, forty years old? Fifty? She’s a young girl! In what universe did you think it was okay to sleaze onto a young girl at a bus stop in the middle of the night? What the hell is wrong with you?!”

Billy stood up, holding up his hands, palms out. “She didn’t tell me to leave.”

“She’s probably terrified!” The woman turned her head sharply to face me. “Are you scared, honey?”

“Oh, yes.” I nodded vigorously. “So scared. Properly terrified.”

“See?” She rounded on Billy again, brandishing her phone in his face. “I got you, pervert. I got you on camera!”

“Okay!” Billy backed away. “Okay, I’m going. Jesus, woman, I was just trying to help!” He walked away, cussing under his breath, stomped across the deserted street, and turned a corner until he was out of sight.


Chapter
Three
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The woman slipped her phone back in her coat pocket, cocked a hip and put her hand on it, and sighed roughly. We both watched Billy with The Audacity until he disappeared, then she turned to face me. “Are you okay, honey?”

“I’m quite alright,” I said.

Her voice softened. “He must have scared you real bad, huh? Don’t worry, I got you. I’m Suzanne, by the way.”

“Marie.”

Her brow furrowed. “What are you doing out here all by yourself in the middle of the night?”

“Just waiting for my next bus. I’ve got a few more hours.”

She looked even more concerned. “You’re all alone?”

I nodded. “Uh huh.”

“Why? Did you run away from home or something? Does your mama know where you are right now?”

“No,” I said honestly. “My mother doesn’t know I’m here. She thinks I’m still in San Diego. I had to lie to her because she wouldn’t be happy with me if she knew I was so far away.” It was an understatement, but Suzanne didn’t need to hear my whole life story.

“What about your daddy?”

I shrugged. “I don’t have one.”

“Well… Where are you heading?”

“Louisiana. I’m transferring schools,” I told her. “I had a scholarship to Harvard, and I just finished my first semester, but due to a pretty crazy set of circumstances, I can’t go back there anymore. So, I’m heading to a very small private university called Eternity College. I actually didn’t want to go at first, but it turns out there’s a professor teaching there that I’m dying to work with.” I wriggled in my seat with excitement. Professor Mannheim was a genius; I couldn’t wait to meet him.

“Oh. Okay,” Suzanne said hesitantly.

“It was actually a miracle that I could get into Eternity College in the first place,” I continued, still a little giddy about how things had worked out. “It’s a tiny school. Enrollments are closed and all the on-campus accommodation is already full. Or they were but—get this, Suzanne—there was a murder at one of the residence halls a couple of weeks ago. A freshman was found dead in her bed at Noctiluna House with her heart cut out of her chest. Pretty grisly, from the sounds of it. Nobody else on the wait list wanted the room, so a space opened for me.”

The case was still unsolved, and I’d already made a commitment to the dead girl to solve it as a sort of thank-you for being gracious enough to get murdered so I could take her place.

Finding the murderer should be easy. After all, I was something of an expert on serial killers.

Suzanne’s expression changed, like something suddenly clicked in her head. Eyebrows raised, lips parted, slight nod of the head. “Oh,” she breathed out. “Okay, I get it. You’re a smart girl, huh?”

“Yes.” The smartest, actually.

She dropped down into a squat in front of where I sat at the bus stop, bringing herself to my eye level, her brow furrowed in concern. “Well, sweetie, I don’t want to be mean, but sometimes being brain-smart doesn’t really equal street-smart.”

“Oh, I get it, Suzanne,” I said, nodding vigorously. “You’re preaching to the choir over here. In fact, you wouldn’t believe what happened to me a few weeks ago! I was at a museum in Philadelphia, checking out an exhibit on ancient Egyptian architecture, and I got into a conversation with a very handsome older gentleman who decided to mansplain the concept of arch curvature and how it affects load carrying strength. I’m still not sure if he did it on purpose or not, but honestly, Suzanne, for me, it was like a red flag to a bull, especially since he was wrong.”

She stared at me for a moment.

“I know, right?” I chuckled and shook my head. “You just can’t go around being so confidently wrong like that, it’s embarrassing! So, I offered to explain the math to him, but I needed to draw some diagrams, and he told me he had a whiteboard in his van in the parking lot, so I… I…”

I trailed off and swallowed roughly. Little echoes of darkness washed over me for a moment, and I had to look away.

Fear wasn’t something I felt very often. When you had a childhood like mine, there wasn’t much that could scare you anymore. I wasn’t scared of dying. I wasn’t scared of being hurt. There was only one thing I was really scared of, and that was what might happen to Ackie if I disappeared.

If I was gone, then Ackie would be in danger. The delicate web I’d weaved to keep my little brother safe was comprehensive, but it depended on me being alive to patch any holes and put out any fires.

If I was gone, Ackie’s pure, sweet innocence would be ripped away instantly. The thought made me want to burn the whole world to the ground.

Nope, I never felt fear. What I felt—constantly, perpetually, endlessly—was a helpless, frustrating rage.

And curiosity. And hunger. And a general peevishness. And⁠—

Quiet. Nobody asked you, Greek Chorus.

After a moment, I took a deep breath, sighed it all out, and turned back to Suzanne. “It’s a long story, but everything worked out in the end. I mean, that whole experience changed me forever, sure. But I got rescued. A really lovely social worker took me under her wing.”

Suzanne looked absolutely bewildered for a second, then soldiered on valiantly. “Honey, I’m so sorry that happened to you,” she said softly. “But you see what I mean? You might be book-smart, but these streets are tough. You obviously haven’t learned from that experience. That guy before, the one at the bus stop⁠—”

“Marcos,” I supplied. “His name was Marcos.”

She got that look on her face, that “are you for real” expression I’d seen so many times before—head slightly cocked, eyes widened, eyebrows raised. She shook it off, though. “That guy would have taken advantage of a young girl like you. You shouldn’t be out here all alone at night.”

I shrugged. “It’s fine. And honestly, Suzanne, it couldn’t be helped; this was the safest way for me to get to Louisiana. It was actually really complicated trying to figure out all the connections. I could have taken a red-eye flight, but they all land at really inconvenient times. So, this is it. Like I said, I’ve only got a couple more hours.”

“Okay.” She stared at me for another good minute. “Look.” She moved closer. “I don’t want to leave you sitting out here all by yourself, Marie. I’d feel terrible if something bad happened to you.”

“Well, Suzanne, I wholeheartedly agree with you,” I said. “I’d feel terrible if something bad happened to me, too.”

She hesitated again. “I can wait with you for a little bit, if you want?” She crossed her arms over her chest and rubbed her arms. “It’s pretty freezing out here right now. We can wait in my car.” She gestured across the street.

I leaned sideways to look in the direction she was pointing. Suzanne had a flashy car to go with her flashy clothes—a BMW soft-top convertible in royal blue. She’d parked in a dark corner across the street.

Marie… you can’t. The angel on my shoulder shifted uncomfortably. It’s a bad idea.

Yes, I can. There’s no such thing as a bad idea, anyway. All ideas are good ideas. It’s only the execution of the ideas and the consequences that can be bad.

Did you learn nothing from last time?

Last time doesn’t count. He was mansplaining! We both know it’s obviously my kryptonite. And everything worked out in the end, didn’t it? Dr. Van Eiken got what he deserved; I made sure of that.

Your hubris will be the death of you, she muttered.

I turned back to face the woman in front of me and smiled. “You know what, Suzanne? That sounds like a great idea.”

She heaved a sigh of relief. “Great. I was really worried you’d insist on staying here. Honestly, Marie, this is a real bad neighborhood, and you’re going to get yourself into a whole heap of trouble staying out here by yourself. Come on.” She turned and started to walk away.

I grabbed my bags and followed Suzanne dutifully, picking up the pace until I was trotting next to her. After a moment, she glanced down, amused. “That’s quite a walk you’ve got there, Marie.”

“Thanks.” It might not have been a compliment, but I took it as one anyway.

She pulled out a key fob and beeped it, then opened the door of the BMW and slid into the driver’s seat. “Hop on in,” she said.

Don’t do it, the angel begged me.

“Don’t mind if I do,” I said cheerfully, slipping into the passenger seat. “This is a lovely car you’ve got here, Suzanne.”

“Thanks.”

I nestled into the warm leather seats, savoring the luxury of it all. “What do you do for a living, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Oh, this and that.” She smiled at me. “There’s some drinks in the cooler by your feet if you’re thirsty.”

I certainly was thirsty. Curious, I flipped open the lid of the little travel cooler and looked inside. She had some pre-mixed vodka cans in there—the high-alcohol-content, sugary type, and nothing else. “I’m only seventeen. I can’t drink alcohol.”

“I won’t tell anyone,” Suzanne giggled.

“No, thanks. I’m okay.”

She gave me a knowing look. “I’m sure you’re going to get to your new college and get black-out drunk at the first frat party you go to. Might as well get used to the taste, huh?” She nodded to the cooler. “Go on, live a little!”

“Suzanne,” I said reprovingly. “Do you have any idea what alcohol does to a teenager’s brain? We’re talking underdeveloped prefrontal cortex, unpruned synapses, sad hippocampus, and stunted cerebellum. It’s just not worth the risk. I’m not going to reach my full potential if I start swigging candy-flavored hooch whenever the mood strikes me.”

Suzanne’s lips thinned, just for a second. Ha. I knew it.

You might be wrong!

I’m never wrong.

Marie, you’re wrong all the time! Just think about what happened last time you got into a car with a stranger!

Suzanne recovered quickly; she plastered the smile back on her face. “You’re very wise, Marie.”

“So I’ve been told,” I said smugly.

“Well, I think I’ve got some candy in the glove compartment.” She leaned over, rummaged around and found an opened bag of Skittles, and dropped it in my lap. “There you go. Knock yourself out.”

“Thanks.” I opened the bag and took a sniff. “Hee, hee.” I could appreciate a good pun as much as the next person.

The angel groaned. Fine. You were right.

Of course I’m right. I’m always right.

“So,” I said, grinning. “What’s the plan, Suzanne? You were going to render me unconscious, and then what?”

She reared around to face me, her brow furrowed. “Excuse me?”

“You got me in your car; now you’re trying to drug me with heavy duty sleeping pills. What were you planning on doing with me?” I held up a finger. “This is an important question, because if I don’t get the right answer, then this annoying little halo-bitch on my shoulder is never going to let me hear the end of it.”

Language! The angel slapped my earlobe with her tiny palm.

Suzanne gazed at me in silence for a second, then shook her head, confused. “Marie… are you alright? What’s wrong with you?”

“Oh, many, many things.” I chuckled. “No official diagnoses, though. According to the angel on my shoulder, I have megalomania, which is commonly considered an extreme form of narcissism. I find that not only incorrect, but it’s also incredibly offensive. Megalomania is a delusional belief in one’s own superior intellect and power. And I am not delusional.”

There was a tense moment of silence. “Sorry…” Suzanne glanced at my shoulder, a little apprehensive. “What’s on your shoulder?”

I grimaced. Touché.

“An angel,” I spat out through clenched teeth. “She’s imaginary, but that doesn’t count because I know she’s imaginary, therefore it doesn’t count as a delusion.”

“...What?”

Oh. I realized Suzanne had made an assumption. “Don’t worry, it’s not a bodycam. It’s not a microphone, and this isn’t a sting. I’m sure that’s what you’re wondering.” I rolled my eyes at Suzanne’s bewildered expression. “And look, you don’t have to tell me, I’ve tried everything I can to get this damned angel to leave me alone. But that’s the thing about being neglected as a child; you make up imaginary friends to keep you company, and they tend to stick around. It’s just a coping mechanism.”

I keep telling you, I’m not imaginary!

I ignored her. “Anyway, answer the question. What were you planning on doing with me once you had me passed out in this car?”

“Marie.” Suzanne blew out a breath. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I shook the bag of candy. “You’ve got a few very strong sleeping pills mixed in with these Skittles. Now, I’m not great at identifying scents yet; that’s going to take a bit of practice. Everything smells really intense to me now.” I studied her carefully, maintaining eye contact. “For example, you kinda smell like a cheeseburger. Angus beef, American cheese, ketchup, yellow mustard, and a couple of thick dill pickles on a sweet, soft bun.” My mouth went dry; I had to swallow a couple of times to wet my throat. So… hungry…

“I’m wearing perfume,” she said, clearly getting frustrated. “And I’m a vegetarian!”

“I know. Answer the question. What was the plan after you knocked me out?”

“I’m not trying to knock you out!”

“Sure you are,” I said. “You offered me alcohol—which, to be fair, any other troubled teenage runaway would have happily drained by now. But I said no, and you’re pretending not to care, but I can tell you were annoyed.” I counted the evidence off on my fingers. “Thinned lips, glancing away, slightly narrowed eyes.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“Hush.” I held up my hand. “Let me finish. I said no to the hooch, so now, you’re offering me Skittles, some of which have benzodiazepine in them.” I held up the packet and shook it, letting the candy rattle like bones. “Now, like I said, I’m still practicing identifying scents, but you’d be damned sure I know what benzodiazepine smells like. I’ve hidden enough of this crap in my mother’s chia pudding over the years.”

“Marie,” Suzanne said, her tone reproachful. “I saved you. That guy, Billy, he would have⁠—”

I let out a hoot of triumph, cutting her off. “Gotcha! I told you his name was Marcos, not Billy. I lied, and it was a test. His name was actually Billy, but how would you have known that?”

Her mouth dropped open.

“I knew it when you came over. Billy didn’t look surprised to see you at all. Not only that, but he had a trace of your perfume on him. I kept wondering why he smelled like eau d'audace, and you’ve got it all over you.”

Suzanne blustered, “Marie, this is silly! I was just worried about you!” She huffed out an exasperated breath and reached for her purse. “Look, if you don’t trust me, that’s no skin off my nose. I still want to help you, though. Let me give you some cash, and you can get out of here.”

Quick as a whip, I plucked her purse off the console and dropped it by my feet, out of her reach. It landed with a heavy thud. Oh, yeah, Suzanne was packing.

She glared at me. “Marie, you’re being very rude,” she snapped. “I’m trying to help you!”

“Denial is a river in Egypt, Suzanne. You and Billy were in this together, I know that much for sure. Now, I can speculate as to what you were both intending, but I’d much prefer to get it from you straight.”

“You’re crazy.” She shook her head. “You’re actually insane.”

“That’s a very ableist statement. Look, do you mind if I try something?” I took my thick, owlish glasses off my nose and turned in my seat to face her. “A little experiment? Daphne—my most recent social worker—wouldn’t let me try this, but I’m honestly so curious to see how this works. It’s kinda like neurolinguistic programming, I think. Let’s see.”

I took a deep breath and tried to focus. I’d only read the theory of how this worked, but it sounded a lot like bog-standard hypnotism with eye contact and a little extra force of will. I stared into her eyes, trying to dominate her. “You’re very relaxed.”

Suzanne slumped in her chair instantly, her eyes unfocused.

Hoo boy.

The angel on my shoulder choked out a gasp, then slapped the bare skin of my neck. We’re going to have a serious conversation about this later.

Fabulous, I was going to get another lecture on morals and ethics. I cleared my throat, and continued, maintaining eye contact with Suzanne. “You will answer my questions honestly. How do you know Billy?”

Words, in a monotone, spilled out of her mouth instantly. “He’s my associate.”

“And what is your business?”

“Prostitution.”

“You’re a sex trafficker?” I had to be sure. Sex work was work; it was consent and options that made all the difference. “Yes or no.”

“Yes.”

I knew it. The whole set up with Billy made it so obvious. “Who do you target?”

“Teenage runaways.”

“What kind of gun is in your purse?”

“Glock forty-three.”

“Nice,” I said, nodding. “What were you going to do with me after I passed out?”

“Take you back to our kittenhouse, smack you up with heroin, then hire you out.”

That giddy feeling, the triumph warming my heart, totally vanished in an instant. My fists clenched. I’d suspected it right from the start but hearing her say it out loud was something else.

I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly through my nose to calm myself down. It was a moment before I could speak. “See, you picked the wrong one, Suzanne,” I said slowly, maintaining eye contact. “I’m not a troubled teenage runaway. I’m not a scared, lonely girl. That guy I mentioned, the mansplainy one who lured me into his van? He wasn’t a rapist. He wasn’t a pedophile.”

I leaned closer, adjusting myself until I was perched on the edge of her seat. Now that I was so close, I was having trouble resisting her.

“He was a vampire,” I breathed out, savoring her scent. “And he was trying to make himself a little harem of vampire brides.” I paused and smiled. “He picked the wrong one, too.” I shot forward and sank my teeth into her neck.

Suzanne gasped.

A hot gush of blood filled my mouth. The taste of it was indescribable. I let out a moan of pleasure; it was better than I dreamed it would be. The only blood I’d had so far had been donated blood, cold and bagged, which I drank through a straw like a Capri-Sun.

I knew the real thing would be good, but nothing prepared me for this. Visions danced in my mind’s eye—happy little cheeseburgers with sesame seed eyes and dill pickle tongues, dripping delicious grease and radiating the promise of pure gastronomical satisfaction.

Suzanne let out a little cry. I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. And I didn’t want to. It was too good. Far too good.

The angel on my shoulder was mercifully silent.

Daphne, the social worker who’d rescued me when I’d been turned into a vampire, said I wasn’t allowed to kill humans. It was the law, apparently, and my maker, who was responsible for me, would have to destroy me if I got caught.

Too bad I’d decapitated him with some razor wire and a heavy dentist chair.

At the time, I didn’t even realize he was a vampire. I thought he was an evil, mad genius scientist who injected me with super soldier serum, Captain America-style. Now that I knew I’d been thrust into the Otherworld—the supernatural society that hid in the shadows of our mundane world—it was a steep learning curve to get up to speed on what I could get away with.

Daphne herself was a werewolf, and she couldn’t really tell me a hell of a lot about being a vampire, but one thing she was clear on.

Staying in the shadows was the most cardinal rule of the Otherworld, and it was from this that all laws stemmed. Nobody could find out about the existence of vampires or shifters or witches for that matter. If the supernatural were out in the open, the delicate balance between the different species of supes and the humans would be thrown out. It would mean war, and death, and the world would be destroyed. So, I wasn’t allowed to kill humans.

But I was hungry all the time. The cold bags of blood Daphne had packed me were adequate to soothe the dusty feeling in my throat, but they didn’t satisfy the deep, restless craving that made my bones ache.

There were many frustrating things about this new existence, but the worst part was the constant temptation. People smelled so good—like the most delicious, most satisfying comfort food.

I was forced to have polite conversations with human beings who smelled just like warm, fresh-baked, sugar-glazed jelly donuts. I had to sit near people, inhale their delicious bacon and egg croissant scent, and not bite them. I was compelled to interact with folks who wafted the most enticing, warming, satisfying macaroni cheese—that gourmet recipe with the three different types of cheese that you have to grate by hand, because pre-grated cheese has that weird powdery coating that affects the final taste. Yum!

I understood that I wasn’t allowed to kill humans, but I was a big believer in the idea that something was only really illegal if you got caught.

I was smart; I knew how to plant evidence. I knew how to contaminate a crime scene, I knew how to arrange a body so the death looked like an accident. Once I was done here, I’d shove some benzo-Skittles down Suzanne’s throat, nick her radial artery, prop her door open a little, and hang her arm out the gap. It was due to rain in twenty minutes; the cops would assume her blood washed away. The coroner would be able to tell if her wrist was cut post-mortem, so I’d make sure she was still alive when I did it.

Sure, I wasn’t allowed to kill humans.

But as far as I was concerned, this delicious cheeseburger woman was not a human.


Chapter
Four
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Okay, so I’m a vampire. If life had taught me anything, it was how to process disappointment.

I slumped in my seat, shade pulled down, my wide-brimmed hat pulled low over my face, sprawled out so nobody could sit next to me, marinating in a sour mood.

I’d been excited when I left Atlanta. I got to watch Billy with The Audacity as he hurried over to Suzanne’s car and found her dead, which was fun, especially since the cops chose that exact moment to finally respond to my anonymous tip-off.

I’d been excited when I left Philadelphia, too, and quite happy when I said goodbye to Daphne, but now, reality was setting in. I wasn’t ever going back to Harvard, and I felt miserable again.

Miserable and lonely. I didn’t feel lonely very often, and the fact that I was lonely now was entirely Daphne’s fault.

It never occurred to me that I might miss the woman who took me in and introduced me to my new life as a vampire. To be fair, Daphne hadn’t done a great job at that, but she was kind to me, and now, I missed her. I never missed anyone, except for Ackie.

Cheer up, the angel on my shoulder said. It could be worse.

She was right; it could be worse.

I slept through most of the daylight portion of the drive, awoke at sunset just as we were heading towards Lafayette, and brooded on my new existence, which, to be honest, was quite a vampire-like thing to do.

My phone buzzed, so I pulled it out. Ackie was video calling me. I turned the camera off and hit the answer button. “Hey, buddy!”

“Marie?” He leaned in, his voice loud. Deborah mustn’t be around. If she was, he would speak in a whisper. If she heard him on the phone, she’d swoop in, take it off him and monopolize the whole conversation. Then, a long time later, she might wonder where her ten-year-old son got a phone, and everything might fall apart rapidly.

I took stock of Ackie’s appearance—his hair was brushed, his teeth were clean, and his eyes looked clear and blue. There was no sign of exhaustion, no paleness, no hollow-eyed look that might mean he wasn’t getting fed.

I relaxed a fraction. Our neighbor, Mrs. Hudson, was looking after him. “How is everything, Ackie?”

“I’m good.” He would say that, even if he hadn’t eaten or if Deborah’s parties had kept him up all night. “Just checking in. How come your camera still isn’t working?”

“I’ve got a crack in the lens,” I lied. “I’ll get it fixed soon, I promise.”

I didn’t want Ackie to see me like this. Not as a vampire, because to be honest, nothing much had changed in that respect. I was stronger and faster, yes, and I had an almost overwhelming impulse to chew on the bus driver’s neck, but other than that, I was exactly the same person I was before that evil bastard doctor tried to make me one of his vampire brides.

As far as I was concerned, nothing had changed. My life would go on, my great life plan would continue, I would keep on the path towards becoming the real-life Tony Stark. I would become unstoppable. I would protect Ackie, no matter what.

“Okay,” Ackie said. “I miss seeing your face, though.”

My heart gave a violent throb. I wasn’t one to cry, but right now, I desperately needed the catharsis of a good sob. Ackie was the only person who had ever looked at me with love. Everyone else looked at me with exasperation or just plain disgust.

I missed him looking at me, too.

I could probably come up with a lie to explain away the disappearance of my cystic acne. But the truth was, the change in my appearance was the most shocking thing about the last two weeks, and I still wasn’t ready to face it.

Ackie would be happy for me. I knew I should be happy, but all I could think about was how much money I’d wasted on therapy. I’d done so much work accepting myself for who I was—an ugly, obnoxious nerd with poor impulse control and a burning need to be right about everything.

The angel on my shoulder rolled her eyes. Yes, you sound exactly like someone who loves themselves.

I shooed her away and turned my attention from myself and back to Ackie. “How was school today?”

“Great!” His smile widened, and my heart thumped again. “I got an A on that geometry quiz from Tuesday.”

“You did? Good job!” I’d have to email Julia, his math teacher, and demand to know why he missed out on the points to push him up to an A plus. I could bully her into bumping him up a grade. “Did anything else fun happen?”

“We had that field trip, remember? We spent the whole day at the marsupial sanctuary. Then Mrs. Hudson picked me up after school and made me some chicken nuggets.”

“With veggies?”

“Yeah, she made me eat some carrot sticks.”

Good. I mentally ticked off the boxes. Protein, fiber, vitamins and minerals. “Did you do your homework?”

He rolled his eyes. “Of course.”

Ackie was such a great kid. “And Deborah?”

“Not here.” His smile wobbled. “I don’t know where she is. I haven’t seen her since yesterday morning.”

My fingers flexed around my phone involuntarily; I had to force myself to relax or else I’d break it again, and I didn’t want to waste another phone.

Daphne, the social worker, couldn’t teach me much about being a vampire, but she was big on resources, and she seemed to have a sixth sense for giving people exactly what they needed. And what I needed most of all was to be able to stay in contact with my baby boy. I had another five brand-new burner phones in my bag, just in case. “Is Deborah’s duffel bag still in her room?”

“No,” he said. “I checked, and it’s gone. But she hasn’t taken her favorite jewelry, so I guess she’ll be back sooner rather than later.” Ackie shrugged, feigning casualness. “Mrs. Hudson had bingo tonight, or else I would have stayed with her.”

I could feel my gut start to churn. Ackie was only ten; he was just a baby. He shouldn’t be left alone at night. It was fine that it happened to me, but I wouldn’t let it happen to him.

Deborah had left me alone as a baby all the time. It was lucky that for the first four years of my life, we bounced around in different communes and ashrams and polyamorous share houses. There was always an adult around who would shove a vegan nugget into my mouth if I cried from hunger.

Once Deborah had burned all her bridges with the communes and polycules she’d weaseled her way into, we moved to San Diego, and she focused on finding single older men she could manipulate and exploit for both money and attention.

Eventually, she’d go too far, and they’d kick us out on the street. But when I was seven years old, one of them had knocked her up, and Ackie was the result. She milked her pregnancy for all it was worth, showed off her newborn baby for a whole week, then got bored and annoyed with his crying, and took off to Cabo for a week-long vacation to “rediscover” herself.

It didn’t matter to me at all. I had already taken over the night feeding and diaper changing, so I didn’t miss her. Deborah might have given birth to him, but Ackie was mine. As far as I was concerned, he was my son.

And now, she’d taken off again, leaving him all alone. It was frustrating on a level I couldn’t express. I hated that he was stuck with her, I hated that she would leave him alone and unprotected.

I hated that there was nothing I could do about her.

Every problem had a solution. Every problem except Deborah. And I’d tried everything I could think of. Until I turned eighteen, I was stuck with her.

“Marie… Don’t. I’m fine by myself,” Ackie said firmly, obviously correctly interpreting my silence for helpless, blind rage.

“You shouldn’t be fine being by yourself,” I managed. My gut churned. Guilt literally sickened me. I shouldn’t have left him. “I’ll come home.”

Ackie scowled into the phone. “No, you won’t.”

“Yes, I will.”

He groaned. “We’ve been through this a million times, Marie! You have to stay at school. Keep to the plan. We’ve only got a year to go, and we’ll be free.”

“Ackie—”

“Marie, I’m fine! Rhonda and Dave are just downstairs; I’ll call them if there’s an emergency. For now, I’m just going to enjoy the peace and quiet and have a good night’s sleep.”

I took a deep breath. He was right. It was always more peaceful when Deborah was AWOL. Still, the fear lingered. I hated not being with him. But he was right; I had to keep to the plan.

“Tell me something boring,” Ackie said. “How’s the weather in Boston?”

“Oh. I’m actually not in Boston anymore. I’m transferring schools.”

He frowned. “Why?”

“Well… it’s a long story, buddy. It’s boring, too,” I lied. “You don’t want to hear about it, trust me.”

The last two weeks of my life had been wild, and I’d done my best to adjust quickly. Knowledge was everything. That was my motto, so I flailed around, desperate to suck up every ounce of information about my new bloodsuckery condition so I could carry on with my grand life plan—get custody of Ackie, get Deborah committed and-slash-or incarcerated, build my Iron Man suit, and take over the world. I wasn’t going to let U.V. sensitivity, a little hunger, and sharp pointy teeth get in the way of my dreams.

I was desperate for knowledge. I demanded a handbook, a manual, a web-based course—anything—but there was nothing.

Secrecy was paramount, and it was more than just a law. Apparently, all the different supe species had signed some kind of supernatural treaty that gave birth to a weird construct called the Great Agreement—a sentient magic that would choke anyone to death if they did anything spooky and supernatural in public.

I’d experienced a tiny taste of the Great Agreement in action only hours after Daphne took me into her custody when I decided to use my new vampire speed to try and steal a candy bar from a police officer. The sudden tightness in my throat was warning enough to me that I probably shouldn’t try that again.

Lesson learned—don’t flex your supe powers in public.

After that, I realized that the lack of resources surrounding Otherworld Education kinda made sense. I guess a twelve-thousand print run on a book called So You’re A Vampire—The Handbook For The Recently Vampirized might not slip under the radar.

Daphne gave me the basics, none of which were very important, and most of which I ignored because it was all fairly obvious once you understood the theory of the vamp metamorphosis. Blood as the main nutrition source, new sharp fangs, enhanced healing abilities, obeying your maker—which I didn’t have to worry about, because that guy was dead dead—staying in the shadows, and that was it. My heart beat a little slower now, my temperature was a few degrees cooler than it had been before, and, according to Daphne, I had to be careful with pointy wooden things, because if I got poked in the heart with anything made of wood, it was game over, permanently—hence the whole vampire staking lore. It was the only thing that would take a vampire out for good, everything else, we could recover from. That and decapitation.

I could deal with all of that. The only thing that really made a difference to my life now was that I would be allergic to U.V. light, and the sun would burn me to a crisp—which, at first, didn’t seem much different than before. I was a ginger with cystic acne, for Pete’s sake.

But it meant that I couldn’t go back to Harvard.

As soon as I realized that, it almost killed me. My lectures and labs were all during the day, no exceptions.

Daphne explained that most of the time, I could stay awake in the daytime if I had to—provided I stayed out of direct sunlight—but if I were injured, the vampire deathsleep would take over and force me into unconsciousness so I could heal.

It was a bitter pill to swallow. I had plans, and I couldn’t do any of them unless I got my PhD. I needed my doctorate like I needed air to breathe.

“I do want to hear about it!” Ackie bounced up and down on his bed impatiently, jolting me out of my thoughts. “Tell me everything!”

I sighed. “Okay. Do you remember me telling you about Professor Mannheim?”

“No,” he replied, grinning. “Not even a little bit. Sorry.”

I smiled. Ackie was smart, but he wasn’t near as much of a nerd as I was. “He’s a famous physics professor from Austria. He did some groundbreaking research at MIT about twenty years ago, some incredible stuff on particles and waves, then disappeared into obscurity. I just found out that he’s teaching physics at a college in Louisiana, so I decided to transfer there to study under him.”

It was the only reason I agreed to go. When Daphne told me she’d found a school that offered night classes, I was dead set against it. A tier six school in the middle of nowhere? I’d rather go the Bill Gates route, drop out of Harvard, and just run all my own experiments in Daphne’s boyfriend’s garage. The federal government was bound to take notice of me and offer me some lucrative weapons contracts at some stage.

But when I looked into Eternity College and found out that Professor Mannheim actually taught there, I got so excited I almost puked. He was brilliant and so handsome. The thought of him mentoring me was like a shining light in this endless pit of despair I’d been plunged into.

“That’s cool.” Ackie frowned. “But why did he disappear?”

“No idea.” I shrugged. “That’s none of my business. I’m just glad I found him.”

“It’s weird that he’d ditch MIT for a little college down south. But I guess you geniuses are all a bit kooky.” Ackie paused and let out an enormous yawn. “So, Louisiana, huh?”

“Yeah. A friend found me a spot in one of the residence halls.”

Well, to be strictly fair, Daphne didn’t find me a room. Like I told Suzanne, the spot had only opened up because a girl had been murdered in her bed in Noctiluna House, and all the other students on the waitlist were reluctant to take a spot recently vacated by a dead girl. Not me, though. I thought it was fascinating.

Tragic, you mean. Devastating for her family, and awfully traumatic for her roommate, who found her dead with her heart cut out of her chest.

Yes. Right. Of course.

Strangely, the girl’s body had mysteriously vanished after her roommate discovered her and went to raise the alarm, which would indicate that the roommate was involved, or the killer was close by. And, based on the quick research I’d already done, there were several students at Eternity College who had been reported missing over the last few years.

Nowadays, the police were reluctant to even speak the words out loud, both for fear of panicking the public and to reduce the risk of copycats. But Eternity College clearly had a serial killer on their hands.

There were no bodies, no suspects, and no leads, apparently. But finding the murderer should be a piece of cake for me, seeing as I was an expert on serial killers and criminal behavior.

I didn’t really want to share any of this with Ackie, though. “It was all very good timing. The room opened up right at the end of last semester, the next semester starts tomorrow, and my friend sorted out my enrollment. If I’ve missed anything in the classes, I should catch up quickly.”

“Of course you will; you’re a genius. It’s pretty humid in Louisiana, though," Ackie commented, letting out another yawn. “Will you be okay in the heat?”

“I’ll get used to it. You’re tired, buddy. You need to sleep.”

“Okay.” He yawned again. “I love you.”

“Love you too.”


Chapter
Five
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The bus stopped, and most of the passengers got off in Lafayette. Only one woman got on—a big, very round white woman with thick blonde hair braided and wrapped around her head like a crown. For some reason, she held a lot of bags in her arms—dozens and dozens, in fact—the handles ringing her arms. She sat in the seat across the aisle from me, taking a moment to get herself settled, carefully packing her million tote bags, plastic bags, hemp bags, and handbags around her like armor.

“Hi there,” she said, giving me a wave. “Lovely evening, isn’t it?”

I jolted. I still wasn’t used to people starting conversations with me. It cheesed me off that people treated me differently now that my acne was gone. “Hi.”

“Let me guess.” The new passenger looked me up and down and squinted. “Shifter?”

I wriggled in my seat uncomfortably. “I’m fine where I am, thank you.”

She looked puzzled for a second. “Are you a student? Are you heading to Eternity College?”

“Yeah,” I said. “How did you guess?”

“We’re all heading to Eternity,” she said, waving her hand around the bus. There were only five other passengers left. “It’s the last stop. I’m Hazel, by the way.”

“Marie.” I gave her a two-finger wave. Hazel didn’t smell particularly appetizing—like overly salty Dutch licorice, which I hated—so the proximity to her wasn’t too bad.

“It will be so good to be home, back in the Sanctuary.” Hazel let out a huff and sank a little lower into the multitude of tote bags packed around her. “I know the Suffocation is over, but I’ll never be truly comfortable until I’m back in the sanctuary.”

I frowned, not sure what she meant. “Sanctuary?”

Daphne had mentioned the Suffocation to me. Blah blah blah, humans usually have a veil over their eyes and don’t notice anything magical, blah blah blah, you still can’t do magic in public because it erodes the veil and exposes humans to the Otherworld, blah blah blah, the Great Agreement will choke you if you try to flex your powers in public, blah blah blah, recent supernatural apocalypse where the sentient magic of the Great Agreement had inexplicably ballooned out of control and choked supernatural creatures to death in the street anyway…

But I didn’t really pay much attention to what she said, because at the time, I was hell-bent on going back to Harvard and staying in the real world, no matter what. “What does ‘sanctuary’ mean, exactly?”

Hazel’s eyebrows pinched together, her body language telegraphing to me that I should already know this. I’d seen teachers look at other people like that but never me. It was an icky feeling.

“Humans can’t see magic in Eternity,” she said patiently. “The veil on their eyes is fixed in place as soon as they enter, and nothing will remove it. So, it was a sanctuary during the Great Suffocation. Nobody died there at all.”

I nodded, swallowing my pride. I should have paid more attention to this stuff, but I wasn’t about to flash my fangs at any humans, anyway. “Please go on. I don’t know much about Eternity. How did that happen?”

Hazel peered at me, a little confused, but continued, “Someone did a spell in town a long time ago. And now, if any human was to wander into Eternity and be exposed to anything magical, they wouldn’t see anything strange at all. There’s no chance of their veils being removed.” She gave a wry smile. “For a while a couple decades ago, everyone called the town Joyce Summerville, after Buffy’s mom, because she went through almost two whole seasons not seeing anything weird at all.”

“Oh, right,” I said, nodding. I was a Buffy fan; I understood that reference perfectly. “Of course.”

The giant hoarder woman wasn’t fooled; she stared at me as if I was stupid. It was a horrible feeling.

This is what people feel like when you look at them this way, you know, the angel reminded me.

Hazel tilted her head. “Don’t tell me you’ve never been to Eternity before. I assumed you were coming back for your second semester.”

“Actually, no, I haven’t. It’s my first time here. I’m transferring schools.”

“Oh! Well, you’re going to love it.” Hazel smiled widely. Her teeth were strange, all thick and square, like she had a mouth full of molars. Perhaps her main food source was bones, and she had to grind them to make her bread. “It’s just beautiful. It hasn’t changed much since the first settlers came here in the seventeen hundreds and murdered all the indigenous people and destroyed their village.”

“Uh—”

“It’s a cozy little town, charming old-world architecture, built to last,” Hazel continued. “There’s one main street—Evermore Boulevard—with some lovely shops, and the old college just out of town, of course. There’s more than enough dry land, and all the bridges are covered with those cute barns. You barely notice that the whole place is built on a swamp.”

“A swamp? Oh. That’s… that’s great,” I said weakly.

“Swamp is an ugly word for a beautiful thing,” Hazel said reprovingly. “Eternity is like Venice, all canals and beautiful stone buildings, but instead of seawater, it’s freshwater. A bayou runs right through the middle of the swamp.”

“Yeah, right, okay. Mosquito-infested swamps and slow-moving, alligator-filled bayous. Awesome.”

“Oh yes, it’s lovely.” She sighed. “Fertile soil, heat and damp are a dynamite combination, so of course, the whole town is dripping with greenery. The kudzu vines are out of control, of course. Sometimes I feel like we’re always fighting against the flora.” She shook her head. “Especially around Pom Marynavyn’s garden store. I swear he puts goblin magic in the manure he sells. That would account for the fact that my wisteria keeps trying to choke the mailman.”

My eyes widened. “A goblin?”

“He’s only a half-goblin, dear.” She peered at me. “What are you, if you don’t mind me asking? I can sense the magic on you, but it’s too subtle for you to be a witch, and too much for you to be just an orbiter. I assumed you were a small shifter of some sort.”

Oh, that’s what she meant when she said, “shifter.” I wriggled uncomfortably, not wanting to expose my ignorance. I couldn’t stop myself, though. “What is an orbiter?”

Hazel stared at me, then shook her head. “My dear, have you just been born or something?”

I shrugged. “In a way, yeah.” Daphne did say that my turning was fairly unprecedented, which was why she couldn’t answer many of my questions. According to her, a vampire’s maker was supposed to explain everything, to take them under their wing and show them the ropes and keep them close for several years.

But I’d killed my maker, and there were no suitable vampires in Philly to instruct me on anything, because most of them had died in the Great Suffocation. “I know I sound American, but I’m not,” I lied. “We might use different terms where I come from.”

“Oh, I see. Where do you come from?”

“San Diego.”

Her lips thinned.

I waved my hand. “Just humor me, please.”

Hazel huffed out an exasperated sigh and leaned closer, lowering her voice. “An orbiter is a human who has been exposed to the Otherworld to the point where they can’t easily explain away any magical phenomena, and the veil over their eyes gets worn away,” she said patiently. “Most orbiters are close relations to witches or shifters, and they’ve been exposed to the supernatural their whole lives, so the veil on their eyes has been naturally eroded over time. As the name suggests, they move within the orbit of the Otherworld, but they’re not magical themselves. Eternity is a Sanctuary town because the magic here fixes human’s veils in place as soon as they enter, and it can’t be eroded or removed no matter what they see. A human could watch a wizard turn someone into a toad in the main street, and they’d blow it off as a silly magic trick. Because of that, the suffocating magic of the Great Agreement didn’t apply here. It didn’t have to choke anyone for doing magic in public. There were no humans at risk of seeing anything in the first place.”

“Oh! That makes sense, I guess.” I furrowed my brow. “So why couldn’t the, uh, the authorities just do the spell to cover the whole of America? Make the whole country a sanctuary?”

Hazel gave me that look again, that are you an idiot look that made me cringe a little. “I’m no witch, but I know it’s impossible. The amount of power needed for the veil spell here…” She shook her head and grimaced. “Let’s just say I’m glad I wasn’t around back then. It would have taken a hundred souls screaming in mortal agony to perform a ritual of the magnitude that took place here.”

I stared at her, wondering if she was just being dramatic. “What?”

“I don’t want to scare you, dear, but Eternity is soaked in blood.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Literally?” Oh jeepers, this sounded ominous. And, if I was being honest, it sounded quite delicious. I was still full from eating Cheeseburger Suzanne, but my hunger felt almost ever-present, like a thorn stuck in my flesh, I couldn’t ignore it.

“No, not literally. Blood magic,” Hazel said, scowling at me. “You really are new here, aren’t you? Blood magic is the most potent energy in the world. Eternity didn’t become a veil town just because someone waved a wand and did a little spell. The whole town is soaked in the dregs of vile magic.”

I groaned inwardly. I’d been determined to ignore all this Otherworld stuff and keep my feet firmly in reality so I could focus on achieving my goals. It didn’t matter that I was a supernatural creature now—Ackie was human, and he’d always be human. But now, I realized it was asinine to think I could ignore the world I was now a part of.

I deserved Hazel’s scorn. I’d barely paid attention to anything Daphne said unless it was related directly to my new constraints as a pointy-toothed, blood-lusting, sunlight-averse creature of the night. I’d been in too much of a hurry to figure out how I was going to get back to Harvard.

Goddamnit, why wasn’t there a handbook of some sort?

I glanced over at Hazel. Everything about her screamed Otherworld—her odd musty scent, her flashing amber irises and weird chompy teeth, the billions of bags she packed around her like crab’s armor. “What are you? Is that a rude question?”

“Hoarder pixie,” she said, winking at me, and for a second, her face turned a shimmery brown color. “Half, on my mom’s side.”

“Oh, cool.” I had no idea what that was.

“What about you?” Hazel asked. “I can usually tell just from looking into someone’s eyes, but your glasses are blocking the flash.”

“Oh.” I wriggled uncomfortably. I didn’t need my glasses anymore, obviously, but I felt naked without them, so I got Daphne to pick up some frames with clear lenses. Because I considered my biggest problem to be the fact that I was severely allergic to the sun, I went ahead and treated the glass with a special polarization solution I formulated myself, a chemical wash that blocked horizontal light waves and UV rays without darkening the glass at all. I didn't want anyone to feel the need to approach me and ask me why I was wearing sunglasses at night. I didn’t want anyone to talk to me at all, in fact, but it kept happening.

“Hello? Are you okay, dear?” She waved her hand. Hazel was still waiting for a response from me.

“Oh, right. Sorry. I’m a vampire.”

She reared back. “A vampire?”

“Yeah.”

Hazel looked horrified. Her eyes scanned me from top to bottom. “Really?”

I hesitated. “Yeah.”

“Oh. Oh, dear.” She turned away and looked out the window.

Her reaction confused me a little. Daphne had led me to believe that all supernatural creatures were fine, and all were treated equally as long as they behaved themselves. She’d introduced me to her boyfriend, who was a witch, and he had a dragon shifter, a lynx shifter, and a vampire who all lived with him. Daphne also had all sorts of funny neighbors, all different types of magical creatures. Some were ruder than others, and some were downright insane. But on the whole, they all seemed fine.

Apart from that fae princess who abducted me and waterboarded me, of course, but she did apologize for that eventually.

“Is that a problem?” I asked loudly. “Hazel?”

She whipped her head back towards me. “I don’t mean to be rude, dear, but yes. Vampires are a problem.” Hazel sniffed superciliously, turning away from me as if I’d offended her.

“Why?”

She ignored me.

I tried again. “Why? Hey, Hazel. Heyyy. Why are vampires a problem? Hazel. Hazel. Are you listening?”

She huffed out a breath and turned back to face me. “You’re being very rude.”

“That’s both offensive and wildly inaccurate. I was sitting here in silence, minding my own business, and you pushed your way into my solitude and started a conversation. And now you want to abandon it for no reason?”

“Oh, I have a reason.” She pointed at me. “You’re a vampire.”

“So?”

“Ugh.” She turned away, looking sulkily out the window. “You don’t get it.”

“Explain it to me, then.”

“I don’t have to explain anything to you.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Leave me alone.”

I didn’t want to. Foolishly, I’d thought I’d be able to go to Eternity College and pretend it was Harvard, and I was living my human life again, but I was starting to realize I needed to know everything I could about the Otherworld. Hazel had information, and I wanted it. She might be half-hoarder pixie, whatever the hell that was, but she was still a Southern woman.

“Okay,” I murmured. “Bless your heart,” I added pointedly.

Hazel reared back, shocked. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Take it whatever way you want.”

She gasped, clearly offended.

I shrugged. “I’m just a poor girl, you know. I’m from out of town. I’ve got nobody, and I clearly don’t know anything.”

She ground her teeth for a second, her need to be polite warring with her obvious discomfort. “You’re new?”

“Brand new,” I said. “I’m only two weeks old, actually. And for the record, I didn’t consent to being turned into a vampire.”

Hazel stared at me, apparently deep in thought. I still wasn’t used to getting this much eye contact from anyone. I did it to other people as a defense mechanism, to show them—and myself—that I didn’t care what they thought about my appearance.

My acne was gone, and I was having a hard time adjusting to its absence. Now, when I stared at people in the eyes, daring them to expose themselves as superficial morons, they stared back. Hazel and I appeared to be in some sort of weird staring competition.

I broke the silence—but didn’t blink, because I was going to win the competition no matter what. “Since I’m sharing so much, for full disclosure, I’m transferring from Harvard so I can get my degree in Experimental Physics. I actually assumed that there would be a handful of vampires at Eternity College, at least.”

Hazel exhaled a huff of breath. “Why on earth would you think that?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Why else would they offer night classes?”

“Oh.” Hazel paused. “Right. I can see how you’d think that but no. There aren’t any vampire students at Eternity college. There’s actually only a handful of Otherworld students, from what I understand.” She cocked her head. “Why would a vampire want to go to college?”

I didn’t know how to answer that. “Why wouldn’t they want to go to college?”

She let out an incredulous huff of laughter. “You’re very odd.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

“Vampires have no use for higher education or formal qualifications at all. Everything a vampire learns, they learn from their master.”

“But…” I shook my head, confused. “I don’t get it. Eternity is a veil town. It’s a sanctuary. Night classes, for Pete’s sake! I’m surprised it’s not full of supes.”

“Well,” Hazel said. “It would be, but up until recently, we’ve had a very heavy-handed Enforcer in Eternity.” At my furrowed brow, she clarified. “Supernatural cops with a license to kill anyone that breaks our laws.”

“Ah.” Daphne did mention that. She was reluctant to send me to Eternity, too, but apparently, that Enforcer had recently passed on. I was quite intrigued until she explained that he choked on a piece of popcorn chicken and died of asphyxiation.

“He was very strict,” Hazel continued. “Because of that, magical families were wary of sending their children here, even during the Suffocation. But the fact is, Eternity College is made up of mostly human students who, for whatever reason, prefer to attend classes at night. That’s really all there is to it. Most of the time it’s because they have to work. With the cost-of-living crisis right now, students are juggling full time work-from-home jobs with nighttime study. At Eternity, they can do their call center jobs or graphic designing or whatever during the day and get the classroom experience at night.”

“Oh.” I nodded. “So, Eternity offers night classes because of late-stage capitalism, not magic.”

“Don’t get me wrong. The college did get an influx of enrollments of magical creatures during the Suffocation, but let’s face it—it’s not a particularly prestigious school, it’s in the middle of nowhere, and some of the professors are… strange, to say the least. A few prominent witch families have still chosen to send their kids there, because the horrors of the Great Suffocation still linger in everyone’s minds. Some shifters, too, especially the ones who are naturally nocturnal. No vampires, though.” Hazel was firm. “Vampires don’t go to school. They don’t have to.” She paused and scowled at me. “Where’s your maker?”

“Dead.” I didn’t elaborate.

She stared at me for another minute or two, then suddenly, her expression changed. Her thin lips softened and pouted just a little. Her eyebrows pinched together.

It was pity, I decided. Hazel felt sorry for me. “You poor soul,” she said softly. “You’re not going to last the week.”

The hell I would. “I’m not going to fail out, if that’s what you mean. I’m an exceptional student, Hazel.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“No? Well, I don’t want to toot my own horn, but I’m very good at covering up my own crimes. The dean won’t find any reason to kick me out. Oh, right,” I said, shaking my head, chuckling at the exasperated expression on Hazel’s face. “You mean I’m going to get killed. Not by the strict Enforcer, though, because he’s already dead. So… Who is going to kill me?” Maybe Hazel had some intel on Eternity’s serial killer. I could get a jump start on my murder investigation.

But she shook her head. “The vampires, of course! My dear, don’t you know anything?”

“I think we’ve already established that I don’t, Hazel,” I said grumpily. “Thanks for rubbing it in, by the way. I’m starting to feel fantastic about myself.”

“Oh, dear.” She took a deep breath. “Look. Vampires are territorial by nature. They’re secretive, arrogant, superior… But here in Eternity, they take it to extremes.” Her eyes shimmered. “I’m sorry. I know you didn’t realize what you were in for, coming all the way down here. And for the record, for a vampire, you do seem nice.”

Now I was sure Daphne didn’t know any of this. If she had, she would have warned me. “So, what are the vampires here like?”

“Louisiana vampires in general have always clung to the old ways more. They consider themselves apex predators—so far above humanity, they're practically gods. They tend to be more…” she trailed off.

“Evil?” I prompted.

“Yes, I suppose that’s the word I’m looking for. It’s a cultural problem, and it’s quite unique to Eternity, being a sanctuary town and all. Every other part of the country got hit by the Suffocation, and more vampires died than any other supernatural creature. The vamp population in the United States ate humble pie.”

“Huh.” I always wondered what humble pie tasted like.

“But not here,” Hazel went on, her tone dark. “Not in Eternity. I think the Suffocation made their attitude worse. They’re more arrogant, more entitled, and more territorial, at the very least.”

“So what, there are thousands of vampires in Eternity?”

“No, nothing like that. Like I said, they’re very traditional.”

I let out a frustrated huff. “What does that mean? Hazel, I’m new, remember? My maker is dead. The girl who rescued me couldn’t tell me much about vampire culture beyond the basics, and she led me to believe that it’s all sunshine and roses. Well,” I amended. “Not sunshine. Obviously. My point is, I have no idea what is traditional, and what’s not.”

“They have a superiority complex that borders on insanity,” she explained, exasperated. “Of course, they think they’re above witches and shifters and other fae-based magical creatures, like my kind.” Her expression grew thunderous. “The worst thing is that they can be horrifyingly sadistic. They think humans are nothing more than cattle. A food source,” she said, throwing her hands up. “A fun plaything.”

“Right,” I said, nodding. “But there’s not a ton of vampires? Talk to me about numbers, Hazel. If we’re going to do a risk analysis, I need to know what I’m dealing with here.”

“Oh, I have no idea how many there are. When I say they’re traditional, I mean proper stay-in-the-shadows-and-keep-to-themselves traditional. They’re secretive and very cunning—that’s why the Enforcer had trouble keeping them in line, and probably why he was so strict with everyone else. The vampires here don’t actually kill humans, as far as I know. It’s worse. They enthrall sweet, innocent people, use them as blood pets, and humiliate them for their own amusement.”

I gnawed on my lip—gently of course—thinking about what Hazel had told me.

So, the vampires of Eternity were assholes. It didn’t matter to me too much; in fact, it was all quite familiar. In my very short lifetime, I’d known too many horrible people who preyed on the weak. I’d come into contact with lots of sadists that took advantage of scared, vulnerable children for their own amusement. I’d known several people who delighted in causing pain, who loved torturing the innocent, because it made them feel so powerful.

It was why I couldn’t call CPS on Deborah. It was the reason why I wouldn’t ever risk Ackie going into foster care ever again.

Hazel sighed and muttered under her breath—a prayer, maybe. “I’m sorry, my dear. You seem nice.”

“Don’t worry about me, Hazel,” I said, giving her a bright smile. I wasn’t going to claim to understand vampires, but I understood narcissists and sadists. I’d gone to war with people with far more power than I had, and I’d always come out on top.

And now that I was a vampire myself, it might make things a whole lot easier. “I think I’ll be just fine.”


Chapter
Six
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Hazel was right; Eternity was a charmingly beautiful little town.

After we turned off the highway and drove for a while, the trees thickened, the road grew more winding, the air felt… heavier, somehow. I could feel the thick moisture even through the windows of the air-conditioned bus.

We drove over dozens of bridges on the way into the main street. Rivers and streams and little ponds and marshy swamps were everywhere, as if water was embedded into the fabric of the community.

The neat cottages with well-kept lawns and charming stone houses gave way to bigger antebellum-style buildings on the way to Evermore Boulevard, where golden old-world lanterns lit up a beautiful tree-lined street. I spotted a mini-mart, a boutique dress store, several cozy, kooky-spooky-looking cafes, and a couple of bars. Most of the street was fairly empty—it was eight o’clock at night, after all—but I did spot a few people hanging around the entrance of one of the bars.

The bus stopped just before a roundabout in the middle of main street. The driver turned to me. “This is you,” he said, jerking his head left. “Eternity College is down that lane.”

“Okay. I’ll have to get my suitcase.”

The driver muttered a prayer under his breath and got out. I hesitated, looking towards the direction he’d pointed.

Behind a giant oak tree, a small one-lane road ran perpendicular to Evermore Boulevard. A tiny sign pointed that way—Perpetuity Lane.

Eternity’s town planner was clearly beholden to his thesaurus. Enormous, lush-green willow trees hugged the road on both sides of Perpetuity Lane, turning it into an intense dark green tunnel. It was astonishingly pretty.

Are you kidding? The angel shivered. It looks scary as hell. It’s so ominous, I can practically hear a pipe organ playing in the distance.

Quickly gathering my carry-on bags, I waved goodbye to Hazel, who blessed herself and muttered a prayer as I passed. I hopped off the bus, inhaling the warm, thick humid night air.

The driver dug in underneath the bus, rolled my suitcase towards me and backed away warily. “Stick to the road,” he said. “There’s water on either side, and if you stray off the path and fall in, you ain’t getting out. Ever,” he added forcefully.

Well, that was both dramatic and unnecessary. “Gotcha.” I nodded.

“One more word of warning,” he added. “If you hear a child’s voice calling for help from the swamp… Ignore it and keep moving.” He wagged a finger at me. “Ignore all the voices. Don’t stop until you get to the college.”

Drama queen. He was lucky; I was very well practiced with ignoring all the voices in my head.

Just mine, the angel sighed. And I’m not in your head; I’m sitting on your shoulder. God knows there’s nobody else here trying to steer you in the right direction, she muttered.

The driver fixed me with a hard stare. “Do you hear me?”

I shot him with little finger guns. “You got it, boss!”

“Great.” Hastily, he got back on the bus and slammed the door shut. The bus gave a roar and barreled off down the street.

I took a deep breath, regretting it slightly; the humidity was so bad that the air was practically straight liquid. It was lucky my hair was dead-straight, or I’d be looking like Ronald McDonald right about now.

I’d never been in a place so green in my whole life. Eternity was like one big botanical garden—lush green plants everywhere in planter boxes outside the shops, vines hanging from balconies and banisters, and ivy snaking up the side of every building and every column. It almost seemed like civilization was fighting a perpetual battle with the flora here, and civilization was cheerfully losing. The air was thick and heavy with not just moisture, but the spicy, exotic scent of night blooming flowers—jasmine, moonflower and gardenia.

I set off, wheeling my suitcase down the road, and checked my phone to make sure the bus driver hadn’t lied to me. He seemed quite edgy. Maybe he was in the grip of some sort of addiction.

My GPS seemed to be misbehaving; I couldn’t pinpoint my own location. For a second, a wave of despair rolled over me. Please tell me they have decent internet coverage out here!

Relax, the angel soothed me. The college would have to have decent WIFI.

After checking a couple of static online maps, it looked like I was going in the right direction. I trotted down the road for a minute or two, then spotted a sign nailed to a willow tree. The words were written in gold on black in beautiful calligraphy. Eternity College 1/2 Mile.

That wasn’t so bad. I picked up the pace, trotting happily down the dark, ominous tunnel leading towards my new school, suddenly very excited.

Hamstrung by the lack of internet coverage, I got out the map that Daphne had given me and studied it carefully. The school was so tiny, I almost cried when I first saw it. Eternity College looked like one big building, but instead, it was four towers set around a courtyard, almost like a palace.

Apart from the college itself, there were two residence halls on campus—Opulentos House, a grand marble building just beyond the tennis courts to the east of the college, and Noctiluna House, a gothic-looking Victorian structure set further into the woods to the west, surrounded by giant cypress trees and enormous southern oaks.

Daphne had offered to pay for Opulentos House, which was obviously the much more expensive dorm. Each room in Opulentos was a single, nobody had to share, and from the brochure Daphne showed me, every room was a cozy sanctuary with wide bay windows, love seats, and a large four-poster bed.

But I saw the price tag, almost had a heart attack, and insisted I’d be much more comfortable at Noctiluna House, which was far cheaper. A fraction of the price of Opulentos House, in fact.

I had no money at all. I’d never had a traditional job of any kind—Deborah sabotaged every attempt I made at any sort of employment, usually in an embarrassing and public way.

Of course, I did have a few nefarious side hustles going on to rake in some money, but most of that went towards paying people to take care of Ackie. A good chunk of my spare cash went to a crooked doctor who was supplying me with anti-psychotic medication and mood stabilizers for Deborah, which Ackie put in her green smoothies every morning. It wasn’t a perfect system, but it was the best we could come up with, and it kept her relatively stable.

I was used to being poor. I was used to earmarking every single penny I had for something other than myself. I couldn’t imagine feeling comfortable at a place like Opulentos House when someone else was paying for it. I’d worked so hard to get a full ride scholarship to Harvard, and I was okay with living there because I’d earned it.

I’d worked even harder to keep it all a secret from Deborah, because if she knew, she’d ruin it, just like she ruined everything.

But I wasn’t used to people giving me money without strings attached, like Daphne did. Normally, I was fine with shaking people down for money, and I felt no guilt at all divesting cash from social services. My reluctance to take anything more from Daphne was a bit strange, and while I walked, listening to the noise of the night creatures—the croaks of the frogs, the hoots of owls, and the odd faint scream in the distance, I thought about why I might feel this way.

It’s because you liked her, the angel muttered. Obviously. You don’t want to take advantage of her generosity. That’s why you decided on Noctiluna House.

Huh. Well, I did like her. Daphne was very different from me, but we were alike in a lot of ways. Grudgingly, I would admit that both of us were geniuses. I was a traditional brainiac, and she was the most emotionally intelligent person I’d ever met in my life.

While Daphne seemed to always think the best of people, I was the opposite. I didn’t trust anyone. It was me and Ackie against the world.

But Daphne had somehow penetrated the rhino-hide thick skin I’d built up, and I trusted her. So, I let her—most likely her hunky billionaire boyfriend actually—pay for my tuition and accommodation but drew the line at the expensive residence hall. Noctiluna House was for me.

I walked for what felt like forever—ignoring the liquid calls of the nightjars, the intermittent sound of bubbles, the odd faint, weird scream I couldn’t identify—wheeling my suitcase behind me, and finally, the road widened.

I trotted over a pretty arched stone bridge. Eternity College came into view, peeking at me behind wrought-iron gates.

It really did look like a palace, lit up with golden lights in every window. Huge, dark stone, stained glass windows, sprawling towers, ornate, grandiose and gorgeous. My mind boggled, wondering how the hell so many tons of marble and granite managed to stay above the water table here.

Only a fool would build a brick house in a swamp, but for some reason it almost looked like someone had duplicated the Sagrada Familia and dumped it in the middle of the Louisiana wetlands.

Despite the fact that it was almost nine at night now, the college was swarming with activity. I could see people everywhere, lounging in groups on the lawn in front of the building, sprawled out with books under giant oak trees, or clustered in twos and threes on the grand steps of the main building.

Daphne had told me that someone from student support services would meet me at nine and show me to my dorm room, so I walked straight ahead, keeping my eyes peeled.

There. A woman waited by the gates, holding a clipboard and tapping her toe impatiently. At first glance, she appeared to be middle-aged, in her forties, perhaps. Her appearance was quite startling—she was the whitest person I’d ever seen in my whole life, even whiter than me.

Not only did she have ice-white skin, her silky waist-length hair was also pure white, parted in the middle, and hung down her back like a floaty gauze curtain. All that whiteness was made even more obvious by her uniform—a gray pencil skirt and dark gray button-up shirt. She had an emblem embroidered onto her shirt, a crest with a griffin, a moon, and a clock in the background. The official school emblem of Eternity College.

I scanned her from the top of her head to the tips of her toes, looking to diagnose her. There must be a reason for her weird coloring. Albinism? No, her eyes were a normal shade of hazel. Was she a supe of some kind?

She saw me, brightened, and rushed forward. “Hello!” she said, her voice breathy. “You must be Moo⁠—”

“Nope!” I cut her off with a wave of my hand. “It’s Marie. Please, I’m begging you, don’t call me by my legal name.”

“Oh,” she said, looking horrified. “Why?” Her voice dropped to a hushed whisper. “Is it cursed?”

I frowned. “Is what cursed?”

“Your name. What will happen if I say it out loud?” The woman’s eyes widened. “Will I crumble into dust? Will a demon appear behind me? Will I invoke the spirit of a long-dead serial killer who will hunt all my friends and take them out one-by-one until I go mad from the dreadful anticipation and take my own life?”

I blinked. “Ummm. No. I just don’t like my legal name very much. It doesn’t suit me.”

It’s not your name anyway, the angel on my shoulder muttered. It’s mine.

“I’m planning on changing it when I turn eighteen,” I continued, ignoring her.

“Oh,” the woman said, exhaling with relief. She smelled a little like burnt barbecue pork ribs—still tasty, but ultimately carcinogenic. “Apologies, dear. We get all sorts here at Eternity; it’s best not to assume anything. We pride ourselves on our diversity and inclusion.” She paused and winked. “Secretly, of course. Most of the students here are human, and even though Eternity is a Sanctuary town, I would appreciate it if you didn’t do anything to scare anyone. Your social worker didn’t tell me what you were, but I don’t think it’s anyone’s business if you’re a Latina or Filipina, or if you’re a moonbeam fairy or a mermaid on rumspringa. You’re safe here at Eternity.” She gave me a wide smile, showing white teeth. “I’m Mary Elizabeth Hubbard, one of the resident hall directors. I live at Noctiluna House, so I’ll be close if you need me. Almost all of the other student services staff are human, so bear that in mind when you interact with them, okay? The veil spell smooths everything over, but humans tend to get confused and might panic if you shove anything in their faces. But whatever secrets you have, they’re safe with me.”

That was a nice speech. “...Thanks, I guess?”

“You’re welcome.” Mary Elizabeth reached out with her white arms and drew me in for a tight hug. I cringed in her grip but forced myself to endure it.

Suddenly, she turned her head and whispered in my ear. “Thou shalt burn in the fires of hell forever, demon. Thine days are numbered.”

What? The angel on my shoulder cringed. What the heck?

“Prepare yourself for eternal damnation,” Mary Elizabeth croaked, her voice hoarse.

“Uh,” I squeaked, wriggling a little as she squeezed me even harder. “Sorry? Excuse me?”

There was an awkward silence. “Oh.” Mary Elizabeth froze, still clutching me tightly. “Sorry about that, dear!” She chuckled, patting my back. “Please forgive me. I’m a fifth generation witchfinder; my ancestors have been burning blood witches and demons since the beginning of time.” She giggled. “Please, don’t worry about me. My radar goes off, and all this word-vomit comes tumbling out of my mouth. Just ignore me.”

I wriggled, mostly uncomfortable about the hug, not from her weirdness. “But I’m not a demon or a witch.”

“Oh, you’re a shifter. Of course. My apologies.”

“No, I⁠—”

She went on before I could interrupt. “Sometimes my radar goes a little haywire,” she admitted. “In fact, all my people’s witchfinders radars have gone a little haywire lately.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Lately?”

“Well… since the inquisition. Don’t worry, I’ve taken a vow not to burn anyone. Especially not any of the students. And I’m okay with witches, I promise.” She threw her head back and let out a manic, high-pitched giggle. “Everyone is welcome here at Eternity College.”

I eyed her warily. “That’s very kind of you.”

“Except vampires,” she added. “The vampires can burn in hell.”

I stiffened in her arms. The angel on my shoulders cussed.

Mary Elizabeth squeezed me again. “But don’t worry about them, sweetie. I know your social worker told you about Jessica, the girl who had your room before, but we’re quite sure it wasn’t a vampire who killed her. You might have heard some scary stories about the vampires in Eternity—I mean, the Good Lord knows they’ve been a problem for long enough—but rest assured that vampires don’t come to the college at all. Our Dean, Mike Huntsore, he had a local coven come and put student-only wards on the gates. An alarm will go off if anyone tries to get in if they’re not a student or faculty. Just keep your wits about you if you go into town, and you’ll be fine.”

“Okay,” I managed. “Can you let me go now, please?” She was freakishly strong.

Drawing back, Mary Elizabeth held my hands and squeezed them, beaming in delight. “It’s wonderful to have you here at Eternity College! Let’s get you settled into your dorm room.” She grabbed my suitcase and wheeled it along behind her, ushering me forward.

We began to walk briskly down a gravel path, snaking between enormous oak trees. “Almost all of our freshmen live on-campus,” she said, “in either Noctiluna or Opulentos. Most of the older students prefer to find shared housing in town after their first year, but the residence halls are still available if they wish. Because our afternoon and night classes are so unique, we have students from all around the world.” She smiled at me. “Everyone has their own reasons for sending their children to Eternity College. Some of them have medical conditions that prohibit them from too much sun exposure, some of them have a very late circadian rhythm and prefer to sleep until the afternoon, and, of course, most of them have online nine-to-five jobs that they have to be present for.” We walked for a few seconds in silence, then her expression turned grim. “Opulentos house is just over there, beyond the tennis courts.” She waved her hand almost grudgingly. “None of them have online nine-to-five jobs. Just between you and me, most Opulentos residents are the type to refuse to get up early enough to make the morning classes at any other school, and their parents don’t know what else to do with them.”

I turned and looked towards the east. The lawn was beautiful, flowing seamlessly down to the tennis courts. I loved a good lawn. Grass was severely underrated, and whoever the groundskeeper was kept a good lawn. The grass was springy, uniformly a brilliant emerald, with no hint of browning or weeds anywhere. I ached to lie down and roll around on it like a dog. Maybe later.

A gorgeous white building sprawled on a small hill, antebellum style, with multiple stories, a wide porch, and columns and balconies on every level. Opulentos House lived up to its name; it screamed money and influence.

Mary Elizabeth paused and met my eye. “Don’t go there if you can help it, dear. Opulentos isn’t for the faint of heart.” She started to walk again, but I caught her muttering under her breath about kindling and flame.

I gazed up at the palace-like building of the college as we passed by. Mary Elizabeth waved her hand. “That’s the main and only campus, obviously. Most of the faculty live on-site in the residence suites within their department, but since it's Sunday night, their offices won’t be open. You’ll start tomorrow at sundown. The admissions office is on the ground floor; the science department is in the west tower. You’re a physics major, am I right?” At my nod, she continued, “Experimental and theoretical physics are all on the top floor of the west tower. It’s not very big, but I’m sure you know that already.”

I did know that already. Eternity would be best described as a micro-college; all the departments were miniscule, but apparently well-resourced.

Dreamily, I thought of Professor Mannheim, the brilliant, ridiculously handsome professor of physics—my new mentor, who lived right on campus. Only a stone’s throw away from where I’d be sleeping. My train-of-thought drove straight into the gutter.

The angel on my shoulder swore under her breath. He’s in his late fifties, Marie! Goddamnit, you need therapy in the worst way. Quick, ask Mary Elizabeth where the psychology department is!

I silently shushed her. I wasn’t an idiot; I’d never actually hit on my professor.

You always want me to be more like a normal girl, I told her. Normal girls get crushes on their idols. It’s only a problem when they’re reciprocated.

We carried on down the path, heading west around the college. The trees grew a little thicker, the grass a little greener. We crossed a little bridge over a fast-flowing stream, and the gravel path turned to plain dirt.

Mary Elizabeth dragged my suitcase, bumping and thumping in between the trees. There, set between two enormous Southern Oak trees, was another huge building, a towering wooden structure painted charcoal, with rickety steps leading up to a black door. “Welcome to your new home, dear.” She beamed at me.

I almost laughed. Despite her claim that Eternity College was inclusive and welcoming of everyone, I could see the lines here were clearly drawn. It didn’t matter what kind of humanoid you were, but it did matter if you were rich or poor.

Noctiluna House wasn’t half as grand as Opulentos house, but I didn’t care. I stared up at the odd-looking structure and exhaled. My eyes picked out a few modern details; security cameras over the door, motion-sensor lights. Everything else looked straight out of a horror movie. It suited me just fine.

“Come on,” Mary Elizabeth hefted my suitcase up the steps. “I’ll introduce you to your new roommate."

My shoulders slumped. Right, a roommate. Awesome.


Chapter
Seven
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Mary Elizabeth opened the heavy front door of Noctiluna house, and we walked into a small, narrow reception hall. The walls of the hall were lined with crooked portraits and framed photos of odd-looking past residents. The carpets were antique and threadbare, with dusty-looking lounges against the walls. We walked straight through, then turned right, and the space opened up to reveal a decent-sized dining room, with round tables scattered throughout the room.

“Noctiluna’s kitchen is open twenty-four hours a day,” Mary Elizabeth said. “Since classes run until around two in the morning, we offer full access to food at all times. Mrs. Bally is the chef here, but you’re allowed to fix your own meals if she’s not available to cook for you. Your admission paperwork said you’re on a raw-food carnivore diet for health reasons, is that correct?”

I thought for a quick second. Daphne had insisted that I’d survive just fine on raw steak and blood sausage, and that nothing else had to change.

But then again, Daphne was an unrelenting optimist who seemed to always think the best of people. My throat already felt dry. In fact, it was getting more difficult to concentrate with every second.

Let’s play it safe and keep it to ourselves for now, the angel suggested. And Daphne was right, she added firmly. We absolutely can survive on blood sausage and raw steak.

Mary Elizabeth was squinting at me, waiting for a response. “Oh, right. Yes, I’m on the carnivore diet,” I blurted out. “I’m celiac and allergic to a whole bunch of stuff, so… yeah… Just raw bloody meat for me, please.”

“Great!” Mary Elizabeth beamed. “Let me show you your room.”

We walked through the dining room and came to a rickety wooden staircase. The whole thing shuddered as we climbed the steps. “You’re on the third floor,” Mary Elizabeth huffed, hauling my suitcase behind her, thumping on every step, rattling the bannisters, and sending up clouds of dust from the carpets. “Freshmen are all on the third. The sophomores, juniors, and seniors are all spread between the first and second floor.”

The smell of mildew on the third floor was almost overpowering. The carpet was ancient and raggedy with multiple holes.

We walked down the hallway, past a few doors heading towards the east wing. Someone let out a shriek. Punk metal music blasted from somewhere below us. Mary Elizabeth walked all the way to the end of the hallway and knocked on a door. “Harriet?”

The door swung open, revealing a small dorm room. It wasn’t much—one window, two single beds pushed against the walls, two desks, and two closets. The gloomy little room was empty; there was no sign of my new roommate.

I could judge the heck out of her from the state of her side of the room, though, and considering she was suspect number one for her old roommate's murder, I checked her side of the room carefully for clues.

Harriet seemed to have an affinity for purple. Her fluffy comforter was purple, her pillows were all purple, and her collection of plushies lined up neatly at the end of the bed were all various shades of purple. Even the vacuum cleaner by the door, the stationery on her desk, and her closed laptop were purple.

That doesn’t make her a psychopath, the angel said mildly.

Yeah, it does. People who like purple this much are weird.

The other side of the room, of course, was completely bare—a bare mattress on the bed base, an empty closet, and an empty desk. My side smelled overwhelmingly of flowery cleaning products. Daphne told me that there was additional storage space under the bed, so I could sleep there during the day if I had to.

I nodded. “Cozy. Glad you cleaned up all the blood.”

“We had to buy a new mattress.” Mary Elizabeth shifted on her feet uncomfortably. “We did our best to keep it all quiet—didn’t want to scare any of the other students. Messy business, really. Not the first time someone’s been brutally murdered in their bed here at Eternity College, of course.” She giggled and leaned closer to me. “Just between you and me, ninety years ago my great great-aunt lost her marbles and started running around campus, throwing gasoline on every girl with a visible mole.”

My eyes widened. I nodded. “Riiiight. Okay.”

“It wasn’t my aunt that killed Jessica, though. She’s been dead for decades, and she never actually cut out anyone’s heart.” Mary Elizabeth frowned. “At least, I think she’s still dead.”

Is it too late to back out of this?

No, we’re doing this. And we’re going to solve this murder, too.

I cleared my throat. “Have the police arrested anyone yet?”

“No,” Mary Elizabeth sighed. “This whole thing is a bit of a mystery. Jessica was a very quiet girl who kept to herself. Nobody saw or heard anything even vaguely suspicious. Nobody could think of why she was targeted. There were no strangers hanging around. And her body just vanished completely only minutes after it was discovered.”

I nodded, my curiosity piqued.

Mary Elizabeth walked into the room with my suitcase and accidently kicked the cordless vacuum cleaner by the door. It burst to life, and I jumped at the sudden loud noise.

“Whoops,” she said, nudging the switch with her toe and turning it off again. “Come on in, dear.”

She placed my huge suitcase by the closet and brushed her hands off. “Anyway… The bathrooms are across the hall,” Mary Elizabeth explained. “Everyone has to share; it’s all unisex. We’re all grownups, we’re all equals,” she said firmly. “Everyone here at Noctiluna House behaves themselves.”

“Except for whoever brutally murdered Jessica, of course.”

“Well.” She blinked. “Yes, of course. I mean, I’d like to think the murderer wasn’t a resident here.”

“Did you investigate her roommate? Or, should I say, my new roommate?” I could put up with a lot, but I didn’t particularly want some college freshman to cave my chest in and rearrange my insides in the daytime while I was trying to sleep.

“Yes, of course. She had nothing to do with it. Harriet was the one who discovered poor Jessica dead in her bed just after dawn, and she raised the alarm,” Mary Elizabeth explained. “Harriet was absolutely horrified. She didn’t touch anything, she just rushed out the door immediately and alerted the police, but by the time anyone else went in, Jessica’s body had vanished. Nobody would even believe her if it wasn’t for all the blood. It positively soaked the whole mattress!”

“Was the victim, uh, anything magical?”

“No, not at all. Purely human, apparently. Cripplingly shy, barely spoke to anyone. Very pretty, too, so if she wanted to, she could have had lots of friends. Harriet tried to take her under her wing, because Harriet is just lovely, one of my favorite residents here, actually. I don’t want to burn her at all, I swear!” Mary Elizabeth let out another slightly maniacal giggle. “Don’t even have the urge.”

“That’s… that’s great,” I said weakly.

“But Jessica didn’t seem to want to make friends. She mostly kept very much to herself,” Mary Elizabeth continued. “The police did their thing and cataloged everything, but they seem to be stumped, too.”

I stroked my chin thoughtfully, my curiosity piqued. While I was grateful for the opportunity to be here, there wouldn’t have been space for me if Jessica hadn’t been horribly murdered. The least I could do was find out what happened to her.

And, for my own self-preservation, because if it turned out my new roommate was responsible for Jessica’s death, then I should probably make alternative arrangements for accommodation. I’d sleep in a tent in the woods or under one of those nice stone bridges out by the college. Nope, it would have to be a tent. The way things were going, there were probably trolls under those bridges.

So, no body, no murder weapon, no motive, no suspects. I was off to a fantastic start. “Do you think I could get a copy of the police report?” I asked Mary Elizabeth, walking into the dorm room to check it out. All the surfaces on my side had been scrubbed clean. No trace of blood, which right now I was grateful for. I was so damned hungry, and my throat was beginning to feel very sandpaper-ish.

“Why? Are you planning on solving the murder case?” Mary Elizabeth laughed merrily, like it was a ridiculous notion.

I eyeballed her back. “Yes.”

Seeing I wasn’t being sarcastic, Mary Elizabeth’s expression softened. “That’s very noble of you. At least someone wants to do something about the poor girl’s murder. The human police department is wildly under-resourced, and Jessica didn’t appear to have any close family members pushing them to solve the case. I tried to get to know her, but she was so shy,” Mary Elizabeth exhaled sadly. “She didn’t have a group of friends, but her death did have an effect on some of the more sensitive residents here in Noctiluna. One of the sophomores on the second floor, Vincent, didn’t leave his room for a week, and you can still hear him sobbing from the dining room.” She shrugged. “He’s human, but I suspect he might be an empath.”

“I’ll figure it out, I’m sure,” I said confidently. “I’m something of an expert on serial killers.”

“You think it was a serial killer?” Mary Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “But we haven’t had any other murders!”

“As far as you know,” I said pointedly. “I think it’s definitely a serial killer. Jessica had her heart cut out, for starters. Do you know how hard it is to cut someone’s heart out? You have to make an incision, then crack open the breastbone to get access to the heart. It’s not easy,” I said, chuckling lightly. “Nobody would bother doing all that if it were a one-off accidental killing or even a crime of passion. You also have to consider the fact that the killer took the heart with them. Serial killers love souvenirs. And finally, Jessica’s body disappeared. Have any other students mysteriously vanished lately, never to return?”

“Oh, yes,” Mary Elizabeth nodded cheerfully. “It happens all the time.” Her smile dropped abruptly. “But not because of me. I haven’t burned anyone—I swear.”

In my mind’s eye, I wrote Mary Elizabeth Hubbard’s name after Harriet's on my suspect list. The rest of my investigation would have to wait, though. I was getting so parched, my throat felt dry and desiccated. I swallowed several times, only to be rewarded with the razor-blade-like sensation of movement on an unlubricated tube. Ugh.

“Mary Elizabeth?” A door opened across the hallway; a man’s voice called out from the room directly across from me. “Is that you? Can I borrow your hairdryer again?”

Mary Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Yes, Thalan, but this is the last time! Get your own!”

I turned around and checked out my new neighbor. Every single person who lived close to the murder scene was a suspect.

A young man appeared to live opposite me—Thalan, Mary Elizabeth had called him. I scanned him automatically, filing away every single detail about his appearance.

He appeared to be around twenty years old, tall, with a lightly muscled frame, smooth tanned skin, white teeth, and dripping wet, long, thick black hair he’d pushed off his face. His eyes were a stunning shade of lavender. He looked like a manly version of a young Elizabeth Taylor.

There was a hint of the Otherworld surrounding him, but nothing that I could put my finger on.

I took a second to think about it. It was probably his scent. He smelled like light, creamy scallop bisque, and I was allergic to shellfish—or rather, I had been. I was starting to understand that Otherworlders smelled delicious to me, but there was something just a little wrong, something that made it easier for me to resist eating them—like Mary Elizabeth’s burnt barbecue flavor and Hazel’s salty Dutch licorice. I also clocked the perfect cut of Thalan’s blue jeans, the crispness of his designer t-shirt, the scent of expensive hair conditioner, and the glimmer of moisturizer on his baby-soft skin, and instantly relaxed.

“Thalan,” Mary Elizabeth said. “This is Moo— Sorry,” she cut herself off hastily. “Marie. This is Marie. She’s Harriet’s new roommate.”

He stared back at me. “Wow. You are just gorgeous.”

I fought the impulse to swear and spit at him like a kitten. Thalan was being genuine, but a lifetime of conditioning was hard to break. With effort, I uncurled my fists and managed to say, “Thanks.”

Mary Elizabeth put her hand on Thalan’s shoulder. “I’ll lend you my hairdryer if you take Marie out with you. She just got here, and she doesn’t know her way around. You're heading to Lovecraftian, aren’t you?”

“Of course!” Thalan put a hand on his chest. “Everyone else is there already, but I had to condition my hair.”

“What’s Lovecraftian?” I asked

“The bar in town, on Evermore Boulevard,” Mary Elizabeth explained. “They have live music on Sunday night.” Her ice-white cheeks turned a fraction pink. “One of the professors here plays guitar and sings there on Sunday nights. He’s very popular among the students.” She blushed a little more; it made her look almost normal. “And the staff.”

“That’s an understatement!” Thalan declared. “Ronan Bishop is the only reason anyone studies philosophy here at Eternity. He’s a walking nineties tortured heart-throb type, all broody and mysterious.”

Mary Elizabeth shifted on her feet guiltily. “I might see if Genevieve can cover my shift tonight. She’s not interested in, uh, live music.”

“You mean she’s not interested in watching the most gorgeous man alive put undergrads under his spell?” Thalan leaned closer to me. “Sometimes, on very hot nights, when Ronan Bishop is playing at Lovecraftian, he takes his shirt off. Last time he did that, the manager had to call an ambulance because four girls passed out and one old lady had a stroke.”

I wrinkled my nose. Philosophy? Ew. “I’m okay. I don’t have to go out tonight. I can just stay here and settle in.” I wanted to get a jump start on the police report. Maybe dust the room for prints.

“Oh, no, my dear,” Mary Elizabeth said firmly, pushing me out of the room. “Go out. Break the ice, rip the Band-Aid off, so to speak. I don’t wish to judge, but everyone who comes to Noctiluna seems to have some sort of crippling social anxiety. I spend too much time trying to convince some of your dorm mates to leave their rooms.” She pointed to the door just up from mine. “The two cave goblins next door to you haven’t left their room since Friday. They never open the curtains or turn on the lights.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Goblins?”

“Not literal goblins,” she whispered in my ear. “They’re human and twins, actually. They’re both just socially anxious and possibly borderline agoraphobic. I'd like to introduce you, but there’s almost zero chance you’ll ever see them.” She turned to Thalan. “Speaking of insufferable human men, are you taking Egbert with you tonight?”

“Yes, against my better judgement, I am.” Thalan nudged me and gestured towards his room across the hall. “Egbert is my roommate.”

I shifted sideways to get a better look. Thalan’s room was open. A wiry boy with very short bristly blond hair stood in the middle of the room, almost frozen, staring at me with bulging brown eyes. The first thing I noticed was that Egbert smelled like warm, fresh-baked cinnamon rolls with creamy cream cheese icing; it was so delicious my throat ached. Oh, yeah. He was human, alright.

Thalan waved his hand. “Egbert, this is Marie. Marie, Egbert.”

Egbert looked young, just a little older than me, in fact, but he was dressed like someone’s dead grandpa, in a brown safari suit, a white shirt, and a brown bow tie. His bug-like eyes blinked.

“Hello, female,” he stammered. His lips twitched, then he forced them upwards into a smile.

“Hello,” I said pleasantly. Thanks to my one semester at Harvard, I was used to guys like Egbert. Some of them were terrified of women, and they liked to pretend that they were a different species to justify their attitude.

It made them both awkward and annoying. “Nice to meet you, Egbert. If you call me female one more time, I’ll set fire to the hair on your nuts with a Bunsen burner.”

Just because I was used to guys like Egbert didn’t mean that I had to put up with them.

Egbert’s eyes bulged like ping-pong balls hanging out of his skull. “Uh…”

“I’m a woman,” I said. “A human female is a woman. To refer to me as a female suggests you view me as a different species than you. Thalan just introduced me by my name, so it was quite rude of you not to address me by it.”

Egbert sucked in a breath too quickly, and a little saliva went down the wrong way and he started to cough. His face turned brick red.

“Don’t worry about him,” Thalan muttered. “He’s only here because he's got xeroderma pigmentosum; he can’t withstand UV light.”

“Oh,” I said. “Me too.”

“He’s a science major.”

“Oh, no,” I moaned. “What subject?”

“Mechanical engineering,” Egbert said, adjusting his bowtie again. “And Experimental Physics.”

I swore under my breath.

“You too?” Thalan said sympathetically. “Wow. You’ve got lots in common.”

Egbert, still standing rigidly in the middle of the dorm room, cleared his throat pointedly. “Dear Marie.” He gestured jerkily towards me. “Would you like to have intercourse? I am available if you wish for someone to service you.”

“Ugh,” Thalan groaned. “Sorry about that.” He leaned forward, snagged the doorhandle to his room, and closed the door on Egbert. “We’ve already had one murder this term; we don’t need another one. Now, Marie, let me look at you. That skin,” he exhaled. “Stunning. All you need is a light blush over your cheeks. Normally, I’m not a fan of glasses, but the ones you’ve got on are so ugly they seem to highlight the beauty of your complexion.” His eyes dropped, taking in my chest, then my waist, then my legs. He wrinkled his nose. “Ew.”

I relaxed even further. Now I was on more familiar ground. “What? You don’t like my outfit?”

Thalan shuddered dramatically. “Hell, no. The cardigan… that shirt… those jorts.” He paused, looked away, and gagged. “I can’t tell if you’re trying to do a geek-chic thing, or if there’s some other reason for it.”

“I’m poor,” I said cheerfully. “All this stuff comes from thrift stores.”

“That’s no excuse.” Thalan looked offended. “I’m poor, too. Why else do you think I’m in Noctiluna House?”

I raised my eyebrows. “Is everyone here broke?”

“Yes. Broke, or afflicted with strange diseases, or weirdos with non-existent social skills, or outcasts like me.”

I peered at him. Thalan was a handsome guy. Too young and too pretty for my liking… but of course, he wasn’t for my liking. “You don’t look like much of an outcast,” I said.

“Oh, I mean an outcast from my family. I got disowned,” he explained. “I only managed to scrape by here in Noctiluna House with cash I inherited from my uncle. I’ve got nothing else, so money is pretty tight.”

Yeesh. Of course. I forget some families aren’t very tolerant, especially in such a conservative state. “I’m sorry,” I said politely.

“Don’t change the subject,” he said huffily. “You can get nice things in thrift stores. I know, because I shop at thrift stores. You choose to dress like that!”

I shrugged. “Maybe I do.” He was right; I did dress like this on purpose. It was just another defense mechanism.

Thalan groaned dramatically. “Why? Why would you do something so awful? Why would you inflict that monstrosity of an outfit on my eyes?”

“That’s none of your business, Thalan.”

His violet eyes glowed with excitement. “I can give you a makeover.”

“I’d rather eat nails.” Oh, dammit, I was too thirsty; the lump of sand in my throat had somehow gotten a little bigger. I’d been hoping that a big meal of Cheeseburger Suzanne would satisfy me for a while, but it looked like my appetite was similar to how it had been before. I’d have to eat regular, small meals.

A little more panic set in. How the hell was I going to survive in this place?

I couldn’t tell anyone what I was; I knew that for a fact now. They’d probably accuse me of murdering Jessica so I could take her place here at Noctiluna House.

“Come on,” he pleaded. “You want to make a good first impression, don’t you?”

Okay, now he was getting on my nerves. “I don’t need a makeover, Thalan. I’m not here to have any sort of social life. I’m here at Eternity College to study, and that’s it.”

Mary Elizabeth chose that moment to come back with the hairdryer and a manila folder. She shoved the dryer in Thalan’s arms and the folder in my hands. “There’s the dryer and the police report. Well, I’m off,” she said abruptly. “Ronan’s set will be starting really soon, and I don’t want to miss it. I’ll see you there. Take care of Marie, please, Thalan. Don’t let her walk around Eternity alone. Don’t wander off the path into town. Don’t follow any strange lights into the swamp, and ignore any strange noises in the woods.” She grinned at both of us. “And most of all… Have fun!”


Chapter
Eight
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Ididn’t want to go out. I felt too edgy, too thirsty, too unsettled in this place, a place where I should definitely try and get settled as soon as possible. I should read the police report. I should unpack and start studying the course material to familiarize myself with what I might have missed in the first semester.

I didn’t want to stay in my dorm room, though. The impulse to get out was almost overwhelming. It wasn’t that a girl had been brutally murdered here two weeks ago, although that definitely did pique my curiosity.

The angel nudged me. And your empathy, she said pointedly. You feel sad that a girl died here. Tragic loss of life and all that.

Oh, sure. Yes, I absolutely felt sad that a girl had died here. It was okay to be practical about it, though, and on that note, time was of the essence. I really should study the police report Mary Elizabeth had given me to figure out who killed Jessica as soon as possible.

Truth be told, I didn’t want to do that right now, either. I was just too thirsty. Jessica was already dead; she wouldn’t mind if I took my time with her murder investigation. It wasn’t like she was going to get any deader.

Great job with all that empathy, Marie. I caught the angel giving me the thumbs-up in the periphery of my vision.

While Thalan was blow-drying his hair, I scanned the police report for a second, reading the account of the witness that found Jessica’s body. There wasn’t much there—she walked in, saw the dead body, then rushed out again. But apparently Harriet had heard an animal roar at the time, something that nobody could account for. Harriet admitted she could have imagined it, or it might have been the blood rushing in her ears due to panic.

Blood.

Bah. This was useless; I couldn’t concentrate. I decided to sneak down to the kitchen to find something suitable to soothe the dryness in my throat. I was really starting to worry.

Why the hell did Daphne not tell me this was going to be so damn hard? If I knew how bad the hunger was going to be, I would have made contingencies. Broken into a medical center, stole some blood bags, something like that. I could have even taken the time to decant a little of Cheeseburger Suzanne into a thermos so I could take little sips whenever I got peckish. I’d been so focused on how I was going to deal with not being able to go out in the sun, I’d seriously misjudged how much of a problem my hunger was going to be.

This must be what active addiction felt like. I couldn’t think about anything other than smooth, silky ruby-red lifeblood sloshing down my throat and filling my belly. The thought made me want to groan out loud.

My self-loathing reared up, making my gut churn. Why hadn’t I thought of this already? I was so good at problem solving. I was excellent at heading off crises before they began. I had contingencies on contingencies, backup plans on backup plans.

And now, I was just a hungry moron. A slave to my base impulses.

I had one year to go—one year of walking a tightrope, twelve months of balancing the house of cards I’d built to keep everything hidden from Deborah, three-hundred-sixty-five days of trying to keep Ackie safe from harm without actually being there to protect him. How the hell was I supposed to save my brother if I couldn’t save myself?

It’s okay, Marie. The angel soothed me. You’re going to be fine. You’re not an idiot. This is an unprecedented situation. Daphne said that herself, remember? She said it a whole bunch of times.

The angel was right. I had to take this one day at a time. Gradually, I calmed down. My self-loathing eased a little, and I crept downstairs, heading to the kitchen so I could look for something that might soothe my hunger.

At the bottom of the steps, a large orange cat shot out from behind the newel post and hissed at me, blocking my path.

“Hey there, kitty!” I quite liked cats. You couldn’t not admire their attitude. “You might want to get out of the way; I'm kind of in a hurry.”

“Fuck off, you flabby-titted disgusting giant ginger whore.” The cat arched its back, fur standing upright, and spat. “This palace is not big enough for both of us. I hope you fall down the stairs and break that ugly long neck!”

The angel on my shoulder clutched her pearls. I blinked. Did that cat just⁠—

“Begone!” He shot forward and whacked me with a fat paw. “The sight of you offends my eyeballs, bald demon! You will die writhing in agony, while I watch and laugh!” He leapt in the air, spun around one-hundred-eighty degrees, and shot off down the hallway.

I hesitated for a moment, reevaluating my feelings on felines. I usually admired cats' attitude. That one in particular appeared to be taking it a step too far, though.

The angel shifted uncomfortably on my shoulder. Do cats… talk?

“Not that I know of,” I muttered back. I had too much on my plate to worry about it right now. If he came at me again, I’d flick that little bastard on the nose.

The kitchen and dining room were practically deserted, which I found odd. One strange girl with a pointy nose and straggly dark hair hanging over her face glared at me from the corner of the dining room, but I ignored her, rummaged around in the refrigerator, and found a packet of raw beef steak.

The idea of chewing on the steak itself repulsed me. Daphne had insisted I’d survive fine on uncooked meat, but either I was a freak—which kind of went without saying—or Daphne was just appallingly naive, because I could feel the beginnings of a panic attack starting to stir in my empty gut.

In desperation, I opened the packet and poured some of the bloody juice from the steak into my mouth and swallowed it.

It tasted disgusting, but it did help dull my panic a little bit, and it soothed my parched throat enough I could swallow without a lump of sand choking me. I was still damned hungry, though.

It would have to do for now.

Thalan met me at the entrance, Egbert trotting six yards behind him. “Are you sure I can’t convince you to get changed?” Thalan frowned. “You dress like a color-blind Adam Sandler.”

“Nope, I’m fine,” I said breezily. “Let’s get going.”

We walked down the rickety wooden steps of Noctiluna House; they groaned and creaked the whole way down. “I’m surprised that there’s no other spare rooms here,” I said to Thalan as we walked the path through the trees, making our way past the towering main campus building and heading towards the gates. “This place seems empty.”

“Oh, it’s full, alright,” Thalan said, gliding elegantly next to me. “The residents that stay in their rooms will be staying in their rooms like they always do. And anyone at Noctiluna House who possesses a shred of social grace will already be at Lovecraftian, panting over Professor Ronan Bishop like the rest of the student body. Harriet’s already there—your roommate. I’ll introduce you guys.”

Great, I could interrogate her about Jessica’s death.

“Harriet’s bestie, Bonnie, is with her. She’s not in Noctiluna; she lives off campus. Bonnie’s so obsessed, she even switched majors so she could be in Ronan’s lectures.”

I frowned primly. “It’s a bit inappropriate, don’t you think, lusting after a teacher? Even if it is only a philosophy professor.”

The angel on my shoulder chuckled darkly. I’m going to remind you that you said that when you meet Professor Mannheim.

Thalan rolled his eyes. “He’s only an associate professor, and he’s not tenured yet. I think he’s only thirty, or something crazy like that. And honestly, Marie.” He sighed dramatically. “You need to see this man for yourself. Despite everyone trying, nobody has managed to get close to him. Bonnie tried to schedule some private tutoring with him, but he doesn’t do private tutoring. Nobody has ever gotten him alone. Nobody knows anything about him; nobody has managed to get into his private quarters. He’s so cool and mysterious. His lectures are pure poetry.”

I glanced behind me, checking on Egbert’s location. I didn’t have to; I knew exactly where that delectable, sweet cinnamon roll scent was at all times. “Is Ronan Bishop…” I waggled my eyebrows, wanting to address the elephant in the room. I was sure that Thalan was a supe of some kind. “Is he human?”

Thalan glanced at me warily. “Yeah. We’re all human, Marie.” He gave me a look. “Aren’t we?”

I smirked. “You’re not.”

“Oh!” Thalan gasped and lowered his voice so Egbert couldn’t hear us. “I didn't realize you were an Otherworlder. I thought I felt something a bit different about you! Normally, the eyes give it away, but you’ve got those hideous glasses on, and I can’t see the flash behind your eyes. It’s naturally a bit harder to tell here in Eternity anyway, because the veil spell messes with supes as well as humans.”

Speaking of humans… Egbert trailed behind us, lurching a few yards back. The angel on my shoulder begged me to invite him to walk next to us, but I refused. His neck was starting to look delicious. I didn’t want him near me.

“So, how could you tell?” Thalan asked me.

“A few things,” I said. “There’s something a bit off about your coloring, for starters, nothing that can be explained by genetics.” And I don’t feel the need to chew on your neck. “And I can hear a trace of resonance in your tone that suggests you have enhanced vocal capabilities,” I added hastily.

“Oh, that’s crazy! I do have enhanced vocal capabilities,” he breathed out. “I’m a siren.”

I blinked. “You’re a mermaid?”

“No, a siren.”

A little petulant growl snuck out of my mouth. This was getting irritating. I didn’t know anything about the Otherworld. I was getting sick of feeling stupid all the time. I’d lost my acne, my armor, and my intellectual superiority, and I hated it. “Isn’t that the same thing?”

He gave me a puzzled look. “Mermaids have tails, and we don’t.” He held out his hands, and flexed, spreading his fingers. Webbing appeared between them. “Female sirens can lure sailors to their death.” He blinked, then lowered his gaze to the gravel path in front of us. “It’s why I was exiled, actually. Only female sirens are supposed to be able to do it, but I can, too.”

“Oh.” I frowned, confused. “I thought you were kicked out because you’re gay.”

He stopped in his tracks and whirled around to face me. “What?”

“What?”

“I’m not gay.”

“You’re… not?”

“Of course not! I love women. They’re so”—he paused and swallowed—“sexy. What gave you the idea that I was gay?”

I held out my arm, about to swoop it up and down, to gesture to literally everything about him, but the angel hissed in my ear. No! Don’t do it! Proceed with caution! He doesn’t know!

I hesitated. This was pertinent information. I should share it. Knowledge was power. He would feel much better once he realized.

You can’t out him to himself!

Yes, I can. And I should!

Marie. The angel huffed. This is a life-changing, canon event. You can’t do this. And besides, you have no proof that he’s actually gay.

Apart from the hair. And the clothes. And the obvious attraction to men, judging by how he talked about the hot, useless Philosophy professor he was dragging me out to see right now.

It could be a siren thing. Look, you just got here. Please, I’m begging you. You need to be kind. For once.

Bah. Fine.

“Oh,” I said cautiously. “I meant gray, not gay. I misspoke. I, um, saw a couple of sparkly threads in your hair. I thought you must be going gray, and maybe sirens take that sort of thing really seriously…”

Thalan’s confused expression cleared, and he beamed at me, swishing his long, silky black hair from side to side. “Oh! I put some tinsel thread extensions in after I blow dried it. It really makes your hair sparkle.”

I pressed my lips together. That’s it. You’re doing great, Marie, the angel encouraged me. Well done!

“So, uh, male sirens can’t enchant sailors and lure them to their death?”

“Oh, no.” His face fell again. “I’m a genetic freak, apparently, so they kicked me out.”

“That’s sad.”

“Yes, but I understand it, though.” He shrugged. “Our culture is very traditional. Our females lie around on rocks and lure sailors to their deaths to protect our coastlines. The males stay beneath and make sure no predators are around. That’s the way it’s been since the dawn of time.” Thalan pouted. “Everyone in my shoal freaked out when they realized I could bewitch human men and lure them to wreck their ships on the coastline. It’s just not done. The elders called a conclave, declared me a threat to my siren shoal’s existence, and now, I’m an exile.” He swallowed. “My mom was disgusted with me. My dad couldn’t even look at me.”

I was too annoyed to be gentle. “That’s stupid.” I snorted. “Variance in gender markers within different species is a good thing. Not everything is about procreation!”

Thalan looked puzzled. “Who said anything about procreation? I can do something that only female sirens can do. Like I said, I’m a genetic freak, and my people need to protect the siren bloodline.”

“I mean, there might be another reason why you can lure human men to their deaths. Protecting the shoal’s territory, for example.”

“I don’t see how I could help protect the shoal. That’s what the women do. They sing to the human sailors, beguiling them, and they crash their boats and drown themselves trying to reach us. They’re not going to drown themselves for a male siren.” He laughed. “Why would they? That’s ridiculous!”

“Have you ever heard of the navy?” I asked, trying and failing to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

“Yeah. Of course.” Thalan looked puzzled. “What have they got to do with anything?”

Surely, nobody could be this unself-aware.

Don’t do it, Don’t do it.

I inhaled, held my breath for one minute, then exhaled a long, weary breath. The tiny amount of relief I got from the mouthful of cow blood had vanished, and I was starting to feel very hungry again.

Hungry, irritated, short tempered. And the angel on my shoulder was on her knees, begging me to be kind. There’s a time to be an insufferable know-it-all, Marie, and that time is not now!

“You know what, never mind.” I glanced at Thalan, meeting his eyes. “I’m so sorry your shoal kicked you out. They’re all stupid, short-sighted bastards.”

He shrugged his big shoulders. “It’s okay. My people are kind of mean, anyway, and I never fit in. I didn’t like being forced to stay in the dark depths with the other men while the women got to lay around on rocks combing their hair. And, honestly, I’m kinda obsessed with Mary Elizabeth’s hair dryer.” He gave a sheepish grin. “Electric devices don’t really do very well in the ocean.”

We walked out the wrought iron gates, and started along the dark, winding willow-lined Perpetuity Lane, listening to the frogs scream and the nightbirds trill. None of them sounded like their throats were bleeding. Mine felt like it was. Ouch.

“And what about you?” Thalan suddenly asked.

I jolted out of my throat-pain depression. “What about me?”

He peered at me. “Are you a witch? A shifter? I can’t tell.”

I swallowed. “Um…” The massive lump of sand was back. “No, I’m nothing.”

“Oh, an orbiter. Okay. Oh, yeah, that’s right, you said you had the same sunlight allergy as Egbert,” Thalan said, jerking his head behind him. “That’s why you came to Eternity.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” I lied.

Best to change the subject. I should probably start asking about Jessica so I could get a jump start on finding whoever murdered her. I hadn’t had a chance to even look at the police report yet, but I could start eliminating suspects. “What about Harriet, my roommate? Is she anything?”

“Actually, yes. She’s a witch,” Thalan said. “She’s really lovely, too, comes from one of the oldest family covens in the south. The witches here tend to keep nocturnal hours, so they’re more comfortable going to classes at night.” He gave me a nudge. “You'll like her. You’ll be good friends.”

Fat chance. I didn’t have friends. I just didn’t trust anyone enough, especially not now while I was keeping my new vampirism a secret. Thalan was nice, though, I’d grudgingly admit that. “And Jessica? The murdered girl? What was she?”

“Just human.” Thalan added, frowning. “She might have been an orbiter. I don’t actually know. She kept to herself, mostly.”

That was what Mary Elizabeth said. The shyness could be suspicious, but considering most of the residents at Noctiluna House were painfully awkward weirdos, I supposed she fit right in. “You didn’t notice anything strange about her?”

“We’re all a little strange, Marie. You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“She didn’t have any dangerous-looking visitors at any point? She wasn’t in a criminal gang? No drug dependency issues?”

“No. No to all of your questions.”

But she’d had her heart ripped out of her chest. Who would do that to someone? To be fair, right now I’d like to rip Egbert’s heart out of his chest, pop a straw into it, and drain it like a Capri-Sun.

My mood soured. So far, I’d spoken to three people in this town—not unless you counted that psychotic cat—and two out of three of them had warned me about vampires. Daphne and her friends had given me the impression that vampires were just like anyone else, but Daphne was Little Miss Sunshine, and now I realized she was obviously delusional. All the evidence so far suggested that vampires were evil, sadistic, cold-hearted bastards who didn’t care about anything other than blood.

You’re not sadistic. The angel patted my shoulder, trying to comfort me.

But I’m all those other things, I thought miserably. I swallowed the sandy lump in my throat, grimaced, and spoke my thoughts out loud. “You don’t think a vampire could have done it to her?”

Thalan shook his head. “Vampires can’t come on-campus.” He glanced down and clocked my expression. “I know Mary Elizabeth would have already given you the talk about keeping your wits about you when you’re in town. You’re safer on-campus, but out here, there are evil creatures running around. Just watch yourself, don’t get into conversations with anyone with a Transylvanian accent, don’t be polite to creepy men, and you’ll be fine.”

“You don’t think Jessica might have gotten enthralled and had her heart ripped out by a vampire?”

“Vampires don’t rip out hearts,” he said, kicking a stone into the willows. “They don’t even attack indiscriminately. Here in Louisiana, they’re far more likely to target some goody-two-shoes virgin type, enthrall them, then use them as a blood pet until they’re all used up and a shadow of their former selves. We’re all aware of the warning signs, Marie, especially Mary Elizabeth, so we know what to look out for. Jessica didn’t show any signs of being enthralled. And again, vampires can’t step foot on campus,” he said patiently.

But they could. The wards only prohibited non-students, not vampires specifically. I clenched my fists, so frustrated I could cry. I didn’t want to point out the very obvious problems with the security, because they’d fix it, and I’d be forced out of yet another university because of my goddamn vampirism.

My whole life plan for the next year depended on me being able to show that I could support Ackie once I turned eighteen. No judge in the whole country would grant custody to a delinquent school dropout who couldn’t even look after her own life, let alone her ten-year-old brother.

For a second, despair overwhelmed me. I just wanted to keep my child safe. Ackie was my responsibility, and I kept failing him.

God, I hated myself.

Thalan reached out and touched my shoulder; I flinched.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Fine.” I shook off my self-loathing and tried to focus. “What was Jessica studying?”

“Anthropology. With a minor in Philosophy.” Thalan gave me a knowing smile. “We’re all doing a minor in Philosophy.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course.”

The road widened, and the willows veered away, until the town came into view. I was surprised—the walk back to town seemed to take no time at all. Time wasn’t linear, I knew that, but it was strange that the half mile had felt a hundred times longer on the way in.

Eternity really was a beautiful town. The smell of night jasmine and gardenia filled the air. The night was cool but still sultry, the air felt silky on my skin. I glanced at my watch—it was after eleven o'clock now. The faint strains of guitar chords hit my ears.

Thalan could hear it too. “Come on, we have to hurry,” he said. “Ronan has already started.” He grabbed my hand, reached back, grabbed Egbert, and hauled us towards the club.


Chapter
Nine
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Lovecraftian was packed with people. From the doorway, I could see what looked like hundreds of patrons jammed in there. Standing room only, it seemed. Thalan dragged me forward, hurrying as the sound of the guitar chords soared around us. We joined the line of people pushing to get inside.

I gaped at the amount of flesh on display. Most of the patrons were young, obviously students from the college, but there were a handful of folks in their late twenties, or even older. Both women and men weren’t wearing much at all—tank tops, vests, tiny skirts, miniscule dresses that barely covered perky rear ends, which was overkill considering it was still spring and the weather was mild, not warm. I’d never ever considered wearing anything as skimpy as what the girls around me were wearing, but then again, I’d never have to. My body temperature was naturally lower now; I probably wouldn’t even break a sweat in June.

A thrum of anticipation pulsed through me, raising goosebumps on my skin.

What the heck was that? The angel on my shoulder was puzzled. Why are you suddenly all jittery?

I had no idea. Although Thalan suddenly seemed very jittery, too, bouncing on the balls of his feet as we shuffled towards the main doors.

The bouncer at the door didn’t seem to care that I was clearly underage. He wasn’t even carding anyone—just pointedly making eye contact with the line of people that surged through the doorway.

“Let’s get inside,” Thalan hurried me, ushering me forward.

Inside, the bar was almost pitch-black. My eyes adjusted instantly, taking in what looked like hundreds of bodies shoulder-to-shoulder, all facing the stage in the corner, standing stock-still, eyes glued on the only source of light in the room. The whole place felt gripped in silence, the only sound was the mournful song of an electric guitar.

A man stood there on stage, alone, framed in a beam of the spotlight.

Wow.

I’d never seen anyone like him before in my life. His face was pure symmetry, sculpted by a master artist—full lips, carved jaw, perfect high cheekbones, flashing bitter-chocolate brown eyes bordered by long, long lashes. His tousled dark-blond hair fell to chin-length, perfectly disheveled, nineties bad-boy rocker style.

I’d never seen anything more bewitching in my entire life. Somehow, he looked insanely beautiful and heartbreaking, like a fallen angel.

A white t-shirt hugged his wide shoulders, loose jeans hung off his hips, highlighting his lean, lightly muscled frame. Everyone in the bar stood still, completely captivated. His fingers expertly plucked and strummed the strings of his guitar, coaxing a desperate, passionate, and mournful sound that held the entire bar in a chokehold.

I could see why everyone was obsessed. Ronan Bishop was so breathtakingly handsome it knocked some of the air out of my lungs. For a while, it felt like a struggle to breathe.

Oh, no. I really couldn’t breathe. My chest felt too tight. It wasn’t Ronan. There were too many people in here. Too many scents, too many pulses, too much desire, too much passion flooding the atmosphere, too much everything…

Fear clutched my slow-thudding heart, making it skip dangerously. Panic gripped me. Panic… and desire. Pure, unadulterated bloodlust.

This was a mistake.

All around me were warm bodies. Delicious, fragrant, bare-skinned warm bodies, and I was starving.

My mouth, already too dry, was almost killing me. I tried to swallow; the sandy lump choked me. I managed a strangled gasp.

“Told you,” Thalan murmured, sounding smug. “Isn’t he beautiful?”

Marie! Behave, the angel scolded me. It’s just the crowd. They’re excited, so you’re excited. “You weren’t wrong,” I managed to mumble to Thalan.

“Come on, let’s find Harriet.” Looking for Egbert first, he saw his roommate sandwiched against the wall at the back, and tugged my hand, pulling me through the crowd. My vision was instantly blocked; I was short, everyone else was much taller than me. Thalan led me right into the middle of the packed dancefloor, stopped next to a couple of young women, and nodded at them. They nodded back, not even turning. Their eyes were fixed on the stage.

I could barely focus. The tension in the air, the delicious anticipation exploded when Ronan started to sing. His voice was low with a rich tone and gravelly rasp. The song sounded like an original in a minor key, heartbreakingly slow, the melody haunting, the lyrics desperately painful. All around me, the people stared at him, transfixed, their eyes glazed with lust.

The effect he was having on everyone was insane. They were losing their minds, and I, as a result, was getting infected with their horniness, and losing grip of my control over my hunger.

“Are you sure he’s human?” I muttered to Thalan.

“Yeah. An orbiter, according to the gossip,” Thalan whispered back. He let out a long, slow sigh. “Isn’t he the sexiest thing you’ve ever seen in your entire life?”

My eyes flicked up to the stage again, and I watched Ronan Bishop sing. There was something about him… Something important, something profound. Something that everyone else was missing.

I itched to work it out. His bitter-brown eyes weren’t looking into the crowd at all. In fact, his focus seemed to be entirely inwards.

My vision zeroed in on his bare arms, the curve of his muscular forearms, the bulge of his biceps, and I noticed a light striping of scar tissue on his skin. His perfectly tousled chin-length hair had a tiny hunk on one side that was uneven, as if someone had pulled out a chunk of it at some point in the past year and it was regrowing. His knuckles, too, were noticeably thick and callused.

I gazed up at him, then glanced around the enraptured faces in the crowd, almost drowning in the tension.

He wasn’t singing for them. Couldn’t they see it? Couldn’t they hear the pain in his voice?

Ronan Bishop wasn’t an intellectual. He wasn’t some random assistant professor with a fun musical hobby.

Well, he might be those things too, but the clues his body was giving me indicated that he used his fists on something hard, and often. The scars told me he’d been badly hurt at some point. The timbre of his voice and the lyrics of his song screamed to me that he was in enormous pain.

This philosophy professor was using the stage as a tool, as a conduit for his suffering. He was getting it all out, and the people around me misinterpreted it because he just so happened to be the most beautiful man anyone had ever seen in their lives. “It’s not seduction,” I muttered to myself. “It’s catharsis.”

Thalan frowned, not bothering to look at me. “What?”

“Nothing.” There was no point explaining myself. It didn’t really matter what Ronan Bishop was doing up there, beguiling his audience with his heart wrenching song. What was important was that there were dozens and dozens of hearts thudding in this room, pushing glorious ruby-red blood all through their bodies.

And I was hungry.

The song was reaching a climax. Ronan closed his eyes, raised his voice, and sang mournfully into the microphone, lost in the emotion of the song.

A woman cried out, overwhelmed.

Were they not even listening to the words? Emotions smacked into me, a constant gut punch. I felt like crying. The song was about someone he loved getting hurt, someone he swore he’d always protect. Someone who was now too far away. The yearning… the heartbreak.

It hit too close to home. The feeling was overwhelming. Tears pricked at my eyes, and I inhaled sharply.

“I need fresh air,” I gasped.

Turning, I shoved my way through the crowd and bolted out the door.


Chapter
Ten
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“There you are.” Thalan sauntered out the door of the club ten minutes later with Egbert trailing behind him. “I was worried about you.”

I managed a weak smile from where I crouched near the building next door to Lovecraftian and rose to my feet slowly. It had taken me the whole ten minutes to get a hold of myself. The strange panic, the heightened emotion I felt inside dissipated slowly, but the unease lingered. “Yeah, so worried you stayed inside and listened to the rest of the set,” I replied.

“Uh, yeah.” Thalan turned bashful. “Sorry. To be fair, you’re the only person who has ever left the bar while Ronan was playing. Guess he doesn’t have the same effect on you that he does on everyone else.” Thalan turned around and gestured towards two young women walking out the door of the bar behind him, inhaling the sultry night air deeply as if gasping for oxygen. They both made a beeline towards us. “This is Harriet, your new roommate.”

One of the girls stepped forward, smiling happily. My new roommate was both big and tall, with dark skin and long black snaky locs flowing over her shoulders. She was dressed simply in a jean skirt and a flowery purple blouse. Thalan waved his hand towards me. “Harriet, this is Marie.”

Harriet smelled so good, I stopped breathing. A burst of hunger flared in my gut. Oh no.

“Hey there! I’m so glad to meet you.” Her big, dark eyes were both warm and a little scattered, like she was overstimulated. “Oh, Marie,” she sighed. “You’re so pretty, I could bite you. Just a little bite, though, because you’re just a little bite, and I wouldn’t want to hurt you.” Her smile vanished, and her eyes widened. “I never want to hurt anyone.”

I raised my eyebrows. My new roommate was insane. Fabulous.

Give her a chance!

Yeah, give her a chance to convince me she wasn’t Jessica’s murderer. Let’s face it, it was usually the person closest to the victim who committed the crime, and you couldn't get any closer than sharing a tiny dorm room in a Weirdo Central like Noctiluna House.

I let out an awkward chuckle, not sure what to say. “Don’t bite me.”

Harriet giggled. “I’ll do my best not to.” She stretched out her hand, and I took it and shook it. Harriet sure had a firm grip; her confident handshake was totally at odds with the slightly frazzled expression on her face.

“Oh, your hands are so cold,” Harriet gushed, pulling me closer. “Ice cold. Oh, that’s nice.” To my horror, she bent her knees, placed my palm on her forehead, and exhaled with relief. “So nice. I thought I was going to pass out in there for a second.”

Her casual affection sent a wave of self-loathing washing through me. Be normal, the angel hissed.

Harriet straightened up abruptly and frowned down at me, still holding my hand. “Who is that?”

I snatched my hand, pulling it out of her grip. “What?”

She tilted her head, peering at me through slightly narrowed eyes. “Did you know there’s an angel on your shoulder?”

My heart stopped. I gaped at her.

What the hell did she just say? No, she didn't. She couldn’t.

There wasn’t actually an angel on my shoulder. The tiny creature that sat at the curve of my neck wasn’t real; she was just a figment of my imagination. She’d always been with me for as long as I could remember. It was kind of embarrassing to have an imaginary friend, especially one who scolded you fussily every ten seconds, so I didn’t really mention it to many people.

Of course I had imaginary friends. Who wouldn’t have imaginary friends if you had my childhood?

Logically, I knew the angel on my shoulder was my conscience, poking me and giving me a stern talking-to whenever I decided to do something particularly morally bankrupt. It wasn’t weird. Everyone had a conscience. Mine was just more vocal. And more annoying.

Hey!

Harriet was clearly insane. I eyeballed her stonily. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Perhaps you’re overdue for a visit to your optometrist. And your psychiatrist.” I squinted at her. “And your parole officer, maybe?”

“Harry-eet,” Thalan said in a sing-song voice. “Don’t scare your new roommate.” He turned to me and winked. “Don’t mind her. She’s away with the fairies at the best of times. This is Bonnie,” he added, gesturing to the freckled blonde girl next to him.

“Oh, no.” My heart thumped harder. “Go back a step, Thalan. Faeries?”

He let out a bark of laughter. “Not literally. It’s just an expression.”

I exhaled with relief. “Thank heavens for that. I’ve been waterboarded by enough faeries in this lifetime.”

Harriet broke into peals of laughter. “Oh, you have! You poor little bite.” She tilted her head, studying me. “Your aura is so strange,” she murmured, still smiling softly. “So… busy. Like sweet-and-sour pork and margarita pizza tossed in the same takeout container. I can already tell there aren’t enough candles and herbs in Louisiana to figure out what’s going on in there!” She leaned towards me and began plucking at the air around me, like she was de-feathering an invisible chicken. “I’ll need to get Saturn’s help for this one,” she added, wide-eyed, plucking at the empty air above my head.

I backed away, watching her warily. Nutcase.

Thalan sighed and rubbed his temples. “Again, don’t mind her. Harriet is very, uh, spiritual.”

Was everyone in my new residence hall a raging weirdo? I glanced at the blonde girl next to her—Bonnie—who was watching Harriet with a bemused, patient expression on her face.

Bonnie seemed normal. Almost pretty, too, with a lightly freckled face, a thin ironing-board frame, and skinny arms.

“Are you in Noctiluna too?” I asked her. “Please say yes.”

“Oh, no, I’m not.” Bonnie drawled, her accent very Louisiana. “I’m local; I live just down near the river. I couldn’t afford to go to college out of state, so I’m doing the nightshift at Eternity for the next two years.”

Harriet exhaled happily. “I love the nightshift. So much happens in the dark that we don’t see.”

“Is the show over? Can we leave?” I itched to get out of here. I was starving, and Harriet was making me uncomfortable.

I knew why. She reminded me a little of my mom. Deborah often said airy-fairy hippy things about the moon and clearing auras. I’d heard her tell strangers they had the spirit of their dead grandma following them around, so to hear Harriet insist that I had an angel on my shoulder kinda rubbed me up the wrong way.

Deborah often insisted she had psychic gifts. Most of her delusions came from the fact that our last name was Shipton, so she believed she was a descendant of Mother Shipton, the famous English prophetess. Deborah truly believed she was an indigo child, a starseed, a soothsayer. She was special.

And I suppose she was special. Not everyone had borderline personality disorder and delusional narcissism, after all.

You’re not being fair to Harriet, the angel scolded me.

I knew I wasn’t. Deborah’s earth-mama hippy persona wasn’t real; it was just a way to get attention. I’d seen her mask slip too many times, and seen the vicious, selfish, domineering and controlling monster underneath.

Harriet seemed genuine. A genuine nutjob, of course, but genuine. I still wanted to hide, though. This was too much interaction, and I felt oversensitive and raw. And hungry.

“Yeah, the show’s over,” Thalan said. “We can walk back to Noctiluna together.” He turned and gestured towards Egbert, who hovered a few yards away. “Come on, Egg.”

Another group of young men and women had just left the club and were coming towards us. More new friends? The angel said hopefully.

I scanned them. It was an obvious, instant no. These people were not friends. They were beautiful, shiny, and dressed in what looked like brand-new designer fashion. Their clothes screamed wealth, their skin trumpeted good health, and their posture telegraphed both confidence and entitlement.

A willowy Black girl with long, dark hair spotted us and sauntered over, breaking away from the group. Ironically enough, she was wearing a similar outfit to me, but where I was wearing knee-length jorts, her own denim shorts were cut off at crotch-length, and her striped t-shirt was cropped just under her boobs, showing off a flat stomach and oodles of shining dark skin.

My instincts immediately prickled, and I looked for the clues that made me sense the danger. I noted the girl’s smug smile, the deliberate straightening of her shoulders, the way her demeanor changed, ever so subtly, but still noticeable—her movements less casual but deliberate, more performative.

I had more than enough experience to read malicious intentions. I braced myself, curious as to what was about to go down.

Harriet’s back was to her—my new roommate was still smiling at me serenely, gently plucking imaginary things out of my aura, so she didn’t see what was coming.

The girl rammed her shoulder into Harriet’s back, shoving her hard. “Whoa, watch it, Dumpling.” She gave a scornful laugh. “You might want to let someone else take a turn at the feed trough in Noctiloser.”

Harriet let out a gasp, stumbling forward into me. She was at least a foot taller, and probably had fifty pounds on me, but I caught her, braced her, and set her firmly on her feet again.

Thalan let out a whine. “Back off, Amy. Leave Harriet alone.”

“Sorry.” The girl—Amy—let out a pretty giggle. “I couldn’t help it.” She reached out and yanked one of Harriet’s locs. “Dumpling here is just so hard to miss!”

Ooh, fat shaming. That bitch.

I waited to see what Harriet would do, but she appeared to shrink into herself in this bully’s presence, curling her shoulders and slumping over.

“I’m just teasing you, Dumpling.” Amy giggled, punching Harriet’s arm, hard. She gave Thalan a wink. “If you ever decide to abandon the swamp scum at Noctiluna, Thalan, feel free to come visit me. I’d make an exception for you.” She blew him a kiss, tossed her hair over her shoulder, and sauntered away, rolling her hips seductively.

Wow, I thought to myself, she’s not only mean, she’s barking up the wrong tree with Thalan.

You could be wrong about him.

I’m never wrong.

I glanced around my little group as we all watched the gorgeous girl saunter away. Nobody was going to do anything? Okay, fine.

I knelt down, picked up a pebble off the pavement, and threw it. It smacked her in the back of her head with a little thud.

“Ouch!” She screamed and whirled around. “Who did that?”

“Me!” I put my hand up, grinning. “Guilty.”

Amy’s eyes found me, her mouth dropping open in outrage. “You? Who the hell are you?” It was as if she hadn’t noticed me until this moment, but I was used to that. “How dare you?”

“Oh,” I said happily, “I thought we were just messing around. Just teasing, y’know? You shoved Harriet, here, I threw a rock at your head. Teasing!”

Amy glared at me, furious, rubbing her scalp. “You don’t know what you’ve just done, bitch,” she spat out.

“Yeah, I do,” I chuckled. “I threw a rock at some idiot’s head. It was fun. Who knows? I might do it again.”

The girl’s eyes widened again incredulously, her jaw jutted out, and she took a step towards me, clenching her fists. “You little freak! I’m going to⁠—”

“What?” I waved her forward. I didn’t know how to fight, but my fight-or-flight response didn’t know that. I’d been in lots of fights, because I could never seem to hold my tongue. And because I came off so cocky and unhinged, most people backed down. If they didn’t, I usually either managed to MacGyver my way to victory using whatever was at hand, or I wriggled like a snake on meth until I could escape and run away.

I faced the pretty girl and grinned. “What are you going to do about it?” Go on, I silently pleaded. I dare you. Do something. I could feel the dry rasp in my throat, the aching yawn in my belly. I wanted blood. I wanted this snotty bully’s blood, because she smelled amazing. Like… pie. Apple pie, maybe? No, not quite.

“Marie!” Harriet stepped in between us, facing me with her back to Amy. “Don’t,” she whispered, shaking her head once. I saw fear in her eyes. “It’s not worth it. You’ll only make things worse.”

I eyeballed my new roommate for a second. The fear in Harriet’s eyes gave me pause—she was genuinely scared. “Okay.” I blew out a breath. “Fine.” I held my hands up. “I’m backing down.”

“Good.” Amy tossed her hair back. “That’s what I thought. Keep your little ginger lapdog in check next time, Dumpling.” She spun on her heels and stomped away to where her friends were waiting for her by the road leading back to Eternity College.

Harriet exhaled with relief. “Thanks,” she breathed out as the mean girl sauntered away, shaking her ass provocatively. “Honestly, Marie, I appreciate you sticking up for me, but Amy is⁠—”

My arm moved. I threw another pebble as hard as I could.

“Ow!” Amy screamed. “What the hell!”

Thalan grabbed my arm, ushering me into the alleyway beside the bar. “Okay, bestie, you’re going to get us all killed!”

I let him drag me away. Harriet, Bonnie, and Egbert all scuttled after us, pushing us deeper into the alleyway. The air around us seemed to tremble for a second as Harriet flicked her hands out, clicked her fingers three times, and whispered odd words under her breath.

A tingle ran through me, as the exotic scent of sandalwood bloomed around us. Oh, that’s right. Harriet was a witch. And she’d just done something to hide us.

“Oooh!” Amy’s furious voice echoed through the night. “I’m going to kill you, you little orange freak! You just wait! When I’m through with you, you’re going to wish you had your heart cut out like Dumpling’s last roommate! I’m going to make you wish you'd never been born!”

Harriet wrapped an arm around my shoulder and put her lips close to my ear. “Just stay quiet. I’m begging you,” she whimpered. “I’m just not ready. Not ready, not prepared, not smart, and not brave like you. My tongue is tied, my hands shake, the goddess laments my cowardice. Please.”

I pursed my lips. I wasn’t brave; I just didn’t give a crap about my own personal safety. What was she going to do, kill me?

But Harriet’s obvious distress twanged the heartstrings of the angel on my shoulder, and she, in turn, was giving me a very pointed side-eye stare. I knew what would happen if I didn’t back down. My conscience would never let me hear the end of it.

“Fine,” I sighed, making the gesture of locking my lips and slipping an imaginary key into the pocket of my jorts.

Harriet squeezed me even tighter. “Blessed be, my sister,” she breathed out. “Blessings abound now you are with me.”

I submitted to being hugged very stoically. The physical contact didn’t bother me as much as it had before, nor did Harriet’s kooky witchy personality, because it was real, not fake like Deborah’s.

That didn’t mean I was going to cross her off my suspect list for her own roommate's murder, though; it was still most likely her. I’d read Daphne’s Otherworld Child Protection Services procedures manual, and I knew there were witches who did horrific things to innocent people to amass more magical power. Even the strange woman on the bus said that the veil spell on the town was soaked with blood.

Who knows, Harriet might have even had a good reason to kill her roommate. After all, I could think of lots of good reasons to kill someone.

After a moment, Harriet relaxed. “She’s gone. We can go now.”

Thalan peeked out from around the alleyway corner. “Yeah, they’ve all bailed. And, oh! Ronan’s coming out of the bar!”

The others pushed and shoved, and we shuffled out of the alleyway in a group, turning towards the bar just in time to see the insanely beautiful man walk out the doors, holding his guitar in a black case in one hand.

Watching him walk was interesting. There was a strange, elegant grace in his movements, a melancholic but powerful demeanor, as if he carried a heavy burden none of us could see.

Ronan Bishop was indeed handsome, brooding, mysterious, and unbearably cool in a way that couldn’t be bought or manufactured in any way. I usually had an instant distaste for very attractive people, because very attractive people were almost always arrogant assholes. But my gosh. How come nobody else saw that despair in his eyes? I’d seen more cheerful pallbearers at a funeral.

My chest tightened; a strange prickling sensation tickled my eyes. What was this?

Empathy, the angel told me. Y’know, that thing we’ve been working on for your entire life?

I took my glasses off and rubbed my eyes. Nope, we will not be doing empathy today. I had enough on my plate trying not to bite Cinnamon Roll Egbert, who was standing too close to me.

Ronan walked to the curb, heading over to a beat-up Mazda. He popped the trunk and placed his guitar inside. His biceps flexed as he slammed the trunk shut and straightened up.

Thalan let out a moan.

Ronan heard it, his gaze flicking over towards us. I watched as he noticed Thalan first, dismissed him, then his focus shifted to Harriet, Bonnie, Egbert… then down to me.

His face froze. A flash of pure hatred flared in his eyes.

Before I could analyze his expression further, he turned away, got into the Mazda, and started it with an unnecessary rev of the engine. A second later, he was gone.

Maybe he doesn’t like redheads? The angel suggested.

It wasn’t that. I wish it was that. I’d dealt with anti-ginger bullying my whole life; I knew how to deal with it. Filling someone’s shampoo bottle with Nair usually did the trick.

But no, it wasn’t that. I’d taken my glasses off to rub my eyes, and he’d seen it. Ronan Bishop had seen the vampiric flash in my irises, which my specially polarized glasses hid from everyone else.

Ronan Bishop knew I was a vampire.


Chapter
Eleven
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Iworried about it silently for all of two minutes. What was Ronan Bishop going to do, get me expelled? I’d read the Eternity College charter; there were no rules against vampires enrolling as students. Now that I was enrolled, they couldn’t kick me out.

Sure, everyone here seemed to hate vampires, and from what Hazel on the bus had said, the vampires here deserved that hatred. But to kick me out just because of something beyond my control felt a little discriminatory.

I hadn't done anything illegal. Not yet, anyway.

We said goodbye to Bonnie and made our way through the beautiful main street of Evermore Boulevard. All the trees and climbing ivy and kudzu vines draped over balconies really gave the town a wild, primordial, chaotic energy that I wasn’t sure I liked. The angel on my shoulder loved it, but I itched to clear the ivy because it was bound to do structural damage to the buildings at some point.

“What’s the deal with you and Amy?” I asked Harriet as we turned to walk up the tree-lined road, heading back to Eternity College. I was vaguely aware that the night was slipping away from me. The sun would start to rise at six, so I had to be in bed soon, and I hadn’t even unpacked yet.

My first order of business as soon as we got back was to eat that steak in the fridge at Noctiluna House. But for now, I had plenty of time on the walk home to interrogate Harriet. I just had to soften her up a bit first, then I could ask her why she’d stabbed her old roommate and stolen her heart. “Why was she such a cow to you?”

“Oh,” Harriet said wearily. She walked slowly, in a strange lateral gait. I couldn’t judge her, I’d been told I had a strange walk, too. Where I trotted like a pony, Harriet swayed from side to side, taking short steps, like a walking metronome. “Karmic ties, soul contracts, spirit agreements. There are lessons to be learned for both of us in this lifetime⁠—”

I cut her off. “Can you explain it like a normal person, Harriet? Without all the woo-woo nonsense?”

“There’s nothing woo-woo about a soul contract, Marie,” she said, shuffling her feet in that weird penguin gait. “But if you want me to stick to the events of this lifetime… Well, we don’t really get along. I’d like to, and I’ve tried to be her friend, but… there’s a lot of history there.” She glanced down, catching my eye. “I appreciate you trying to stick up for me, Marie, but⁠—”

“She’s family, right?” I peered up at her. Amy and Harriet smelled very similar, sweet and fruity with a hint of spice, almost exactly like peach cobbler with just a fraction too much nutmeg in it. “I’m guessing… sister? Cousin?”

Harriet blinked. “Cousin.”

I nodded smugly. “I thought so. So, you’re the poor cousin? Is that why she’s in Opulentos House and you’re stuck at Noctiluna?”

“I’ll tell her!” Thalan barreled up beside us from where he’d been talking to Egbert—talking at Egbert actually—gushing about Ronan Bishop’s set. “Let me tell her, Harriet. Please!”

Harriet’s shoulders slumped, curving in. “Go ahead.”

“Family drama!” Thalan bounced along happily beside us, leaving Egbert behind. “The juiciest kind. Harriet’s mama, Sondra, opened a boutique cookie store in Atlanta with her daddy, Benjamin, fifteen years ago. Sondra came up with all the recipes, Grandaddy Benjamin funded the enterprise and ran the accounts. They were crazy successful,” Thalan gushed. “The whole of Georgia loved their cookies, and the lines of customers were down the block. They expanded, bought a huge bakery, started selling the cookies all through Georgia, and made a ton of money. Then, out of nowhere, Benjamin transferred ownership of the company to Harriet’s uncle, Antony—Amy’s dad—who up until then had nothing to do with the business. Benjamin just up and handed him the whole thing on a plate.”

“That’s odd.” I frowned. “Why would her granddaddy do that?”

“Antony was his firstborn. Benjamin was ready to retire. Antony convinced his father that not only would he be better at running the company, but as the male child, he was entitled to inherit the family business.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Even though it was Sondra’s business in the first place?”

Thalan grinned. “Crazy, right?”

“My uncle Antony was very convincing,” Harriet said sadly. “He pushed Mama out of everything at the bakery. She tried to work with him—the bakery was her baby, after all, and she loved it. Grandaddy Benjamin was the one who had financed everything, and he’d kept everything in his own name. Everyone was shocked when he gave control of the whole thing to Uncle Antony.”

I whistled through my teeth and was about to make a comment on how stupid Sondra was not to insist on having at least part of the business in her own name for legal purposes, but the angel on my shoulder flicked me in the ear.

“Wow,” I managed. “So, what happened after your uncle stole the business out from under your mom?”

Thalan continued the story for her, apparently thriving on the drama, “After Benjamin retired and Antony took over, he demoted Sondra from Chief Operations Officer down to baker and told her she was better off in the kitchen where she belonged. Antony then fired most of the longest-serving staff just before they were due for their pensions, which ruined both the culture and the morale at the bakery. He switched suppliers, shopping around for cheaper options, cancelling contracts and burning bridges with people Sondra had built good relationships with. Then, he brought in new machinery into the bakery to automate everything, so he could pump out thousands more cookies a day. Guess what happened next?”

“I don’t have to guess,” I said. “People stopped buying them. Baking is chemistry, if you’re even one degree off the right temperature or if you don’t weigh your components properly, both the texture and taste will be off. Plus, he’s using cheaper ingredients, so the end result is bound to be subpar. You can’t charge premium prices for substandard cookies.”

“Exactly!” Thalan boomed dramatically. “The business sank like a stone. Antony blamed Sondra for being bitter and sabotaging the business and fired her. He tried to pivot and rebrand and a bunch of other things, but eventually he sold the business to one of his buddies for a fraction of the cost.”

Harriet gazed into the trees, distracted by a faint bird scream in the distance. Or, at least, I assumed it was a bird. “In the meantime,” she said, “Mama opened up a little stand in the local mall, selling her award-winning original recipe cookies, and the lines were around the block again.”

“Well, it serves him right.” I nodded, enjoying the story. I loved hearing about people getting their just desserts. “Sucks to be him. I hope your granddaddy feels terrible about what he did to your mom.”

“But it doesn’t end there!” Thalan said. “Antony wasn’t done. You saw what his daughter is like.” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “Eventually, he accused Sondra of having used spells in the original cookies to make people want to buy them, which is obviously wildly illegal, and filed a lawsuit in the Otherworld Court.”

“Obviously,” I murmured, making a mental note to find some resources on Otherworld law.

“So, Antony sued her,” Thalan said, “he stacked the jury with his witch buddies, argued that she’d built the business by using forbidden magic on humans, and he won the lawsuit. Sondra had to pay him restitution, which bankrupted her. And she was expelled from the Atlanta coven.”

That wasn’t the satisfying ending I was craving. I raised both my eyebrows. “So everyone thinks that she put magic in her cookies, then stopped when Antony took over just to spite him? And that’s why the business failed?”

“Exactly,” Thalan said. “He dragged her name through the mud and had her exiled from the coven. Granddaddy Benjamin believed Antony and disowned her. The stress of it all was too much, and Sondra had a stroke. She’s now bed-bound in a cheap nursing home.”

“I wanted to stay with her,” Harriet mumbled, staring at the ground as she sway-walked next to me. “But she wants me to clear her name. Antony didn’t have any proof that she’d spelled the cookies, but the jury believed him because he argued that since he had an MBA, the business should have thrived under him. There was no reason for it to fail except for sabotage. So, I’m going to get my MBA and start the business up again. I love to bake, and I’ve got all mama’s old recipes. I’ll show them I can recreate those cookies, build a successful business, and prove they didn’t have any magic in them. But the truth is, there was magic in the cookies,” Harriet said in a breathy voice. “Mama put so much love in them. There’s nothing more magical than the power of love. My uncle just didn’t understand it.”

“And he’s not done,” Thalan said, ignoring her. “Antony is still pissed the business failed and his reputation as a businessman was called into question, and even though his sister is ruined and bedbound, he’ll keep doing little things, like start rumors that Sondra is doing blood magic to try and get back on her feet, or that she’s lost her mind and he should be awarded her power of attorney so he can make medical decisions for her. And, obviously, he sent Amy down here to Eternity College to follow Harriet to harass her.”

Antony was definitely bordering on evil supervillain status. I would imagine exactly what he might do next. “I bet he knows what your plan is, Harriet. He wants to crush you, just in case you succeed and clear your mom’s name.”

“That’s exactly what he wants.” She sighed. “But Amy doesn’t know the truth. She thinks Mama did everything that Uncle Antony accused her of. From her perspective, my mama is the bad guy for magically drugging humans and driving the business into the ground.”

“Well, Amy’s a bitch who deserves a kick in the vagina,” I said cheerfully. The angel flicked my ear, so I dropped the smile and arranged my face into an appropriately somber expression. “That’s a sad story, Harriet. I guess we’re all weirdos with horrible families.”

“Not me,” Egbert piped up from behind us. “I love my parents.”

“Nobody’s talking to you, Egbert.” I glanced up ahead as the college came into view. “Anyways, Harriet, I don’t suppose your revenge mission requires the beating heart of a virgin, does it?”

She looked alarmed. “What?”

“Did you cut out your roommate’s heart and vanish her body?”

“No!”

I stared at her, holding her gaze as I trotted through the gates, while she swayed beside me. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I would never dabble in blood magic, Marie!” Harriet breathed out, her eyes wide.

Her pulse was even—and delicious-sounding—but a light sheen of sweat bathed her brow. “I’m not buying it.” I narrowed my eyes. “You’re sweating hard.”

“So am I,” Thalan wiped his brow. “Humidity is at ninety percent.”

That was a good point. I eyed Harriet carefully, looking for a tell that she was lying—a twitch, a flinch, or something. But I didn’t know her well enough to be able to tell.

It was bound to be her, though. She was strange, she knew how to do spells to make people invisible, and she was kooky as hell. I’d find some sort of evidence to prove it.

As we walked quickly past the college grounds, heading over the little stone bridge heading west towards Noctiluna House, I tried again for a confession. “You don’t have to lie to me. I saw how you made us all disappear in that alleyway. So, where did you put her body? Am I going to find it propped up in my closet when I unpack?”

Harriet looked horrified. “No, of course not!” Her expression faltered. “Or at least, I hope not.”

“Aha!” It wasn’t a confession, but I’d take it.

“Honestly, Marie, I have no idea what happened to Jessica. If she’s in your closet, I promise you I didn’t put her in there.”

“Talk me through it, then,” I said, “from the start, when you both moved in.”

Harriet looked slightly alarmed, but I’d already pegged her as a bit of a doormat who would respond well to gentle bullying, and I was right. It wasn’t long before she started talking. “Well, she came to Noctiluna at the start of the term, just like I did,” she began, gesturing to the grand, rickety black building as we approached. We climbed the steps, opened the door, and went inside, crowding into the little entrance hall.

“I tried to be friendly,” Harriet said, lowering her voice. “I really did, but Jessica was never around. She was like a ghost. Most of the time, I didn’t see her at all, although every so often she’d be there in the room, lying on her bed, reading a book. But she never really spoke to me beyond saying hello. I tried not to take it personally, but it really did seem like she was avoiding me because she didn’t like me.”

We walked past the dining room. I glanced in. There were a couple of tired-looking residents wandering around, grabbing their bedtime drinks or hunched over dinner plates shoveling spaghetti into their mouths. The straggly-haired girl with the sharp nose was sitting at a table, nursing a cup of tea.

That orange cat who’d insulted me earlier lay in her lap. He raised his head and glared at me as I walked past, then lifted one arm from beneath his fat furry body and made a funny gesture with his paw, like a jerk-off motion.

I scoffed. Rude.

“She didn’t speak to any of us,” Thalan said, his tone a little sulky, and I had to wrench my attention back to our conversation. One mystery at a time, Marie! “Everyone thinks it was because she was painfully shy, but I’m not buying it.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“She was really pretty.”

“Pretty people are allowed to be shy,” I said, without much conviction.

Thalan laughed. “Yeah, they are, but I like to think I can tell the difference between someone socially awkward and someone who just can’t bring themselves to make eye contact with you because they believe they’re superior to you. She was a lot like you, actually,” Thalan added, thrusting a finger in my face. “She was very pretty but wore stupid thick ugly glasses and weird ugly clothes. It was like her fashion sense was stuck in the late eighties,” he grumbled. “Like, acid-washed double-denim mom jeans and big teased, curled hair, as if she was trying to get ahead of fashion trends. We’ve just done the nineties, we’re bound to swing back to the late eighties again soon, so she’s probably not wrong.” He pursed his lips. “I think she either had a superiority complex, or she was pissed that she couldn’t afford to get into Opulentos House. So she didn’t spend much time in the dorm at all.”

We climbed the stairs heading towards the third floor, holding on to the bannisters so we didn’t wobble too much as they shook with every step.

I thought for a second. I needed to read that police report, although I was already fairly certain there would be nothing in there that might help me. “Did she spend any time with anyone at Noctiluna?”

Thalan shrugged. “I saw her in the hallway with that sophomore, Vincent, a couple of times.”

Ah, that’s right. Mary Elizabeth mentioned that some kid wouldn’t stop crying and he hadn’t left his room since Jessica was murdered. “And this Vincent guy is not a suspect?”

“No, he had an iron-tight alibi. His parents had come to town to visit from Baton Rouge, and he was with them at the hotel on Evermore Boulevard. Apparently, they were holding some sort of intervention because they thought Vincent was on drugs,” Thalan added conspiratorially. “They kept him for the whole day, and Jessica was found dead just after dawn. So we know it wasn’t him.”

Hmm. It was still very suspicious. I’d have to talk to Vincent, anyway. But for now, I just needed to get rid of these weirdos and get back down to the kitchen so I could sooth the almost unbearable dryness in my throat. Gahhh, I was hungry.

We walked down the corridor of the third floor to my dorm room, and curiosity pricked me again as we approached our room.

I slowed down. Egbert walked behind me, shuffled around, opened his own door, walked inside, and shut the door firmly behind him without saying goodnight.

I kicked the door open. “Goodnight, Egbert!”

I heard him swallow roughly. “Goodnight, Marie,” he stammered.

Grinning, I shut the door again, turning back to my roommate. “Walk me through it, Harriet, just quickly,” I said, gesturing to our shut door. “What happened the morning you found her?”

Harriet took a deep breath. “I’d been out at the library for a late study session, and it had been a long night.”

“Can anyone confirm that?”

“Yeah, I can,” Thalan said. “She said goodnight to me when she walked by the pond on the way into Noctiluna House.”

I frowned. “Pond?”

Thalan looked puzzled, then pointed at his door. “You think I sleep in here? I’m a siren, honey! This skin needs moisture.”

I nodded, chuckling awkwardly. “Right, of course.”

“I sleep in the pond out back,” he said, jerking his thumb. “I have to share it with Stanley. He’s a junior, he’s a little bit of a goth, but otherwise, he’s fine. He’s doing environmental sciences, so he makes sure the pond is healthy, and he keeps to himself. His mom was the creature from the black lagoon,” Thalan explained, before a yawn cut him off. “In fact, I’m heading there now; I’m wrecked.” He shucked his shirt, displaying some impressive muscles and lovely, shiny skin, opened the door to his room, tossed his shirt and shoes inside, shut the door again, and gave me a cheerful wave. “Good luck with the amateur homicide investigation, Marie! I’ve got an early class tomorrow night, so I’ll catch you at the midnight meal.” He sauntered away down the hallway and disappeared.

A pulse of irritation thrummed through me. Every time I thought I had a handle on the details of the case, something supernatural would pop up and remind me that I was severely lacking in knowledge. It was an awful feeling. And now I had to survive the rest of the night wondering how Thalan, a saline native, managed to survive in a freshwater environment. It just didn’t make sense!

I stuffed it down. I could do this. “Okay, go on,” I said to Harriet. “What else happened that night?”

“It was dawn by then,” Harriet whispered. “I said goodnight to Thalan at the pond, grabbed some ravioli from the kitchen, and came straight up here.” She gestured to her door handle. “I opened the door, and—” She turned the handle and pushed. The door opened with a long, slow creak.

“Jessica was there,” Harriet said quietly, gesturing to the bare mattress on the left side of the room, “lying on her bed, in her leopard-print bathrobe, soaked in blood, with a gaping hole in her chest. Dead.”

“And you didn’t go in?”

“I did go in. I rushed over to check her pulse, got halfway towards her, then realized it was stupid, because there was a massive hole in her chest and her heart was gone, so she was obviously dead. Then, I panicked when I heard a loud noise, like a roar, and I bolted out again, screaming.”

Ah, of course. The loud animal sound. Maybe I could pin this murder on that bitchy orange cat. Perhaps he was a shifter, and he was doing some weird ritualistic killings.

But shapeshifters couldn’t talk in animal form. I knew that much. I squinted at Harriet. “A roar?”

“Yeah.” She looked embarrassed. “I panicked, ran downstairs to find Mary Elizabeth, and she called the police.”

I thought for a moment. Then, I walked into the dorm room slowly. “Did the roar sound something like… this?” I nudged the vacuum cleaner by the door with my foot, just like Mary Elizabeth had done earlier. It burst to life, making a loud, super-irritating noise. Harriet jumped a foot in the air, clutching her chest.

I hit the switch with my toe again, and silence fell. We stared at each other.

“Yes.” Harriet nodded, her black locs swaying slowly around her head. “That’s it. I didn’t think….” She stared at the vacuum cleaner. “Egbert supercharged the motor for me, but now it runs out of battery after a minute or two. It probably died before the police went in. I suppose that’s one mystery solved.”

I grinned, feeling a little better. My brains hadn’t let me down. I didn’t need to know everything about the Otherworld to catch a murderer. And now, I was more determined than ever to catch Jessica’s killer.


Chapter
Twelve
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My eyes snapped open just before twilight. I got out of bed, stretched, shook myself like a dog, and peeked out the window, checking the light outside, which was fading rapidly.

Last night, I hadn’t bothered sleeping in the storage space under my bed; I’d just put on my clean sheets and my comforter and climbed in like I’d done before I’d been turned into a vampire. Harriet promised me that she wouldn’t open the blackout curtains if she woke up earlier than me, and oddly, I believed her.

But then again, I wouldn’t fry to a crisp if she did open them. I’d already taken all the measurements and done the calculations on the sun’s route across the sky here. Noctiluna House had deep porches, recessed windows and enough thick trees around that no direct sunlight would ever come in the window.

I had only one class today, a physics double-lecture due to start at nine; I had time on my hands to shower and read the rest of the police report. I ducked across the hallway and had a quick shower, brushed my teeth, and tried to ignore the painful rasp in my throat. Goddamn, I was hungry.

The rest of the night had passed without incident. I peppered Harriet with questions about Jessica’s movements while I unpacked—not learning a hell of a lot, since Jessica appeared to be either a stuck-up cow or a cripplingly shy girl who just didn’t like to talk to people. The lack of details on her movements irritated me.

According to Harriet, Jessica went to her classes, came back to Noctiluna, and that was it. She didn’t spend time in the dining room, preferring to take her meals out back of the building, past Thalan’s pond, in a tiny, pretty glade within a circle of Southern Oak trees that Harriet said was nicknamed the fairy circle.

That sounded ominous to me. I made a mental note to check out the fairy circle and keep the hell away from it, just in case. It opened up a new line of interrogation considering I assumed that anything could crawl out of a fairy circle and cut out Jessica’s heart. But Harriet reassured me that it wasn’t anything special, just a very pretty, green spot near the pond.

After a few dozen more questions, Harriet just stopped answering me, and I was offended until I turned around and realized she’d fallen asleep.

Now that I was awake, and Harriet was gone, I took the opportunity to rummage around her things, searching for any hint that she might have killed Jessica and taken her heart. There was nothing suspicious I could find, though, apart from the fact that almost everything she owned was purple.

Harriet did have some witchy stuff stashed in the storage space underneath her bed—herbs, some crystals and candles, some amulets and trinkets that smelled a little like some of Daphne’s boyfriend’s protection charms, and, strangely enough, a hula hoop with something inside it. I shook it, curious, and it sounded like someone had put sand inside the plastic hoop.

Ah, of course. Rock salt. I’d managed to get my hands on a few grimoires while I was in my post-vampire-turning haze, and I’d read enough spells to understand you needed a salt circle to protect yourself from negative energy when doing magic. Harriet had gimmicked up a portable salt circle inside a hula hoop. That was smart.

Suspiciously smart, in fact.

I dumped the hula hoop and rummaged around a little box of vials under her bed. A few of them smelled relatively familiar, kind of a honey scent. I popped the lid and took a deeper sniff. This smelled a little like one of the healing potions Daphne had kept in her backpack. I took one of them and slipped it into the pocket of my jorts.

The angel gasped. What are you doing?

“Stealing a healing potion.” I put the rest back and shut the lid on her bed.

You can’t steal from your roommate!

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, I can. I just did, in fact. The potion might come in handy, and I wouldn’t mind analyzing the contents of it to see if I can replicate it using other energetic means besides magical power. And anyway,” I added, “considering Harriet probably murdered her roommate, stealing a little vial from her is the least terrible thing I could do to her—” The words caught in my overly-dry throat, it set off a coughing fit. I doubled over for a second, hacking and wheezing.

Karma, the angel muttered sullenly.

“This is bullshit,” I growled once I got my breath back. My throat felt like sandpaper, and the hunger gnawed at me in a visceral way. “I need to eat.”

I snuck back down to the kitchen and fixed the only thing my stomach felt was palatable—a pound of ground beef, whizzed up in a blender, and passed through a sieve until I had a decent amount of blood smoothie. It was revolting, absolutely vile, but I drank it anyway, forcing down mouthfuls between gags, while reading the police report Mary Elizabeth had given me. It helped soothe my throat a little, but it was wildly unsatisfying.

As I suspected, the report didn’t really tell me anything new. There was a photo of Jessica in there, which would have been included in her admission application. Thalan was right; she was pretty, with porcelain skin, too much blush, blonde ringlets, and a tight smile. She wasn’t wearing thick glasses in the photo, though, and her eyes were very dark brown. Unnaturally brown, I thought, considering her blonde ringlets. But Mary Elizabeth insisted she was human, and of course, if she was an eighties fashion fan, she’d probably bleached and permed her hair.

I decided to check out her digital footprint to see if I could find some gossip about her. Jessica Smith, nineteen years old, from Morgan City. I sipped on my blood smoothie and scrolled through dozens of Jessica Smiths.

I didn’t find anything. It was frustrating, and I grumbled under my breath for a long time between sips of my smoothie. I wasn’t used to being thwarted, but I cut myself a break. Her name was incredibly common, and most kids these days used bizarre nicknames and unrecognizable photos in their profiles.

After a while, I became vaguely aware of a figure standing at the table in front of me. I glanced up and saw Egbert there, wearing formal trousers and a spotted white shirt with a bowtie.

Egbert swallowed, his Adam's apple bouncing up and down like a basketball, and cleared his throat. “Dear Marie,” he said, as if he were reading a letter. He’d obviously rehearsed this whole conversation in his head already. “How are you this evening? I hope you slept well. Would you like me to accompany you to your first class?”

The angel nudged me. Be nice!

Of course I’m going to be nice.

I find that hard to believe. He’s in the same classes as you, so he’s your rival. You’re never nice to your rivals.

I almost snorted. Egbert sure as hell wasn’t going to be any kind of competition for me. And anyway, now that I’d been forcefully demoted from an Ivy League institution to a no-name school, the pressure had lifted a little. I could afford to be charitable, and even though Egbert was incredibly strange, I didn’t mind him.

He could be my homie. It might be nice to have an acquaintance in class. Besides, he was a mechanical engineering major, and that was my minor. Experimental physics was all mine.

Ooh, yes. I couldn’t wait to get to my first class.

“Sure,” I said to him, noting the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. Was I going to puke from this disgusting beef blood smoothie?

No, you’re excited about Professor Mannheim, the angel groaned.

“Let me just go and grab my laptop.” I got up and bounced up the stairs. Barreling into my room, I accidently kicked the vacuum cleaner on the way in. It roared to life, and I let out a yelp.

It spooked me. I’d have to cut Harriet a break for not recognizing the sound of it when she found Jessica’s body. Sighing, I picked up the vacuum cleaner, took it back to the hallway, found a storage closet, and threw it inside.

I grabbed my laptop and bounced back down the stairs, narrowly missing the fat orange cat who lay stretched out on the landing of the second floor. I almost tripped over him, in fact, but grabbed the wobbly banister just before I went sailing head-first down the stairs.

“Whore,” the cat hissed at me. “Disgusting stompy gutter-slut demon. You don’t belong here; this place is mine. Get the hell out of my domain.”

“Your domain?” I was too caught off guard to watch my tongue. “Who the hell do you think you are, you furry little bastard?” I nudged him with my foot. “Go on, get off.” He was going to kill someone by lying there on the stairs like that.

“You dare?” The cat narrowed his eyes and took a swipe at me with a fat orange paw. “I am a god! I am mightier and more worshiped than you could ever dream, you lowly pit-scum. I am named! I am Caligula! You will bow before me, or you will suffer in anguish in the mists of the deep.” He let out a hiss. “Keep your feet to yourself, or I’ll bite off all your toes while you sleep.”

Caligula? That figured. I huffed out a laugh. “You come near my toes, you mad Roman bastard, and I’ll put onions in your kibble.”

He let out a yowl. “Don’t touch my kibble, you redheaded demon bitch!”

“I’d be doing you a favor. You’re looking a little chunky there, Caligula. A little explosive diarrhea might be just what you need to kickstart your new health journey.”

The angel put her head in her hands. Are we really fat shaming a cat?

Yes. Yes, we are.

The cat’s bright-green eyes widened; he leapt to his feet, arching his back, all his hackles up. “Slut! I am magnificent!” He jumped towards me, smacked me with his front paws, a rapid-fire series of punches to my leg, then dashed away, down the steps and out of sight.

Well… that was weird. Now that he was gone, I felt pissed all over again.

That definitely wasn’t a shifter. I had no idea what kind of supernatural creature that gutter-mouthed furry bastard was. He seemed to be just a cat. But he could talk. A cursed witch, maybe? I was so used to knowing everything. My mood soured.

Egbert waited for me in the little dark hallway by the front door, standing perfectly still, just gazing into space. He waved awkwardly when he saw me. “Hello again, Marie.”

“Hi, Egbert.” Bah, I had to know. “What’s the deal with the cat?” I asked, even though Egbert was human and couldn’t tell me anything.

He tilted his head. “Cuddles?”

“His name is Cuddles?” He was much more of a Caligula than a Cuddles.

Egbert nodded seriously, not breaking eye contact. “I believe he is the Noctiluna House cat. He is supposed to be the emotional support animal for nervous residents.”

Cuddles. Huh. “He’s kinda mean, isn’t he?”

Now Egbert just looked confused. “He is a cat.”

Right, of course. I kept my follow-up questions to myself and made a note to ask Mary Elizabeth about him. “Do you mind if we head around the back to get to the campus?” I asked him. “I want to look at the pond.”

Egbert gave a weird awkward half-bow. “As you wish, Marie.” He turned to open the door for me, and my eyes drifted towards the little mailboxes beside the door.

There was a letter poking out of my mail slot.

I raised my eyebrows. The only person who ever wrote me letters was Ackie, and he didn’t have my address.

Nobody knew I was here at Noctiluna House.

Oh, wait, Daphne did. It might be from her. My suspicion vanished, and I cheerfully plucked it out.

It wasn’t from Daphne. The single piece of paper had one sentence scrawled on it in royal blue ink.

You’re dead.


Chapter
Thirteen
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Egbert guided me on a path directly around Noctiluna House, heading towards the back of the building. The sun had long disappeared below the horizon now, but a little light remained, streaking the clouds above us with a touch of purple and dark orange in the midnight-blue sky. The air was mild and very humid. I was quite comfortable, which was notable, considering I’d just received what was very obviously a death threat.

It wasn’t my first death threat, though, so familiarity took a little of the sting out of it. I’d had a few in my life already, the most recent being another undergrad at Harvard who tried to intimidate me into dropping out in my first week there by sending me quite shockingly dirty threats in my university email address.

I got her expelled for possession of a class-A substance. Buying the cocaine cost me a fair bit of my budget, and I scraped my knee sneaking into her dorm room to plant it there, but it was all worth it in the end.

I understood the psychology of a death threat. The person issuing the threat wanted me to understand that they were in control. They wanted me to feel unsafe. They wanted me to watch my back, to be constantly on-guard, to be so frightened that I couldn’t function. Sure, they may actually want me dead, too, but for the writer, that was just a bonus. The goal was to make me feel scared and to make the writer feel powerful.

Sucks to be whoever sent the threat, because nothing scared me. The only thing that scared me was the idea of Ackie being hurt.

There were two options for the death threat—number one, it was Amy, Harriet’s spoiled bitch cousin. I fully expected payback for chucking pebbles at her skull at some point. Number two, Jessica’s murderer was obviously coming for me.

That was fine as well; I was actually getting a little annoyed that I hadn’t made much progress on the case yet. It would speed things up if the killer tried to cut my heart out.

The irritation spiked, souring my mood again. So far, my only suspects were Harriet—who was quite nice, but there was always the chance she had dissociative identity disorder and one of her alternative personalities murdered Jessica—and that stupid cat, Caligula.

Except the note had quite nice penmanship, and cats don’t have thumbs. Cats weren’t supposed to talk, either.

Bah. Non-magical murder investigations were so much easier than whatever the hell this was.

Egbert led the way. We walked through an overgrown, bright-green garden filled with pretty French mulberry, swamp milkweed, and black and white striped irises, heading right around the back of the building, where a huge pond sprawled out, surrounded on all sides by magnificent willow trees dipping their branches into the water. I stopped and looked.

Egbert cleared his throat pointedly. Fabulous, it looked like he was going to practice his conversation skills. “Dear Marie,” he said. “Did you enjoy⁠—”

“Marie.” I cut him off. “You can drop the salutation, Egbert. Just call me Marie.”

“Marie.” He swallowed and tilted his head, staring at me with his bug-eyes.

“That’s it.” I nodded encouragingly. “Good job. Carry on.”

“Did you enjoy your night at the bar Lovecraftian last night?”

“It was fine.” I eyed the pond, checking it out. “Despite all the misdemeanors and code violations, of course. The bouncer didn’t card me, and the bar was obviously way over capacity, with all those people packed in. I hope they manage to keep their liquor license.” The pond looked deep—the water was pitch black with no pondweed or lilies dotting the surface, so it was obviously too deep for any roots to go down.

It would be easy to sink a body in there.

“Did you enjoy the music?” Egbert asked me.

I shrugged. “It was good.” The mystery of Ronan Bishop poked me, so I turned to face Egbert. “What’s the deal with the Philosophy professor, anyway? Why is he so…” I made a face. “Miserable?”

Egbert looked a little panicked, like he’d prepared answers to all the questions I could possibly ask but not that one. “People don’t say he is miserable. The vast majority of females—I mean, um, women, and many, many men, too, find him very attractive.”

“Huh.” Nobody else saw it. “Well, he’s not my type.” He was too young, for starters. By at least thirty years. “I’m not into the MMA type of guys.”

“MMA?” Egbert cocked his head. “Management and Marketing Association? Marine Mammal Association? Museum and Military Administration?”

“No, Egbert,” I sighed, trying to hold on to a shred of my patience. “Mixed Martial Arts. That guy obviously fights. He’s got the lean, defined muscles of a martial artist, his knuckles have about one inch of callus on them, and he’s got obvious scars on his arms.” I turned my attention back to the pond.

Idly, I wondered what it was like for Thalan to sleep in there, then decided it was probably quite nice if you were a siren. Poor kid, getting kicked out of his shoal like that.

I glanced behind my shoulder, looking up at the back of Noctiluna House behind me, and counted the windows until I found my room.

Egbert cleared his throat. “Is there something you’re looking for?”

“No, I’m good.” I turned back. My eyes picked out the fairy circle, the ring of Southern Oak trees just beyond the pond. The tree branches were gnarled, thick, and covered with Spanish moss, so I couldn’t see much, but I assumed the glade Jessica liked to sit in was over there.

Next, I surveyed the ground. There was no path. You'd have to pick your way through the willows at the edges of the water to get to the fairy circle. But I understood why a human girl might like that spot, especially in the twilight. It was stunningly beautiful with a very gothic aesthetic.

I glanced back up at my bedroom window, thinking carefully. Something snuck into that bedroom, killed Jessica, carved out her heart, then waited until Harriet burst in and discovered her dead body. Then, the second Harriet left the dorm room, whoever killed her got rid of the body.

There were security cameras at the entrance of Noctiluna, and the police hadn’t found anything suspicious. Nobody left with an overstuffed duffle bag or a lumpy rolled-up carpet.

Obviously, the closest and most obvious body dumping ground was right here, in this pond. The murderer could have tossed her out the window, then left the same way.

I glanced back up. It wasn’t that much of a climb to get to the third floor, with all those drain pipes and window ledges. You wouldn’t have to be a parkour expert; you’d just have to be reasonably fit, motivated, and a little unhinged, just like most rock climbers.

It made far more sense that Harriet murdered her. She might not have even ripped out her heart; that could be a lie, too. I saw photos of the blood-soaked mattress in the police report but no body, of course.

A thought occurred to me. Was it even Jessica’s blood on the mattress? The police report said samples had been sent to pathology, but there were no results as of yet. I’d have to see if I could follow up and find out.

I walked back and forth behind Noctiluna House for a few minutes, checking the grass carefully to see if I could see any spots of blood or any slight depressions or flattened blades of grass that might indicate a heavy object had been tossed from the third floor, but I found nothing.

I grumbled under my breath.

You don’t have to always know everything, the angel soothed.

Yes, I do. I should have wrapped this thing up by now. I glared out over the water, wondering if I could get the police out here and convince them to drain the pond for me so I could check it.

My watched beeped; I looked at it. “We better get going,” I said to Egbert, who was waiting patiently by the pond. The butterflies flitted in my stomach again. My first class started in fifteen minutes. My mood instantly improved.

Egbert and I walked in silence up the path, heading east, breathing in the mild night air. He cleared his throat again pointedly as we approached the sprawling stone building of the main campus.

Up close, it looked even more like a medieval palace with its high walls, ribbed vaults, and large pointed windows. “Behold, the Eternity College campus main building,” Egbert said in his “I’ve rehearsed this speech in my head a bunch of times” voice, gesturing jerkily upwards with one hand. “As we make our way inside, you will note the similarity in architectural style to the Palais des Papes in Southern France. To our left, the west tower houses the science department. To our right, the sweeping staircase leads towards the business school, and in the south, arts and humanities...”

At the angel’s urging, I listened in silence to Egbert’s guided tour. We walked through the entrance, past a small office, and crossed the courtyard—a beautiful green lawn ringed with stone seating on all sides, where students sat in groups or alone, reading, holding vigorous discussions, or just napping with books over their faces.

I inhaled deeply, savoring the delicious atmosphere of a higher learning institution, caught a huge whiff of Egbert’s fresh-baked sweet cinnamon bun scent, and grimaced.

Everything always led me back to the pain in my throat.

Goddamn, this was hard. Silently, I cursed that idiot Dr. Van Eiken for turning me into a vampire; that bastard had ruined my life. So far, being a vampire was all bad, no good. I didn’t need enhanced strength or preternatural speed. I didn’t even need this damn smooth, unblemished skin. People were looking at me, and even though it was in admiration instead of disgust now, I still hated it. And I needed to be able to concentrate on my studies without wanting to bite anyone!

You can’t let this ruin your second life, the angel said. And the speed and strength could come in handy one day.

I couldn’t see how, but I exhaled slowly, my breath a little shaky. You’re right. We’ve got this.

Egbert led me to the science building by way of the library, which was the best distraction he could have thought of for me if he’d been emotionally intelligent enough to think of it. The entire building between the west and south tower was a long, multi-storied corridor lined with endless shelves stacked with books.

I gazed around, impressed by both the beauty and spirit of the library—not so much the knowledge contained within it, because everything was online these days and research was a piece of cake with a laptop and a steady internet connection. You wouldn’t catch me singing songs and dancing through the library in a ballgown anytime soon. But give me a subscription to PubMed and a Kindle, and I’d dance a happy jig.

Finally, we reached the science tower and climbed the steps, joining a handful of what looked like other nerdy freshmen filing into a tiny lecture theatre on the second floor.

My slow-beating heart started to thud in my chest as we walked inside. Professor Mannheim was just brilliant; I couldn’t wait for this. I’d read his research on atomic and molecular physics more times than I could count. His ideas were all out-of-the-box, his theories shook up everything we knew about the world we lived in. It was tragic that he’d disappeared from MIT before he could finish his research experiments there. But now that I was here, I could help him with everything. I could be there for him every step of the way.

The lecture theatre was indeed tiny—only five rows of seats curling around a sunken podium. The front three rows were already packed; only one seat remained.

I cursed under my breath. We should have hurried. I always liked to sit in the front, if possible, so I could engage with the lecturer and ask questions. I was an unashamed kiss-ass when it came to my education, and if you were in the front row, you were seen. The lecturers would notice you and invite you to labs to assist with research.

I needed to be up there like I needed air to breathe. Or blood to drink. My throat clenched in pain. Ouch.

Egbert swallowed nervously, his Adam's apple bobbing in a way that was both off-putting and intensely desirable. “The seating was assigned in the first semester,” he said. “I’m in the third row. I’d like to sit with you, but⁠—”

“It’s fine,” I said skittishly. I’d steal the remaining seat right up the front, no matter whose seat it was, but right now, I was severely distracted.

There was a man—a tall man with thick salt-and-pepper hair, a short black beard, and solid shoulders—standing at the podium, examining his notes. He wore a clean, crisp white shirt. The butterflies in my stomach had switched from dancing to some sort of frenzied sexual orgy.

Professor Mannheim. Mmm.

“You go ahead,” I said to Egbert. “I want to introduce myself to the professor before the lecture starts.”

He seemed reluctant to leave me. “Dear Marie, I think I should warn you⁠—”

“It’s fine.” I grinned at him. “I’m good with teachers; they love me.” Of course they did. I was a total suck-up. I waved dreamily to Egbert, and my feet moved by themselves, floating me towards the podium.

Professor Mannheim didn’t look up as I approached him; he continued to study his notes. I cleared my parched throat, silently cursing the sandy grit that seemed to be packed in there permanently, and coughed politely. “Excuse me, Professor?”

He didn’t look up.

I took a deep breath, noting that he smelled a little unappetizing, like a plain, stale croissant. That was okay; it would make it easier for me to get close to him.

“I’m Marie Shipton,” I said, pausing so he could acknowledge me.

He continued to flick through his notes.

I shifted on my feet awkwardly. There was no way he didn’t know I was coming. Daphne had pulled some strings to get the college to accept me in the second semester instead of making me wait until next year, and it required several of the faculty to sign off on it. “I just transferred from Harvard⁠—”

Professor Mannheim lifted his head and glared at me. “I have no one of that name in any of my classes. Get out.”

Oh, damn. Of course, my registration was under my legal name. “Marie’s a nickname,” I stammered. “My preferred name, if you would be so kind as to call me that. But my last name is Shipton.”

The professor’s expression hardened. “I will not call you anything,” he said in his clipped Austrian accent. “I will not call on you at all.” He pointed towards the seats. “If you must stay, then you will sit, and you will be quiet.”

I mouthed like a goldfish for a second. “Uh… Why?”

Professor Mannheim’s eyes burned into mine for a second, then, he glanced back down at his notes, apparently dismissing me. “I do not wish to waste my valuable time. I have yet to experience any sort of cognitive brilliance from the female sex, and I doubt I ever will. The petty foolishness of women is a distraction to our work.”

I gaped at him, astonished. Even the angel clutched her pearls. What did he just say?

“I’m sorry?” I managed to squeeze out. My chest tightened; something like panic gripped me.

“You heard me, girl.” He glanced up and met my eyes. “If I must suffer your presence, you will sit and be quiet.”

“But—”

“Sit,” he thundered.

The class went silent. Everyone was watching.

For a long moment, I stood frozen in shock. Dumbfounded. Heartbroken.

“Sit down,” he snapped again. “Or you can leave.”

My heart thudded slowly in my chest, painfully, as if it had just cracked. All my bravado vanished. I turned and walked to the empty seat in the front row.

“Not there!” Professor Manheim bellowed. The windows rattled. “In the back, as far away as possible so that I might not sense your irritating, silly girlish presence.”

Holy moly, this was peak humiliation. I felt my insides twist painfully into knots. Glancing up into the seats, I noticed that the first four rows were all young men. The last row held only two girls. One of them, an Asian girl with thick plaits and even thicker glasses, gazed out the window, deliberately looking away from me. The other, a white girl with buck teeth and beady eyes, stared straight at me, grinning with malice.

Shock punched me like a fist. Dazed and confused was an understatement.

This wasn’t right. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to go. Professor Mannheim was supposed to be fascinated with me. He was supposed to take me under his wing. I was supposed to be his protegee, his most brilliant student. He would share his theories with me; I’d help him with his research. Eventually, when I was old enough, he’d⁠—

Sit down, Marie. The angel patted my shoulder gently. We’ll figure it out later.

I stomped up the steps and took a seat in the last row in the back, burning with shame and hunger.


Chapter
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Isat, frozen in my chair, burning with humiliation and disbelief, growing more and more miserable every single second that ticked by. So hungry, so embarrassed, and so confused. I felt trapped in decision paralysis. Was Professor Mannheim for real? Was he just testing me? Was this a hazing ritual designed to weed out the weakest students? Was he just checking to make sure I was committed to the pursuit of knowledge?

That must be it. It must be.

He couldn’t possibly be sincere. This wasn’t the nineteen-fifties.

Or he was being sincere, and he really did hate women. The evidence was sitting right beside me in the back row. Why else would he make the girls sit in the back of the class?

Fury scorched me, sending a jolt of energy right through my limbs, and I had to clench my fists and my teeth to contain it. Revenge. I needed to get revenge. I’d report him for discrimination, of course, but that wouldn’t do anything, because justice was never served that way, especially not when it was a young woman against a man of power. I’d break into his residence and put rat poison in his oatmeal instead. Make it look like an accident. Yes.

No, no. It was just a test. Or perhaps he’d been burned before by unwanted advances by another lovestruck student, and now, putting the girls at the back was just a precaution. Maybe he sensed that I had a bad crush, and this was his way of throwing a bucket of cold water over me. He didn’t know me yet; I could still show him I could be professional.

My knuckles cracked. Or, he was a raging misogynist, and he really didn’t want to have to teach me at all.

As if things couldn’t possibly get any worse, someone started calling me towards the end of the double lecture. I felt my phone buzzing, and surreptitiously fished it out of my bag, watching to make sure Professor Mannheim didn’t notice what I was doing. He’d already thrown a whiteboard marker at another kid in the front row who made the mistake of checking his notes before answering a question when he was called on.

It was Ackie. A spike of adrenaline pulsed through me, fueling my panic. It was almost eleven at night here, which was nine on the west coast. Ackie should be asleep. Something must be wrong.

For a wild moment, I considered taking the call and talking as loud as I could. If Professor Mannheim really was a woman-hating asshole, then he deserved whatever disrespect I could possibly give him.

But…. then he could throw me out. If I got kicked out of his classes, there were no other options for me. I couldn’t do my PhD without my master’s. I had to get my master’s here; there were no other options.

The call stopped.

My fingers moved over my phone, and I typed out a text to Ackie. I’m in class. Are you okay?

The typing bubble appeared on screen, then stopped. I waited impatiently, tapping my toe. After a second, it started again.

D having meltdown.

My gut lurched. No. No, not now. Not while I was so far away.

Deborah’s narcissistic meltdowns could turn violent. When she didn’t get enough attention, when her various pathologies all ganged up on her and she snapped… I’d seen her destroy everything she could get her hands on—breaking dishes, smashing appliances, kicking holes in doors…

Deborah had taken her frustration out on me too many times to count when I was smaller, shaking me, pulling my hair, slapping me. She dislocated both my elbows several times when I was a toddler, and she got away with it because nursemaid’s elbow was a common childhood injury and I barely felt anything when they popped the joint back in at urgent care. I took the abuse stoically because rage dulled my pain.

I healed incredibly quickly, and when I was big enough, I got better at manipulating her. Then Ackie came along, and I rearranged our family dynamic, working with her undiagnosed personality disorders, making sure he was the golden child and I was the scapegoat. I took all the abuse and made sure he was safe until the cocktail of anti-psychotic medication and mood stabilizers made her easier to deal with and less likely to explode.

She hadn’t had a bad meltdown for a couple of years now. It was the only reason I’d felt safe enough to leave Ackie with her.

Quickly, I sent an SOS to Mrs. Hudson, but I knew that wouldn’t help. Ackie would have already alerted her, and if she wasn’t already there distracting Deborah, that meant she was asleep and not responding. I typed out another quick message to Ackie. Lockdown protocol, now.

A message buzzed back immediately. Already initiated.

My heart stopped. Oh no. Oh, this was bad. Lockdown protocol was the last line of defense against Deborah and involved Ackie locking himself in his closet and calling 911 to report a fire. Deborah had been known to burn things when she was really upset, so it was best to call the fire department first. The fire department would give her the attention she needed to defuse her meltdown, and firefighters were much better at deescalation than police were.

I clenched my fists so hard, I heard my bones grinding together. The idea of Ackie burning to death in his locked closet made me want to destroy the whole world so nobody would have to feel this kind of desperate helplessness.

I sent quick messages to Dave and Rhonda, the failed actors downstairs, urging them to do something to intervene in whatever way they could.

What else could I do? Calling the police would only make things much, much worse. They could take Ackie away and put him in foster care.

After what happened last time…

No. I promised him that would never happen again. Deborah’s meltdowns were bad, but the horrors Ackie had endured in foster care inflicted damage on him that could never be undone.

My chest tightened; I couldn’t breathe. The feeling of helplessness and guilt was physically debilitating. For a wild moment, I thought I was going to explode and burn the whole building to the ground. The impulse to run home, to wrap Ackie in my arms and make sure he was okay felt like a knife in my heart.

There was nothing I could do, I was too far away. Even though I knew that, my mind calculated how long it would take to get back to San Diego. Five minutes to steal a car, thirty minutes to Lafayette…

But then I’d be at the mercy of the flight schedule, and there were no flights until the morning.

I couldn’t fly in the morning. I’d die in the sunlight.

The angel tried to soothe me. Breathe. He’ll be okay. He knows the drill.

I shouldn’t have left him. I didn’t even want to, but he’d insisted—Harvard was too much of a good opportunity to pass up. In the end, Ackie beat me at my own game and emotionally manipulated me by threatening to do everything he could to trigger Deborah unless I took the scholarship and left him.

God, this was agony. Unenduring agony. I was so hungry I couldn’t think straight, so terrified for Ackie’s safety…

I watched the seconds tick by on my phone. Five minutes. That was the national average for a fire crew to get to a site once they got a call. It took eighty seconds for them to get ready, and our apartment in San Diego was only three minutes from the station. They’d be there soon.

My heart thudded so loudly, I was sure everyone in the lecture theatre could hear it.

Everything okay?

It took another twenty-eight seconds for him to respond. FD just arrived. Stand by.

I felt no relief at all. The first responders would take care of Deborah’s tantrum, which was the most urgent problem, but anything could happen from here. I didn’t know what she’d done. I didn’t know how far she’d gone.

They could take Ackie away.

I wanted to scream. Why did I leave him? That boy was my whole heart. My child. My kid. He was my responsibility, and I was failing him.

I was failing at everything. For a wild moment, I wished a chasm would open up underneath me so demons could pull me into hell, because to be in hell would be a blessed relief from whatever I was feeling right now.

The angel knew there would be no point trying to soothe me; she knew me too well. But she tried anyway. Have faith in him. He’ll be okay. Just breathe.

Every breath felt like torture, though, because I was too hungry and too anxious. My chest was too tight, my throat too dry. Every inhale felt like sandpaper scraping my windpipe. The physical pain was a lot easier to deal with than my emotional pain, though, so as Professor Mannheim droned on and on, reading his notes, flicking between slides on the screen behind him, I sat in my chair, breathed in pure agony, and burned, while the class went on, forever and ever and ever….
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Amillion years later, Professor Mannheim curtly dismissed the class.

I shot out of my chair and bolted out of the lecture theatre, too anxious to stay still. Ackie hadn’t texted me back yet, and it would be too dangerous to call him now.

He’s going to be okay.

“You don’t know that,” I snarled under my breath, striding out of the science tower. “Anything could be happening right now.”

Ackie knows the protocol.

He did, because we’d practiced it many times. We’d gone over every possible scenario, in fact, and he knew what he was supposed to do in every circumstance. Ackie would wait until the first responders banged on the door, then he would bolt out of the closet, open the door, and throw himself into Deborah’s arms and cry, mama, save me!

She wouldn’t hurt him while there were witnesses around, and she’d love for everyone to see her playing the role of overprotective mother. The switch in personality was staggering, and if I hadn’t witnessed it before, I wouldn’t believe she was capable of it.

But I didn’t know for sure. I hated not knowing. I hated it.

I stormed through the quad, fists clenched around my laptop, running through every scenario in my head. But every single one ended with me sinking my fangs into someone’s neck.

God, my throat burned. All around me, human students wandered around, careless, free from the shackles of this crippling guilt and suffering of motherhood, their hearts thudding, liquid ambrosia pulsing in their veins, so tempting my mind slid directly to bloodthirsty fantasies. The smell around the campus was intoxicating, maddeningly delicious, even worse than before. I picked up the pace, wildly aware that I was moving too fast, and that someone might notice my vampiric speed.

Frustration burned through me again. I was in the only town where nobody would notice anything supernatural, but I still couldn’t push it, because all the other supes here hated vampires.

I didn’t want to be hated anymore.

“I can’t do this,” I muttered, trotting down the grand steps of Eternity College. “I’m too anxious and too hungry. I can’t concentrate. I need to eat.”

Okay, the angel said, shifting on my shoulder, Let’s go back to Noctiluna and raid the fridge, and see⁠—

“No.” I clenched my jaw so hard, it hurt. “It’s not enough. I need human blood.”

Marie! The angel grabbed my ear. You can’t. You can’t feed on a human, not here in Eternity.

I waved her off. “I’ll find a bad guy. Someone who deserves it, just like in Atlanta.”

What are the chances of finding a sex trafficker in this little town?

“There’s gotta be someone terrible here,” I said desperately. Even thinking about drinking blood made the pain in my throat worse. The temptation was too much. “Another criminal. A violent offender. A tax evader. A jaywalker, even.”

Marie, if you get caught, you’ll get tainted with the same brush as the bad vampires⁠—

“I don’t care!” I roared. My fists clenched again. I heard my laptop crack. “Damn it,” I whimpered, feeling my heart crack at the same time. “Damn it all to hell.”

“Freak.” The word was tossed at me from a few yards away.

Too late, I realized there were people everywhere. The midnight meal break had begun, the classes were all out, and every student at Eternity College was milling around, walking the paths east and west towards the residence halls, eating sandwiches on the lawn in the moonlight, or laughing and talking in happy groups.

Despair overwhelmed me. How could they possibly be so happy when I was in so much pain?

My senses tingled. I whipped around in a half-circle. My hand moved without conscious thought, and I snatched something out of the air, something that had been sailing towards the back of my head.

The thing I caught felt hard and cold. A split second later, I realized the hard thing was burning its way into my skin.

I tried to drop it, but it was already deep in my palm. Hissing, I shook it off, flinging it to the ground, then looked down.

The hard thing was a rock, and it was glowing with a sickly white aura. Someone had thrown a spell at me, and it had burned a hole in my hand.

I clenched my fists, hissing in pain, and looked in the direction it had come from.

A group of beautiful creatures with glowing skin and haughty smiles stood behind me. Amy, Harriet’s cousin, stood in front, smirking. “How’d you like that taste of your own medicine, dumbass?” She laughed scornfully. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”

A soft breeze pulled a hint of her scent towards me, that overly spiced but still delectably sweet peach cobbler. A wild impulse gripped me, the urge to bolt over towards her and sink my teeth into the smooth skin on her throat⁠—

Marie… stop.

Yeah, you’re right. Not here. I was many things—impulsive, immoral, starving—but I wasn’t stupid.

I’d eat her later. That beautiful fruity scent called to me, almost overwhelming. Peaches, brown sugar, sweet, buttery cinnamon crumble…

You’re not going to eat her!

But I can if she’s evil, right? That’s not immoral; you said so yourself.

She’s not evil enough. I swear, if you even try it, I’ll sing nursery rhymes in your ear for three days straight.

I swore under my breath. Damn it, I hated when she did that. I clenched my jaw, suppressing the violent urge to feed, and redirected my attention to my other unquenchable thirst, the thirst for knowledge and revenge.

My eyes zeroed in on Amy easily, zooming in with my vampiric sight, zipping over her body, taking in her long legs, her flirty little denim skirt, the pink crop top. Amy’s hair had been straightened and hung in a shiny curtain down her back.

There. She had faint royal blue stains on her index finger. The color exactly matched the ink on the note I’d been sent.

Bingo. A wild grin stretched my lips. “You wrote that note. You want me dead.”

Amy didn’t seem shocked at my accusation. “Eventually,” she sneered. “But I’m going to make you suffer first.”

A giddy feeling came over me; I almost laughed out loud. “You did it,” I breathed out. “You were the one who killed Jessica.” Of course she did. That spell she just hit me with was potent, I could tell. There was a lot of magic power in it. She had to have gotten that power from somewhere.

But Amy’s sneer disappeared; she furrowed her brow, confused. “What? No, I didn’t.”

“No?” Disappointment rushed through me; her confusion seemed genuine. “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure, freak.” Amy tossed her hair back, straightening her shoulders. “I didn’t even know her. I mean, if I wanted to kill her, I totally would have.” She lifted a hand and made a show of inspecting her fingernails. “Nobody would miss any of you Noctilosers. But it’s not worth getting my hands dirty.”

I grimaced, cataloging her posture, her expression, her movements. Bravado. Amy’s posture and ultra-casual gestures were all bravado; she was just putting on a show for her friends. She didn’t murder Jessica.

It was a long shot anyway—I didn’t pick up any sociopathic tendencies in Amy. On the contrary, based on her attitude, her audience, and her social media posts, she cared a lot about what other people thought.

The disappointment crushed me, pushing me back down into my despair spiral. Failure. Stupid, ignorant, useless failure.

My eyes fell on my phone in my hand. Ackie hadn’t texted me back yet, either.

I tilted my head back, slipped my laptop under my armpit, and shook my other fist to the sky. “Goddamnit!”

I stomped off, heading back towards Noctiluna.

Amy laughed, her friends echoing her like hyenas. I listened to the sound of their cruel chuckles behind me, feeling like I deserved their scorn.
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Ihurried back to Noctiluna House, wildly aware that my sense of identity was crumbling faster than my self-control. I knew who I was—Marie Shipton, former child genius, now teenage genius, future ruler of the whole world.

Someone needed to take control of it; our whole society was a mess. It had to be me. When I was in charge, I’d make sure nobody was lonely or frightened. I’d make sure no kid was picked on for their looks. I’d make sure every child was safe, and that abusive, neglectful parents were punished properly. I’d make sure⁠—

Marie, breathe!

But how the hell could I take control of the world if I couldn’t even figure out who killed Jessica Smith? I’d been here at Eternity College for longer than a whole day now, and I still had no clue who murdered the girl who used to live in my dorm room. I could almost hear Jessica’s ghost from beyond the veil, mocking me for being so damn stupid.

An impulse gripped me; I ran with it and stomped up the steps of Noctiluna House, wrenching the door open so hard it banged against the wall, shaking the boards violently under my feet. I needed to find someone bad to eat, and I needed to do it before I lost control of myself completely. I recited the words over and over in my head, like one of Deborah’s mantras, as I trudged through the gloomy entrance hall. Must eat a bad guy. Must eat a bad guy.

There was a lot of noise coming from the dining room as most of the residents gathered for the midnight meal. The air was thick with both the smell of unappetizing food and the delectable scent of human blood. My stomach twisted. Damn it all to hell, I was so hungry, I could cry.

“Marie!” Harriet’s voice called to me from a table in the corner.

I glanced over and saw her sitting with Bonnie, her blonde friend, as well as Thalan and Egbert.

Thalan tossed his hair back and waved at me. “Come and have some lunch!” He held up his plate; I inhaled the sweet, spicy scent of steak fajitas.

The smell of the food nauseated me, but my heart throbbed painfully in my chest. What was this emotion?

Yearning, the angel told me. You yearn for human contact. You could go and join them. Go on. You could sneak into the kitchen, drink the leftover juice from the fajita pan, then join your friends at the table and talk to them.

“They’re not my friends!” I hissed. I put my head down, not making eye contact with anyone, and stomped past the dining room gritting my teeth. “I don’t have any friends. I don’t need any friends! What I need is to find Jessica’s murderer so I can eat him!”

Almost frenzied, I charged through the hallway and up the steps, heading to the second floor. I’d already memorized every resident of Noctiluna House, I knew the room allocation, so I knew which door to knock on. I stopped outside room two-oh-nine, and thumped my fist on the door so hard, I left a crack in the wood.

Vincent Pryor, the human sophomore English student and Jessica’s only friend here in Noctiluna House, didn’t answer the door.

I paused for a second, put my nose near the crack, and sniffed. A delicious, very heavy scent hit my nose.

My eyes rolled back in my head. Vincent smelled more enticing than anything I’d experienced before. Cocoa, vanilla, and cream. Like… marshmallows and chocolate. My mouth began to water, but strangely, it just made the dry, painful rasp in my throat even worse.

I banged again. “Vincent,” I called out. “I know you’re in there. Open the door, or I’ll break it down.”

A wet sniff came from within. Then, the creak of a bedframe and slow, lethargic footsteps. Finally, the door cracked open. Vincent Pryor’s face appeared in the gap. “What do you want?” he asked, his voice so hoarse, it cracked on every word.

I eyed him carefully. He looked nothing like his admission photo, which had shown a fairly generic-looking young white man of twenty-one years old, with sandy hair and a pleasant smile.

It was the same guy, but Vincent looked terrible. His eyes were red and bloodshot, and his skin was blotchy. His dirty band t-shirt was soaked with tears. “Who are you?” he croaked.

This guy was a mess. A strange feeling flipped in my chest, and I identified it automatically, just to shut the angel up before she could start in on me. It was pity. I felt sorry for him.

My heart sank. The chances of eating this guy evaporated into nothingness.

I tried anyway. “I’m Marie,” I said. “I’m Harriet Baker’s new roommate. I’ve taken over Jessica Smith’s room, and I just wanted to ask you…” I trailed off, as Vincent’s eyes filled with tears.

He didn’t try to stop them. I watched in horror as Vincent’s shoulders shook, and his whole chest heaved. “Jessica,” he sobbed. “She’s gone. My love is gone; my whole world is gone.”

“Whoa.” I backed away a little. Vincent’s distress shocked me to my core.

He tilted his head back and let out a mournful wail. “She’s gone…”

It’s not him, anyway, the angel reminded me unhelpfully. He has an ironclad alibi, remember?

It still could be him, I thought frantically. He could have done a spell or something⁠—

Look at him, she said gently. He’s a human. He’s still got the veil over his eyes. There’s no magic there.

Vincent’s whole body shook with sobs; his grief was so violent. “Tone it down a little,” I said, backing up another step.

“I loved her!” he wailed. “She was my everything. My whole world.”

Yeesh. I tried one more time. “Is that why you cut out her heart?”

But Vincent cried even louder and sunk into a crouch in the doorway, like some sort of overdramatic heartbroken goblin. “My love! Jessica, my love… Why did you leave me?”

Okay, fine, it wasn’t him. I took another step back. Then another and another. I didn’t want Vincent’s obvious despair to infect me, because I felt terrible enough as it was.

My anxiety surged again; I glanced at my phone. Ackie hadn’t messaged me yet.

“I’m sorry I bothered you.” I turned to go.

I turned back. Vincent had curled into a ball in the doorway and was now howling. Maybe I could put him out of his misery…?

Marie, no.

I threw my hands into the air. “Fine! I guess I’ll just starve to death, then, shall I?”
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Down and down I went, riding the spiral into misery. I wasn’t a genius. I was a stupid, clueless, idiot of a useless vampire. I couldn’t control my own hunger. Professor Mannheim, my hero, the man who was supposed to be my mentor, hated me. And even worse, I didn’t know anything.

You don’t have to know everything.

“Yes, I do!” I moaned. “I made a mental promise to find Jessica’s murderer, and I don’t even have any suspects.”

It’s the Otherworld, the angel whispered. Things are different here. It’s going to take some getting used to. You have to cut yourself a break!

“No.” I turned my head, bending my neck awkwardly so I could see her.

I didn’t usually do this. The angel was a figment of my imagination, and I knew it wasn’t healthy to feed my delusions by looking at her. I couldn't help it right now, though.

There she was—a tiny thing, only six inches in height.

She looked just like me. I figured it was a sign that I didn’t have a very good imagination. Bright copper hair, pearly skin, pink pouty lips, a light sprinkle of freckles dusting her nose. She wore a white sheet wrapped around her, like a toga. The little angel looked up at me with her big emerald eyes.

“I have to figure this out, Angel,” I said, my voice vibrating with intensity. “I just have to. I feel like the whole of my mental health is riding on finding out who killed this girl. But first—” I started to walk back down the stairs. “I have to eat, because if I don’t, I think I’m going to go even crazier than I obviously am.” My voice broke, and I waited until I’d walked past the dining room, through the small dark entrance hall, and out the front door of Noctiluna, before I spoke again. “I mean, look at me, talking to my imaginary friend. It’s embarrassing.”

I keep telling you, I’m not imaginary. I’m a real girl!

“The hell you are.” I picked up the pace, leaving Noctiluna behind me, avoided the path, and weaved through the moonlit trees, heading over the dark-emerald lawn. “Deborah is insane, and I’ve obviously inherited some of her mental health issues.” I waved my hand.

If I was imaginary, I would have disappeared when you took those anti-psychotics. Remember?

I didn’t like her reminding me of that. I shook my head, frustrated, checking my phone for the millionth time. Ackie still hadn’t messaged or called. The panic and despair warred with my hunger, jostling for supremacy.

My throat burned. “Just… be quiet for once in your life, Angel. And please,” I begged. “Please let me eat someone.”

You can’t! You can’t eat anyone here.

“I can enthrall someone. They’ll never know.”

That’s not consent. You’re better than this, Marie. You’re a good person.

I laughed out loud; the sound was bitter and filled with self-loathing. “The hell I am. I’m a terrible person, and both of us know that. Evilness is ingrained in me. Look at my mother!”

Look at Ackie, she shot back. I suppose he’s evil, is he?

“Damn you,” I snarled. “He’s the most innocent soul in the whole universe. But you know I’m not like he is. I’d burn the whole world down to keep him safe. He’s a good person, Angel, and I’m not. And I’m okay with that.”

You’re not. Of course you’re not! She took a deep breath. I could hear the desperation in her voice. Nobody is one thing, and we’re all the result of the choices we make. Look… Imagine if you were to make the choice to turn around and go back to the dining room right now. You could join Harriet and the gang at their table. They invited you, remember? You could talk to them, and I mean properly talk to them, not just make fun of Harriet being a ditz or Thalan being vain and closeted or Egbert being the biggest dork in the whole universe. You could bond with them. They could be your friends.

“I don't need friends.” I spat out the word between clenched teeth. “Sure, regular humans need social interaction for oxytocin and dopamine release. But I’m different. I’m much more efficient than that. I get my dopamine by being right all the time.”

She huffed out an exasperated breath. Okay, you don’t need them, but you could have them. It would be nice to have someone to talk to. Harriet and Thalan have complicated families with lots of conflict. Egbert is a giant nerd. And Bonnie…

I pursed my lips, still powerwalking through the gloom of the trees, where the moonlight didn’t reach. “Bonnie’s poor; she probably has horrible feelings of inadequacy.”

See? Like you! You have something in common with them all!

My frustration overwhelmed me; I stopped in my tracks, shaking my fists. “Except I want to eat all of them! Don’t you understand that? I can never be honest about who I am. Even if they like me in spite of me having a superiority complex and being blunt and impulsive, they’ll still hate me for being a vampire! Bah!” I tried to swallow my rage, but it got stuck with the painful sandy lump in my throat. “Just be quiet,” I ordered the angel and started to walk again. “I’m going to find someone to eat—just a little, I promise—and then, maybe I can think straight enough to find Jessica’s murderer. And figure out what to do about Professor Mannheim. And that awful Amy girl.”

But really… there was no point to any of it. It would all be in vain if Ackie was in danger. I’d already decided if the first responders took him away, I was out. I’d go straight back to San Diego, break him up out of foster care, and go on the run.

I rejoined the path, jogging through the gates and heading out onto the road leading into town. With the soft lamplights of Eternity College behind me, the road quickly became dark and gloomy. The trees grew thicker, closing in on both sides, the branches creating gnarled, grasping fingers above my head.

A nightbird screamed in the distance. I kept moving, so frantic I was almost jogging down the road, which was very unlike me, since I wasn’t fond of exercise.

The angel broke the silence. How are you planning on finding a bad person to eat?

“I don’t know.” I ground my jaw. “But I’m going to.”

I kept walking. Tension stretched out in my shoulders. Ackie still hadn’t texted me back.

You’ve only got a couple of hours before dawn.

“More than enough time to find a bad guy to eat,” I said faux-cheerfully, trying not to grind my teeth. “I don’t have faith in many things, but I know for sure that there are bad people everywhere. Seriously, I’ve lived in so many little towns in my lifetime, all over America. We’ve seen all the dregs of society for ourselves.”

My home in San Diego was, quite frankly, the nicest place we’d ever lived before, but I put that down to the fact that we’d finally gotten the combination of Deborah’s mood stabilizers right and she hadn’t been evicted yet. That and also because I made sure the rent was paid on time.

I kept walking. The tunnel of trees grew darker and darker, almost suffocatingly so, like this new spooky world was closing in on me. My heart began to thud a little slower, a little louder. I had to find someone I could eat. I had to.

A moment later, I heard a noise. Not a scream like I’d heard before, the ghostly cries that Mary Elizabeth warned me about. Something else. Something suspicious. My ears pricked up, and I stopped for a second.

There. A whimper. A female voice, gasping for breath.

Then, a moan. I froze.

I could hear it loud and clear. It was close, just to my left in the thick of the wetland trees surrounding me.

That didn’t sound ghostly. It wasn’t a nightbird. I’d memorized the calls of every single nocturnal avian beast in this territory already, because it was science and I was comfortable with science. Plus, birds were cool. Ghosts were unpredictable and frustrating.

Everything about this damn Otherworld was unpredictable and frustrating.

I inhaled carefully, trying to filter the scents around me. The last two times I’d walked this path and heard noises, I hadn’t smelled anything other than swamp water and the earthy, soggy scent of muddy ground and aquatic plants.

But this time, there was something else. The breeze shifted, and I caught a potent scent so delicious, my mouth flooded with saliva.

Blood.
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My gut flipped with longing. There were two distinct flavors—the first was much stronger, but lighter, sweet and slightly acidic, like lemonade.

The other was something else, darker and richer, with a potent edge. The scent of it reminded me of those little bottle-shaped chocolates filled with liquors, dark cocoa and amaretto, or cognac, the ones that adults gave each other, and children stole because they are so tempting and dangerous.

I scampered a little closer, moving as far to the left as I possibly could while remaining on the road. Another step, and I’d be in the swamp.

They warned us not to go off the path, Marie. Mary Elizabeth said we wouldn't be seen ever again.

I swallowed my scoff. Mary Elizabeth doesn’t know me; I’m not stupid. I’m just impulsive. And courageous. And curious. But I’m not stupid.

I could feel the angel’s side-eye, but I ignored her. There was someone in there, something that made the dryness in my throat even worse.

Two distinct scents. The fizzy lemonade one was so enticing it must be human. I waited another moment but didn’t hear any splashing, so there must be a dry path through the swamp there somewhere. I froze in place, moving into complete, preternatural stillness, and focused, stretching out with my new vampiric hearing, just to make sure.

“Please… please don’t.” The woman’s voice was more distinct, a sharper intake of air.

A very low, male voice chuckled. “Beg. Squeak for me, little mouse. Beg me to stop.”

My gut flipped, a sudden burst of sickening nausea cut through the burning hunger in my throat. What the hell?

“Please,” the woman whimpered. “Stop. You’re hurting me.”

“Of course I am, little mouse.” The man laughed again, a low, lazy chuckle. “That’s the whole point. Your fear serves more than one purpose; it sweetens the blood and fuels my charms. But if you’re uneasy, why don’t you run from me?” His tone turned smug. “Go on. Do it. Try to run.”

I strained, trying to hear more, but all I could hear was the sound of a woman’s desperate panting.

Now, Marie, don’t go charging in before you know⁠—

To hell with all that. Anyway, it was too late. I was already creeping through the trees. I needed to see. I needed to know what was going on.

A decade of tiptoeing around Deborah had taught me to be light on my feet when I wanted to be, so I switched my gait from my usual happy trot to danger mode—long, slow steps, loose limbs, careful feet—and crept through the trees, my gaze darting up, down, and around, watching both the ground and my surroundings carefully.

It wasn’t easy. The moonlight filtered through the claw-like branches of the trees above me, flickering in an eerie manner. A heavy mist rose up from the water, spilling out over the mossy ground, obscuring my feet. I moved slowly, listening to the voices, following the horrifying sound of a woman sobbing in terror.

A grove of enormous bald cypress trees stood just ahead, their thick buttressed trunks draped with heavy moss like wispy, spooky curtains. I snuck closer, being very careful with my footsteps, placing my feet lightly on the ground before putting any weight down. More than once, I snatched my feet up as the ground threatened to give way underneath me and I had to change course. The scent of blood grew stronger, almost maddeningly so.

A few seconds later, I saw them.

The couple stood just behind the flared base of an enormous cypress, hidden behind the great gnarled trunk. The tall man was facing away from me. He wore a long dark overcoat with an upturned collar—ridiculous in this humidity—and his thick pelt of dark hair spilled down his back.

I sank into a crouch, scanning the scene. My pulse pounded all through my body, and my throat rasped with every painful intake of air, turning every breath to pure torture.

The woman faced me. She shone like a beacon in the gloom. She was young, only just out of her teens, wearing cut off denim shorts and a bright yellow vest. Her eyes were closed, and she lifted her face up to the man, who towered over her. She trembled like a leaf.

A dark stain drenched one side of her neck.

Blood. My senses reeled; stars burst in my mind’s eye, ripping me out of my current reality and plunging me into a desperate fantasy.

I was no longer Marie. I was an explorer, lost in the desert, and there was an oasis right there—a cold spring promising to soothe my desperate thirst.

Marie, the angel whispered urgently. No. No, you can’t.

I had no will to resist.

The man chuckled again. He took one of the woman’s hands lightly in his own and stroked it gently. “Okay, little mouse,” he murmured. He turned her hand over and plucked one of her fingers between two of his own. “Let’s do one more before I drink again. Now… Scream for me.” He snapped her index finger with a sharp crack.

The girl opened her mouth and screamed.

A jolt of energy electrified me; all coherent thoughts vanished. I hissed, bared my fangs, and in the next second, I found myself standing behind the couple, as if my pure desire to quench my thirst teleported me over there.

Marie! No!

Marie gone. No more Marie. Only hunger.

I jumped.

I landed on the man’s back like a monkey, one hand entwined in his hair, the other clutching the lapel of his great coat, and with no hesitation, I sank my teeth into his neck and bit down.


Chapter
Nineteen

[image: ]


The world exploded.

Time ceased to exist. Pure pleasure pounded through me, pulsing in a delicious, heavy sensual drumbeat—boom, boom, boom—releasing a river of ecstasy that flowed right through me, pushing me through the galaxy, flinging me through the stars.

The universe shook. There was a flare of pain from somewhere, but I held on, digging in with my nails. The sweet ambrosia of life dulled the pain instantly; my desire outweighed anything the universe could throw at me. I would have this, and I would have it all.

Boom, boom, boom. The river quenched me, it soothed every ragged nerve and aching bone, it filled parts of me that I didn’t know were broken.

And I’d been so, so broken. Trapped in this body, trapped with Deborah, trapped by my juvenile age in a world that wouldn’t take me seriously until I was eighteen. The flow of ecstasy washed it all away.

After an eternity, the raging river settled, flowing smoother down my parched throat, and I drank deeper and deeper. Oh, sweet, dangerous liquor, this heavenly, intoxicating drug! It danced over my tongue and poured down my throat, filling me completely.

A little while later, the river’s flow weakened, and the drumbeats slowed. I drank deeper, biting harder. My fingers curved into claws, and I clung harder to the thick strands of hair, ripping the lapel of the coat as my prey tried to throw me off.

Never. I would never let go. This was too good, too much. I wouldn’t stop; I couldn't. More. More!

He struggled harder. The drumbeat pounded louder, but slower, still pouring the heavenly ambrosia into my mouth and over my tongue to soak my parched throat.

My senses reeled. A little of my reality sank in. I was only vaguely aware of his hands trying to clutch at me, trying to rip me off, but I dug my nails in and dived back to the place of divinity, desperate for the escape. This taste was heavenly, transporting me to another dimension where nothing existed but me and pure pleasure.

Then, I was falling, a short jolt. Nothing would stop me, though. Nothing.

The drumbeat slowed even more, the tempo decreasing, and I drank on. I couldn't stop. I didn’t want to. I was nothing if not stubborn.

Boom… boom… boom…The flow grew less urgent, and his flails weakened. I bit down, then gnawed into flesh like a dog, chasing the sensation. More. I wanted more. I wanted it all.

After an eternity and not long enough, the drumbeat pounded once more, then stopped. Suddenly, the river dried up, and the sweet liquor turned to ashes in my mouth.

Reality sank in. I ripped my teeth away from the man’s throat.

No, not a man. Of course he wasn’t a man. He was a vampire.

And now, he was very, very dead.


Chapter
Twenty
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Oops.

I scrambled to my feet, and looked down at the dead vampire. He had turned a shocking shade of ash-gray, and his skin looked so dry, it seemed as if it might crumble if I touched it.

The angel gasped, clutching her chest. Marie… What have you done?

I couldn’t take my eyes off the vampire at my feet. “I think I might have killed him.”

You think? Honey, he’s literally flaking away before my eyes. She pointed. Look, his lips are crumbling.

I looked. She was right. The vampire had a pouty bottom lip. As I watched, a big bit of skin lifted, then flaked away.

Then, something strange happened. His color changed again. I looked closer, bending down so I could see better in the moonlight.

His color was definitely changing from an ashy gray to a dull porcelain, then, to a smoother shade of icy white. His bottom lip firmed up, no longer flakey. I reared back. “What the hell?”

The vampire’s body twitched.

“Gah!” I lifted my foot and stomped on his chest as hard as I could. “Down! Stay down!” I stomped again, much harder than I intended to, and my foot sank deep into his body. With a yelp, I lifted my foot again, pulling it out of his chest. “Oh, no. Oh, shoot.”

I held my foot up; a fleshy lump popped out with it, caught on one of the spike charms on my Crocs. The lump flopped out of his body and rolled away. “Whoops.” I made a face. “I think I’ve yanked his heart out.”

The angel gave a weary sigh.

“It was an accident! I didn’t know he was going to twitch like that. He gave me a fright! And anyway,” I added, “It was probably a good thing. He was going to regenerate, or something like that.”

A strange-textured gore clung to my foot. I swore under my breath, wiping the bottom of my Crocs on a patch of moss nearby. “I didn’t think vampires could regenerate from being completely exsanguinated. I remember Daphne telling me that changing a vampire was a dangerous process, because they have to have most of their blood drained by their maker, then be filled with the maker’s blood. The process almost always fails because you can’t ever fully drain someone. But I’m sure I drained that guy completely. I spat out the dust, for Pete’s sake.” I grimaced. “This is flipping annoying.”

Well, he’s not moving anymore. He appears to be dead-dead. He’s gone all flakey again.

“Huh.” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “That’s very interesting.”

That’s not the word I would have used. She hissed softly under her breath, exasperated. I wish you would have some sort of normal reaction to murder.

“Well… I don’t think it counts as murder,” I said cheerfully. My thirst had vanished; I felt giddy, almost drunk. “Murder is a human term. He’s not human. If you were going to call it anything, I think you’d go with something like vampicide, or, if you were feeling dramatic, you could call it ‘bestowing the final death’ or something like that.”

I nudged him with my toe. His leg collapsed where I touched it, and a little puff of dust escaped out the end of his trousers.

I backed away. “Whoa. Dr. Van Eiken didn’t crumble like this. It would have been much easier if he had. I had to chop him up and put him in an incinerator.” I frowned, thinking about the evil Nazi doctor who abducted me and turned me into a vampire. “Although, I do remember his corpse being a lot drier than it was supposed to be.” I peered at the body. This guy was indeed crumbling into dust before my eyes.

Uhhh… Marie?

A fit of irritation poked me as I examined the odd crumbling corpse. “I don’t know if this is normal. I don’t know anything about the life cycle of a vampire. Daphne didn’t have any peer-reviewed research articles or manuals for me,” I grumbled. “Which I totally get, since they’re supposed to be a secret, but damn it all to hell, I need to know this stuff!”

I kicked the vampire’s other foot, then immediately regretted it; the pant leg deflated in a puff of dust, and his shoe rolled away. “How the hell am I supposed to do an autopsy on a pile of lint?!”

Marie!

“Nobody could tell me anything! All I got from Daphne’s friends was a worthless lecture on vampire law and even more worthless history lessons. I don’t need to know who the Vampire King of the North was in the sixteenth century. I don’t need to understand property inheritance laws for the undead. I need to know biology! I need anatomy, damn it!” I clenched my fists and roared into the sky. “I need science!”

The angel slapped my cheek, snapping me out of my tantrum. Marie! For the love of all that’s holy, pay attention!

“What?” I whipped around, facing the young woman—the vampire’s victim. “Oh. I forgot about her.”

She stood still, only a few yards away, and I noted that she hadn’t moved an inch. “Huh.” I clicked my fingers in her face, but she stood with her eyes closed, her expression completely blank. “I’m assuming she’s been enthralled.”

You think?

“There’s no need to be sarcastic,” I muttered. Moving a little closer, I noted that tears were still running down her cheeks, but she was frozen, completely still.

“He was torturing her.” My attention wandered down to her hands, which she held loosely by her sides. Three of her fingers were crooked, a combination of distal and proximal phalanx fractures, from what I could see. One side of her neck was stained with blood. However, I didn’t see any puncture holes. I grimaced, annoyed that I didn’t know how she’d healed.

Magic, probably. Even my internal monologue said the word snarkily. I didn’t understand magic, and I hated not understanding things.

The vampire’s victim obviously couldn’t move. “Huh. I wonder if the enthrallment will break now that he’s⁠—”

The woman’s eyes snapped open. She took one sharp, shocked intake of breath. Then, she screamed.

“Whoa, whoa. Hey now!” I waved my hands in her face as she continued to scream. “You’re okay. You’re okay—he’s dead.”

It was useless; she couldn’t even hear me. I raised myself onto my tiptoes and slapped her. It was supposed to be a light slap, but her head whipped to the side as if I’d put all my strength into it.

She turned her head back to face me, and I could tell the slap hadn’t snapped her out of her stupor. The young woman’s face was a picture of horror—slack-jawed, shaking, dead-eyed, lost in a nightmare. Her mouth dropped open, but before she could scream again, I grabbed her chin and wrenched her face down towards me so her eyes met mine.

“Look.” I pinned her with my gaze, found that odd, warm sensation that lingered in the spot between my eyes, and mentally pushed it out towards her. “Look at me.”

Her scream died in her throat. Gotcha.

“You’re okay. Well,” I amended, “not physically. You’ve got three fractured fingers, and you’ve probably lost a pint of blood. And, considering the whole torture thing, you’re not really emotionally or mentally okay, either, I’d say you’re going to have some pretty intense PTSD after this⁠—”

Her eyes widened; she jerked. Her mouth dropped open, and she inhaled sharply again. A scream built in her throat.

Marie!

Ah, darn it. I pushed my will out through my eyeballs again and caught her before she unleashed the scream. “Shush!”

She froze, mid-inhale, eyes bulging.

I shifted on my feet, feeling guilty. The expression on her face was making me very uncomfortable.

That’s because she’s terrified. The angel rubbed her temples, clearly exasperated with me. Just… just put yourself in her shoes, would you? She’s a human. She’s been enthralled by an older, powerful, sadistic supernatural creature. He put her under his control, made her think that she loved him, and drained her blood in the middle of a spooky swamp.

“And from the look of her, he’s probably been doing it for a while,” I commented, waving my hand towards her. “Look. Slightly bluish lips, a trace of purple around her fingernails. She’s showing signs of serious anemia.”

And the broken fingers. He was torturing her.

Hmm. I stroked my chin again. “Yeah, that was all very interesting, wasn’t it? The woman from the bus, Hazel, said that the vampires here in Eternity were old school, and they liked to play with their food. But this guy”—I nudged him with my toe, and his torso crumbled, caving in on itself—“he said something about her pain serving two purposes. He said it would fuel his charms. But vampires don’t use magic. I know, because it was one of the first things I checked after I was turned and accepted this whole Otherworld business.”

Of course you checked. You were probably excited to start experimenting with magic.

“No, I wasn’t,” I lied. “Anyways, from everything I’ve read, it would seem that vampires have a natural resistance to a lot of magic spells but have no innate capabilities to manipulate the flow of magical energy itself. Vampires are strong, fast, we can hypnotize people and eat them, but that’s about it.” I frowned, annoyed that another puzzle had presented itself to me, and I hadn’t even solved the first one yet.

I would solve Jessica’s murder, dammit. I threw off my irritation. “So why would this guy have charms?” I bent down and began to rummage through the pockets of the dead guy’s great coat. It wasn’t easy, since he was just a crumbling husk. A few yards away, his heart was now a tiny pile of ashes.

“Aha!” My fingers found a hard, heavy object inside his breast pocket. It was warm to the touch and about the size of a nectarine. I pulled it out. “A crystal.” I examined it carefully. “Obsidian, I think. Mounted on a copper shield, and copper is a good electrical conduit.” I gave it a sniff. “There are some herby components between the crystal and the copper, too, but I have no idea what they are. And… it kinda tingles. Can you feel that?”

No. I’m finding it hard to concentrate on anything with that poor girl standing there, staring at us like that. Can you try to do something about the whole “trapped in a living nightmare” thing she seems to be stuck in?

“Um… okay.” I tilted my head, thinking. I should probably get rid of her. “How about this?” I locked eyes with her again and pushed my will towards her. “You were sleepwalking. You had a nightmare. The nightmare is over now. Close your eyes and go back to sleep.”

Her face went blank immediately. Then, her legs gave way, and she collapsed on the ground in a crumpled heap.

The angel slapped a hand over her face. Marie…

“Always with the disapproval!” I groaned. “What did you want me to do? Call her an ambulance? Arrange some therapy? In case you can’t tell, I’m flying a little blind here! You know my first rule. Never get caught at the scene of a crime!”

Send her home!

“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” I got down on my hands and knees, crawled over to the girl and peeled one of her eyelids open. “Hey there. Me again!” I chuckled awkwardly. “You’re awake now, and you’re totally, one-hundred-percent calm and peaceful.”

Both eyes snapped open. The girl’s pupils were still a little dilated, but she didn’t seem scared anymore.

I’d take it as a win. “Okay,” I said brightly. “Up you get.”

The girl lurched upright, moving like a robot. She climbed to her feet and stood, facing me. The longer I held her under my influence, the more I could feel the energy between us, like I’d connected to her nervous system somehow, and I was directing her like a puppet on strings. There was a little feedback in the strings; I could sense her emotions, which made a nice change from having to read every tiny gesture and change in expression to figure out what people were feeling. Even now, her eyes were unfocused; she was deep under my control.

“Great.” I nodded with satisfaction. “Good stuff. Wow, this enthralling business is powerful stuff!”

Marie, the angel said reprovingly. Careful…

I tossed my head, still feeling jittery. “I know, I know. I gotta watch my evil villain megalomaniac tendencies.”

They’re not tendencies; it’s your whole personality, she grumbled.

“I’m going to take that as a compliment. Now, let’s see.” I stroked my chin, thinking for a second. “What’s your name?”

The girl’s lips parted. “Neavah.”

I made a face. “Ew.”

Marie!

“Okay. Sorry. I suppose it’s not your fault if your parents gave you a Tragedeigh name. I mean, I totally get it,” I said wryly. “You should hear what my real name is. Anyways, Neavah… where do you live?”

“Opulentos House,” she whispered.

“Ah, you’re one of those.” I felt a little better about interrogating her. “Who was that guy you were just with?”

“Dorian.”

“Dorian who?”

“I don’t know,” she breathed out.

“What were you doing with him?”

“I love him.”

I paused. “Okay. I’m going to go ahead and assume he’s hypnotized you to think that you love him, which is kind of gross.” Despite the exhilaration pulsing through me, my anxiety flared again at the mention of love.

Ackie hadn’t called me yet. I checked my phone again and swore under my breath.

One thing at a time. One problem at a time. I’d get through this. I had to.

I returned my focus back to the girl in front of me and concentrated. Her iris had a dull sheen covering it, the veil was intact. This girl was fully human, and because we were in Eternity, where a spell fixed a human’s veils in place, she wouldn’t be able to see or sense anything supernatural at all.

I tried anyway. “Neavah, you know what kind of, uh, person Dorian was?”

“He is my master. He is my whole world. My everything. I will die without him.”

I waved both hands, palms out. “No, no, don't do that. I mean, not after I went to all the trouble of saving you and everything. You don’t want me to have wasted my time, do you?”

The angel started making grumbling noises in my ear.

I rolled my eyes. “Jeepers, I was only kidding.” Taking a deep breath, I thought about what I could ask her, but realized it would be useless.

Her mind was a mess. This Dorian vamp had absolutely cooked her; I could feel it. But the logical part of my brain told me to keep trying, keep digging, keep soaking in all the information I could.

Knowledge was power. And I was sick of not knowing anything about this Otherworld. “Does Dorian have any friends?”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

Her chin trembled for a second. “Salome. Gabriel. Mortdecai.” The connection between us pulsed; I felt the feedback of her terror, and it set my teeth on edge.

More vampires, obviously. Or, with those names, they could be undergrads. But most likely vampires. “Are those guys close by, or…?”

“They went to trap the hunter.”

A jolt of panic shot through me. Definitely not undergrads, then. “What hunter?”

“The one who stalks them.”

“Who? Where?”

“I… I don’t…” She began to tremble.

I was losing her. That damn vampire Dorian had damaged her. He’d broken part of her mind by enthralling her, and he’d chained it to himself, so he could control her. Her psyche had been dragged into the darkness, and it was a struggle to keep her afloat. There was only one thing for it.

“Look, Neavah.” I pushed my will on her. “When I, uh, click my fingers, you’re going to forget all about Dorian. You’re going to forget he existed. You’ll forget everything he did to you. You are going to forget you ever saw me, even though I saved you, and I totally deserve some credit for that⁠—”

Dude!

Bah, fine. I continued, “You were sleepwalking, you had a bad dream, and you fell and broke your fingers, okay?”

“Okay,” she nodded.

“Three, two, one….” I held up my fingers and clicked them together.

Neavah blinked.

I tested the connection between us. There was still a little darkness there, and I wasn’t sure if it was ever going to go away.

That was the thing about trauma. It didn’t go away. You could heal, but the scars would always be there.

I cleared my throat. “Now, you’re going to go back to Opulentos House and tell them you had a bad dream, but you don’t remember what it was. You will get someone to drive you to urgent care to fix your fingers, you will buy some iron supplements, and you will make an appointment for therapy every day for the next few weeks. Got it?”

She nodded her head robotically.

“Now, go.”

The young woman spun on her feet immediately and started to march through the swamp.

I watched for a minute to ensure she didn’t fall in.

You should at least follow her home to make sure she’s okay.

“She’ll be fine.” I checked my phone. Still no call from Ackie. My gut squirmed. Now that my hunger was satiated, all of my focus went towards my baby brother. Anything could have happened to him, and there was nothing I could do about it.

All the feelings of frustration and helplessness came flooding back, inexplicably stronger now, charged with the energy pulsing through me. I fiddled with my phone, paralyzed with indecision. Call him, or not?

Calling might put him in more danger. He’d ring me when he could. He knew how much I worried about him.

“I hate this.” I felt an overwhelming impulse to stab myself in the gut and pull out my own intestines, just so I could match the physical pain to my emotional pain. “What do I do?” I snarled. “What the hell do I do now?”

You try and do the right thing, the angel said gently. Like always.

“I don’t know what the right thing is!” I wailed. I started to pace, stomping back and forth through the swamp. “I never know what the right thing to do is. All I know is what’s best for me and Ackie. That’s why you’re sitting there on my shoulder, poking me every time I want to do something that might be considered too morally bankrupt. I just don’t care about people like you do!”

Yes, you do, she whispered.

“If I had my way, I would have murdered Deborah and gone on the run with Ackie by now. I would have set up a pyramid scheme, defrauded thousands of people, funneled everything into crypto wallets, and disappeared into Mexico with my baby brother to live a life of luxury. But, as you keep telling me, that would be unethical!”

Evil. I said it would be evil, Marie. She patted my shoulder gently. Relax. Nobody is just one thing, remember? You’re a complicated and powerful entity, but you have the capacity for goodness, I know it. You just need to practice a bit more. Just think, what more could you have done to help Neavah just now?”

I frowned. “You mean I should have followed that girl back to Opulentos? Should I do that? I thought she’d be fine, it’s only a short walk back, less than a quarter mile…” My mind raced ahead, thinking about her journey. “Oh! There are other vampires out there. Oh, jeepers, you’re right, I should have made sure⁠—”

The wind shifted, and I caught a new scent of blood.


Chapter
Twenty-One
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It wasn’t Neavah. And it wasn’t coming from the road.

I started to walk through the swamp, almost floating towards the scent. The smell of blood pulled at me, tugging at me like an invisible rope tied around my waist. Despite being completely satiated, sloshy, even, from Dorian’s vampire blood, this new smell was more appealing than anything I’d ever smelled before. Something about it called to me, promising salvation, a soothing balm for the turmoil inside me. It was warm and comforting, like thick raisin toast with rich, creamy butter. Raisins were a war crime in cookies, but in sweet, crunchy toast? Heaven.

A wave of despair washed through me as I drifted towards the scent. Was this my life now? Was I a monster, cursed to lose my mind every time someone in my immediate vicinity got a papercut?

Who was I kidding? I was already a monster. I already hated myself. Being a vampire was just the cherry on the sundae of my messed-up life.

I didn’t know whose blood was being spilled, but every waft that hit my nose felt like a punch to the gut. It was a war crime, a sin, profane. Was this the hunter that Dorian mentioned? The hunter that the other vampires were trying to trap?

You have to save him, the angel said urgently.

I closed my eyes and let out a bark of hysterical laughter. “Sure, I have to save him. Of course I have to save him! Me, the vampire in the town where everyone hates vampires, has to save the hunter, who is obviously hunting vampires. I’m going to save the vampire hunter and make myself a big fat target of all the vampires at the same time. That sounds like an incredibly intelligent thing to do!”

But you’re going to do it anyway, the angel said smugly.

“You’re damn right I am,” I snarled.

I didn’t need her to tell me what the right thing to do was. There was no way I could forget the sound of Dorian’s voice, laughing while he broke Neavah’s fingers. The echo of his words bounced around my head, torturing me. “Scream for me,” he said, delight dripping off every word that left his mouth.

He froze her in place and chuckled happily while he hurt her, delighting in the destruction like a bully pulling off a butterfly's wings. It was sickening, indescribable. It made me want to burn the whole world down.

That girl was someone’s Ackie. My beloved baby brother, the kid who might be in danger right now. He was the only good thing about me.

And the longer it took for him to call me, the more likely that something terrible had happened to him.

My fear and frustration boiled out of control as I followed the scent of blood through the swamp. I let out another desperate whimper; wildly aware I was on the verge of another breakdown. “I hate this. I hate this! Why does loving someone hurt so much?”

Ackie will be okay.

“You don’t know that!” When I ruled the world, I’d make sure nobody ever felt like this ever again. The worry, the anxiety, the stress of wondering…it was pure torture.

I jogged through the swamp, hopping over the water, following a dry animal path through the thick of it, and crossed the road. The scent got stronger. My heart thumped harder.

There.

There were noises up ahead. Smacks, thuds, grunts of pain, then, a high-pitched cackle of laughter. Pausing, my heart thumping, I calculated the approximate distance, pinpointed the location, checked the direction of the wind, and moved in a wide arc, coming from downwind. If my nose was this good, theirs would be, too.

My ears pricked. I could hear them clearer now and make out every word. A man laughed a high-pitched giggle.

“You made this too easy,” he said. “I have to say, I'm almost disappointed.”

I sank into a low crouch and crept forward, testing the limits of my new vampiric senses. It was a little like operating with amplifiers stuck in my ears and binoculars over my eyes. I found I could zoom in with laser focus.

The light of the moon was weak here; thick clouds floated high above on a slight breeze, the moon’s glow barely filtering through the crooked and warped branches of the bald cypresses looming above me. But I could still see clearly, and I could hear them even better.

In the dim little clearing up ahead, one vampire—no, two of them, there were two distinct scents there, apart from the warm, comforting buttery raisin toast spice of the human one—they were fighting the human.

I edged to the right, spotting the vampires first. One was thin with an ice-white face and dead straight platinum hair parted in the middle. The other was thicker, broad-shouldered, with brown skin with a sallow tint, a square face and glittering black eyes. Both wore ridiculous clothes—embroidered waistcoats, long cloaks, tailored dress pants—totally unsuitable for traipsing through the Louisiana wetlands. Idiots.

As I watched, the cloud cover shifted, the moon’s light streamed down through the trees again, and I saw the deep crimson flash in both the vampire’s eyes.

They were beating the shit out of Ronan Bishop.

Of course it was him. Ronan Bishop, the hunter. I’d noted all the evidence already when he was on stage under that spotlight—the calluses on his knuckles, the scars on his skin, the lean, toned muscles of a man trained in combat. I’d seen the heavy burden of grief he carried, the weight which nobody else seemed to see, because he was so ridiculously handsome and most people only saw what was on the surface.

The vampires moved so fast, they blurred. Zip, zip… thud. Oh, shoot, they really were beating the crap out of him. Ronan Bishop fell to one knee, panting. He was in trouble. His chest was scored with red slashes and deep cuts, all over his body. The scent of his blood was so divine it made my head swim, but it felt wrong, so wrong for it to be spilled so carelessly all over the wetlands like this. Something like bile rose in my throat; it made my hands shake in fury.

He was someone’s Ackie, too.

Moving slowly, I sank to my knees, picked up a heavy stick, weighed it in my hands, stuck it in my mouth, and began sharpening it to a point with my fangs. It tasted gross, but I did it anyway.

“You were never going to save the girl, Bishop,” the thin blond vampire chuckled. “She belongs to Dorian now. There’s nothing that will break his hold on her.” He shot towards the hunter, moving in a blur, and his fingers curved into claws.

Ronan Bishop reared up at the last second, swiping a silver dagger through the air. Time seemed to slow as I watched, and I caught every tiny flurry of movement. The dagger caught the blond vamp in the ribs. He squealed in rage, whirling away through the marshes.

The vampire came to a stop a second later, holding his hand to his torso. Thick, sluggish blood spilled out between his fingers, but the flow stopped quickly. He looked up; his mouth twisted. “This waistcoat is an antique,” he snarled. “You’ll pay for that!”

The other vampire lunged forward, blurring, and drove a fist into Ronan’s back with a devastating punch. The silver dagger flew through the air. Ronan let out a cry of pain that stole the air from my lungs and he collapsed face-first into the mud. He tried to inhale, but his breath caught. A terrible wheeze shook his body.

My mind cataloged his injuries. Multiple contusions, lacerations, a punctured lung.

A strange emotion gripped me; I couldn’t identify it. Horror? Regret that I hadn’t moved quickly enough to save him?

After giving the end one last good scrape with my fangs, I yanked the stick out of my mouth and spit out the curls of wood. My heart thumped as I fought the impulse to rush over there, to throw myself head-first into the fight.

“I’ll take it from here, Gabriel,” the sallow vampire said, straightening up from where he knelt over Ronan’s body. “Go, find Salome, see if she has another thrall yet.” He chuckled darkly. “Somebody has to make sure she doesn’t kill another one so quickly.”

The blond snarled again and threw up his hands. “Fine.” He turned around and drifted away, quickly lost in the towering cypresses and hidden by the curtains of moss that hung from the clawed branches.

My vision tunneled. This was good. I couldn’t take two vampires, but maybe I could take one.

Are you kidding? The angel screeched in my ear. Marie, you don’t know how to fight!

I rose from my crouch and began to creep closer. The vampire knelt again and grabbed a fistful of Ronan’s hair, yanking his head up.

Yes, I do know how to fight, actually, I snarled at the angel silently. I’ve studied martial arts my whole life.

You’ve read about them in books! You’ve watched YouTube tutorials! Girl, you’ve never sparred before in your life, it’s not the same⁠—

Fuck it.

I put on a burst of speed, shooting like a bullet towards the big vampire, as he wound back a huge fist, ready to sink it into Ronan’s skull.

My vision tunneled. I lifted the stake and rushed forward, aiming for the vampire’s chest.

Time slowed again. The vampire dropped Ronan’s head, and suddenly, he was standing. His arm shot out; he caught me by the throat and held me up in the air. His other hand gripped my wrist, stopping my swing.

No!

My legs wiggled desperately.

The dark vampire’s head tilted, and he examined me almost idly. His nostrils flared as he inhaled my scent, and his eyes flashed with recognition. He looked at my face, then, at my hand holding the stake.

“What’s this?” he said, clearly amused. “A little hellcat? Where did you come from, little hellcat?” An amused chuckle bubbled out of his lips as he looked at the stake again, then, back to me. I could feel the power behind his eyes as he pushed his will towards me, forcing me to submit to him. “You’re new, aren’t you? Hmm. A new little babe, lost in the woods, obviously. What were you planning on doing with that toothpick? Did nobody teach you any manners, little hellcat?”

I writhed in his grip, gasping for breath. He was choking me.

“Who made you, I wonder?” The vampire closed his eyes, pulled me closer, and inhaled deeply. “You smell⁠—”

I dropped the stake, caught it with my other hand, and plunged it into his chest.
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He dropped me instantly.

“Ha!” I bellowed, springing to my feet and pointing at him. “You didn’t see that coming, did you? The ol’ Arya Stark special! Looks like someone hasn’t caught up on Game of Thrones! Ha ha haaaa!”

The vampire collapsed, his face gray. My stake stuck out of his chest; I’d scored a direct hit, of course, because I knew exactly where the heart was.

“That’s what you get when you’re an expert on anatomy!” I crowed.

The light had already vanished from his eyes. The vampire was dead.

“Oh, no…” I gave him a kick. “Don’t die just yet, I want to gloat a little more!”

Marie! The Professor!

“Oh, yeah. Shoot.”

Quickly, I hustled over to the prone body of Ronan Bishop and bent over him. The smell of his blood bloomed all around me—that comforting, warm, thick raisin toast with butter scent—but strangely, it didn’t tempt me at all. “Oh. This isn’t good. Fractures, lacerations…” I lifted his shirt, checking his back. “Looks like you’ve got some internal bleeding where that bastard punched you in the kidney.” Gently, I turned him over, and he let out a moan of pain.

Ronan was still alive, but barely. Despite all his injuries, he flinched under my hands. “Don’t… Don’t touch me,” he choked, his breathless voice filled with venom.

“Shush.” I checked his head, then peeled open an eyelid so I could see if his pupils were dilated too much. “Okay, good. No concussion, so I guess none of them punched you in the head. But the rest of your body is going straight to hell. That punctured lung is going to kill you, and you’re losing way too much blood.”

The worst injury was a deep stab wound just below his clavicle. Moving quickly, I ripped off a shred of his black t-shirt and applied pressure, packing the wound.

You should have used your own shirt.

Ha. No, I’m not ruining my clothes, that makes no sense at all. His are already ruined, soaked with his own blood.

There was another deep gash in his wrist. I examined it quickly, noting that his radial artery was completely severed. If I didn’t stop the bleed, he’d die. I applied pressure to the wound, elevated his arm, tore another strip of his t-shirt and quickly tied it at his elbow, just above the laceration, applying more pressure, then leaned over him, catching his eye. “Did you ever stop to consider wearing some sort of body armor? A Kevlar vest, maybe? Honestly, if you’re so hell-bent on hunting overpowered supernatural creatures as a human man, then you think you’d at least wear some protective gear.” I made a face, adjusting the pressure on his radial artery. I didn’t want to go too hard, or he’d have to get his arm amputated. “Kinda silly coming out here in just a t-shirt and combat pants, isn’t it? I bet you haven’t even got insect repellant on. Do you even understand how many communicable diseases mosquitoes carry? There’s West Nile virus for starters, and St. Louis Encephalitis.”

Ronan’s eyes were slitted and almost glowing with hatred. He wheezed in and spat out words in an agonized hiss, “I said don’t touch me, demon!”

“And I said shush!” I wagged my finger in his face. “Stay still and let me fix you. You’re twenty shades of messed up, my friend.”

He wheezed again. “Don’t… you… dare…”

“What part of shush don’t you understand? Save the air in your lungs, you’re going to need it.” I just had to get him stabilized, then I could get him to a medical center.

There must be some kind of urgent care in town. I’d have to carry him. There was no point calling an ambulance, the closest dispatch was in New Iberia, and he’d die before the paramedics put their shoes on to come out here.

I glanced down, meeting his eyes. He glared back at me through slitted lids. The hatred in his gaze was really something. “Although, from the looks of it, there’s no fixing you, is there? And I don’t mean your physical injuries, I mean the mental ones, because what kind of idiot runs around⁠—”

Marie!

“Right, right. Sorry.” My hands moved quicker, checking the worst injuries, applying pressure where needed, and stemming the bleeding. Jeepers, he was battered and bruised like a peach in a tumble dryer. I worked for another minute, trying to keep the blood in his body.

Then, I remembered something.

“Oh!” Quickly, I rummaged around in the pocket of my jorts, pulled out the little vial, and wiggled it in front of Ronan’s face. “I have a healing potion here. At least, I’m pretty sure it’s a healing potion.” I popped the cork and grinned down at him. “Let’s give it a go, shall we?”

He bucked underneath me, jerked desperately, and wheezed, trying to inhale a breath. “Don’t⁠—”

“Oh, my God, shut up.” I grabbed his chin, yanked his mouth open, and tipped the contents of the vial down his throat, then, I shut his mouth and held his nose while he struggled weakly beneath me. “Swallow!”

Marie! Have you ever heard of informed consent?

“That’s the fun thing about knowing as much as a medical professional, but not having any qualifications,” I told her cheerfully, not bothering to keep my voice down. “There’s no need to worry about informed consent. I haven’t taken the Hippocratic oath. I’m not breaking any rules.”

She slapped a hand over her face. You are unbelievable!

“Yeah. Unbelievably awesome,” I sniggered. I waited a moment, then let go of Ronan’s nose. “Did you swallow? Good.” I sat back on my heels and let out a huff of breath. “Now, I guess we just wait and see what happens. If it doesn’t work, I’ll carry you into town.”

Ronan’s chest rose and fell rapidly. I watched some of his smaller cuts, hoping to see some sort of change. After a moment, his breathing sounded a fraction less wheezy. His head turned towards me slightly, and he glared at me with pure, passionate hatred.

His expression really was something. I’d never had anyone look at me this way before. Before I was turned, people only really looked at me with pity or exasperation.

Both his arms and legs twitched, as if he desperately wanted to fight me, but he didn’t have the strength. He would if he could. I could tell.

I raised one eyebrow. “Dude, you’re really wasting your energy here. Nobody hates me more than I do.”

He continued to stare at me warily, his eyes mere slits. I could almost hear his brain ticking. I suppose he must be a little confused.

My phone beeped.

“Oh!” I wriggled on the soggy ground desperately and hauled it out of my pocket. It was Ackie. He’d sent me a text message.

All clear.

“Oh, thank God!” I roared, clutching the phone with both hands. Quickly, I turned my camera off and pressed the video call button.

Ackie answered straight away. The phone gave a little beep-boop, and my beautiful boy appeared on the screen. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his hair was a little messy, but otherwise, he looked okay.

He peered into the screen. “Marie?”

“Ackie!” I slumped in the mud, so relieved I felt dizzy. “Are you okay, buddy?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.” His voice was quiet; he must still be at home with Deborah. “I can’t see you. Is your camera still broken?”

“I’ll get it fixed soon,” I promised. “I’m so glad you’re okay. Tell me what happened.”

Ronan Bishop’s arms twitched; I put one hand on his chest, a warning to stay still. To my surprise, he did.

“Tell me everything,” I said urgently.

“I think I messed up with her meds,” Ackie whispered. The poor kid was exhausted. Of course he was, it was four in the morning. “She skipped two days when she was out of town for that festival, and she didn’t drink her smoothie on Friday. I could tell she was a bit on-edge when I came home from practice, so I tried to give her some attention. She was distracted, though.”

I suppressed a snarl. Damn her to hell. I longed to hold Ackie, to hug him and stroke his hair and make sure he was okay. My boy was in bed, though, and since sleep was fundamental to good health, I’d have to suck it up and keep this conversation short so he could lie down and get some rest.

Ronan bucked under my palm once more. I held him down, noticing that three smaller lacerations on his bicep were shallower than they were before. The potion was working. Huzzah. Good news all around.

Carefully, I propped the phone up next to Ronan’s body so I could watch Ackie with both my hands free in case Ronan tried to stab me or something.

“What triggered her?” I asked Ackie.

“She was supposed to go to yoga with Briar and Echo tonight, but they went without her, and they switched off their phones.”

“Aha.” It was always something small. “Did she hurt you?”

“No. She flipped out, though, and broke all the dishes. I tried to distract her, but she didn’t even notice me. So, I went straight to lockdown protocol.”

I felt a burst of pride in my chest. Ackie knew how to deal with her. If Deborah ever spiraled so hard that she didn’t recognize her own child, he knew there was no point sticking around. He’d only get hurt.

Hurt. My baby boy could have been hurt. I let out a moan. “Oh, buddy…”

“I’m okay. The TV is destroyed, though. The firefighters broke the door down, but luckily, I managed to throw myself into Deborah’s arms before they reached the kitchen.”

“What cover story did you use?” I asked.

“The burglar cover. Two masked men, trashing the kitchen, looking for drugs.”

“Good one,” I said approvingly. I lifted Ronan’s t-shirt, checking the deep stab wound in his chest. The wad of fabric I’d packed it with was starting to pop out. It was healing. “And the burglars escaped through the window?”

“Yep. Deborah snapped out of the spiral right away as soon as the first responders burst in and started shrieking about intruders with me. I’m sorry I didn’t give you the all-clear any sooner, Marie, but the cops came in right after, and they searched the whole house.”

I grumbled under my breath, keeping my voice low so Ackie couldn’t hear me swearing. The cops would have taken the opportunity to look for the drugs that the imaginary burglars were looking for. Bastards. “Did social services come out?”

“No. Deborah switched, and she was pretty convincing. By the time the cops left, they were very reassured that she wasn’t running a crack house, she was a devoted parent, and that there really were two masked men breaking dishes in our kitchen.”

I exhaled another sigh of relief. “Good.”

Ronan’s smaller cuts had disappeared now. I leaned forward, pinned both of his hands down, just in case, and put my ear to his chest. The hole in his lung sounded like it had sealed, too. Cool.

Glancing up to his face, I saw he was still glaring at me, but there was something new in his expression. His brow was slightly furrowed, his jaw a little less tense. He was confused.

He could feel whatever ways he wanted to; I was just happy Ackie was okay. “I’ll get a new TV sent over,” I said. “And dishes, too.”

“You don’t have to.” Ackie let out an enormous yawn. “Dave and Rhonda showed up just before the cops left. They’d been out at a party. They promised to take Deborah to the thrift shop tomorrow to pick up some more dishes. Today, I mean.”

“Just the TV then.” I made a mental note to get my corrupt doctor to give some anti-psychotics and mood stabilizers to Dave and Rhonda, so if Ackie couldn’t drug Deborah’s smoothie in the morning, one of them could do it. I should have thought of that earlier.

Damn it. All this could have been prevented.

Ackie blinked slowly. “Are you okay, Marie?”

I picked up the phone so I could get closer to him. “I’m fine, buddy. You know you never have to worry about me.”

“I know. I still do, though.”

My poor boy. “Get some rest,” I said reluctantly. “Call me in the morning, and I’ll tell you all about my new school.”

“Okay.” He tried to open his eyes a little wider. “I love you, Marie.”

“I love you too, Ackie.”

He’d have to hang up. If I had my way, I’d stare at him forever.
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After Ackie hung up, I sat back on my heels and examined Ronan Bishop's injuries again.

The potion really was working. All his little lacerations were gone, and the big ones weren’t life-threatening anymore. His breathing was shallow but even. His heart sounded strong. I should go now, while he was still too weak to move.

“Who was that?” he whispered.

I jerked. “Huh? What?”

Ronan’s eyes cracked open. “On the phone. Who was that?”

“Oh. Well, if you must know… it’s really none of your business.”

His eyes narrowed. “A vampire child?” he asked, his voice ice-cold.

“What?” I reared back. “No! Of course not.”

“You’re a vampire.” His tone sounded a little uncertain.

“Sure I am. Ackie’s not a vampire, though. He’s just a kid. An innocent child, actually,” I said pointedly. “Just in case you get any ideas about murdering an innocent child.”

Ronan Bishop furrowed his brow again. “Why would I…”

I cut him off. “What were you doing out here, anyway? You could have gotten yourself killed, you know.”

His jaw hardened. “I’m not telling you shit, vampire.”

“Ooh.” I smirked. “Sassy. You’re still all beat-up; I could torture the information out of you, you know.”

“Go ahead.” His expression grew stony. His eyes went a little dull. Resignation. Acceptance.

“Whoa,” I breathed out. “You really mean that, don’t you? What the hell is wrong with you?”

“You’re going to kill me anyway,” he said. “I don’t know why you bothered to⁠—”

“Wait, wait.” I waved my hand in his face. “I’m not going to kill you.”

“You lie,” he hissed. “Demons always lie.”

“Well, I’m not a demon; I’m a vampire, dumbass.” The fact that I wasn’t sure if demons were real or not made me snappy. “And why would I want to kill you? That would be a huge waste of time and resources, considering I just went to all the trouble of saving you.” I wagged my finger in his face. “There’s a pretty blonde girl who could have used that potion to fix some broken fingers, you know. I would have given it to her… if I’d remembered I’d stolen it, I guess.”

He frowned. “If you… what?”

I took a deep breath. This wasn’t going very well.

Ronan Bishop was a professor here at Eternity College. My College. The only place I was able to actually study.

Not only that, but he was astonishingly popular—famous, even. What were the chances I could talk him into keeping his mouth shut about me being a vampire and let me finish my degree in peace?

Judging by the hatred in his expression…. Probably zero percent chance. There was so much passion in his stare, so much pain and grief; I saw it in the tension around his eyes and the tremble of his lips. It twanged on my heartstrings.

The fact that this human guy was out hunting vampires… It painted a very clear picture for me. Vampires had hurt him, and he was out for revenge, even if it cost him his life. He wasn’t going to ignore my existence.

I could still kill him, I suppose, even if I did go to all the trouble of⁠—

Marie!

Fine, fine.

Sometimes, my impulsiveness didn’t leave me with too many options in which to wriggle out of trouble, but it was a good thing that I was great at problem solving. I could come up with a cover story, some sort of complicated story to explain my new vampire nature. What do I tell him?

The truth. Tell him the truth.

Hmm. Well…. That’s a novel idea, I suppose. You know what? What the hell!

I licked my lips. “We might have gotten off on the wrong foot, here, Professor. I don’t mean any harm. I know I’m a vampire, and everyone here seems to hate vampires, but you should know I got turned against my will. I didn’t want this, and quite frankly, the whole vampire thing is an inconvenience I really don’t need right now.”

Ronan Bishop watched me suspiciously, but he didn’t say anything.

“I’m here for one reason, and one reason only,” I continued. “I need to get my master’s in mechanical engineering, and my doctorate in experimental physics. I transferred from Harvard after I got turned. It broke my heart to give up my scholarship, but this is the only university where I can study at night.”

Ronan’s expression didn’t change, but I sensed a slight softening in the hard line of his lips.

Try appealing to his sense of humanity.

Ooh, good idea. “That kid on the phone was my baby brother. I raised him all by myself, and he’s my whole world. The second I turn eighteen, I’m going to get custody of him so I can protect him from my psychopath mother. You heard what happened. I’m stuck, you see,” I said, crossing my legs underneath me to get comfortable. “If we pull the trigger on her and report her to CPS now, Ackie will go into foster care. And last time we went into foster care⁠—”

My voice hitched, the lump in my throat suddenly reared up and choked me. The memories hit me again, worse than ever before.

Tell him.

I never wanted to tell anyone. Considering all the felonies I’d committed, it was a terrible idea to even suggest it. But maybe… maybe I should.

It was a moment before I could speak again. “The last time he went into foster care, he was only five years old. I was twelve. Social services had to split us up because there weren’t enough placements. I was fine, I got a decent family. But Ackie… didn’t. His foster parents abused him.” I swallowed roughly and looked away. For a moment or two, only nightjars and frogs filled the silence.

“Go on,” Ronan whispered.

I’d never talked about this before, not to anyone. Not my therapists, not the police… nobody. “They didn’t have Ackie for long, only a week. I tried everything I could to get in touch with him after we were separated, but social services wouldn’t tell me where he was. Eventually, after a few days, I just broke into my caseworker’s house and found the address of where he’d been placed. I snuck in during the early hours of the morning and found him, crying in a bare room. Then he told me what they’d been doing to him, and I… I…” I pressed my lips together and looked away.

“You called the police?” Ronan asked, his voice a whisper.

My eyes met his. “Yeah. Of course.”

“Liar,” he hissed again.

“Of course I’m lying, you goddamn moron!” I snarled back. “What do you think the police were going to do? Do you know how many times his foster parents had been accused of sexual abuse? Twelve times! Twelve! And nothing was ever done!” I shook my head furiously, incandescent with rage all over again. “Apparently, it’s very common for foster kids to accuse their new guardians of abuse, so some CPS agents just ignore the accusations and wait for the kids to settle in. But I saw—” My gorge rose; I swallowed it down. “I saw the proof on Ackie’s body. Strap marks. Fresh bruises. I saw his desperation, the horror in his eyes. At that moment, I wanted to destroy the whole world so nobody would ever have to feel this way ever again.”

Breathe, Marie. Breathe. It’s okay. It’s over.

“It will never be over!” I snarled. “He’s going to carry invisible scars with him for his whole life. Those evil, bastard foster parents would keep doing what they were doing for as long as they could get away with it. And I wasn’t going to let that happen!”

A nightbird screamed. Its cry echoed around us, then faded away.

Ronan swallowed. “What did you do?”

I met his eyes. “I got Ackie out, barred their bedroom door, and set their house on fire.”

The angel on my shoulder didn’t say a word at the time. Not one peep. It was then that I realized she was okay with vigilantism.

“I made sure to set the fire at their window first, so they couldn’t escape,” I continued, because Ronan might as well know the whole story; he might as well know exactly who I was. “They both burned to death in their bedroom. I stood on the street outside with Ackie, listening to their shouts of terror, and smiled. When they started screaming, I felt a burst of joy in my heart.”

I leaned closer to him; my eyes felt like they were burning. “You think you know about monsters, Ronan? You think you know about vengeance?”

He stared back at me. For the first time, there was no hatred in his gaze. The boiling pit of lava in my stomach eased a little. Ronan Bishop understood me.

Nobody had ever really understood me. Even Ackie didn’t understand me. But this battered human with his useless PhD and worthless tenure track understood me.

It made me feel less alone.

“So that’s me.” I hitched my shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know what kind of life you had, Professor, but the worst monsters I’ve ever encountered were humans. I might be a vampire, but I swear to you I’d never hurt an innocent person.”

He looked at me, his expression thoughtful.

“I mean,” I amended, “If we were doing the whole ‘go back in time and kill baby Hitler’ thought experiment, then yeah, I’d totally punch that baby in his soft spot. And the trolley thought experiment, too—I’d let that sucker run one person over, instead of a bunch of people, because I’m not an idiot. But, generally speaking, provided there were no extenuating circumstances, and nobody actually asked me to put them out of their misery… I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t ever kill an innocent human.” I paused. “Not on purpose, anyway.”

Ronan Bishop was silent for a long time. “Where the hell did you come from?”

“San Diego.” I pointed at him. “Your turn.”

His expression grew wary again.

“Who was it?” I poked him gently in the ribs. “Come on, vampire hunter. They obviously did you dirty. I know everyone here in Eternity hates vampires, but nobody else is running around the swamp with a silver dagger and a death wish.” I prodded him again. “Who did they hurt?”

It took a long time, but eventually, two words slipped out, and there was so much heartbreak in his voice. It almost seemed like the air around him trembled with grief.

“My wife,” he whispered.

I reared back and whistled between my teeth. “Oh man. Your wife? Vampires killed your wife? Dudeeee,” I breathed out, horrified. “You were married? You look too young to be married. Kinda silly, if you ask me, I mean, marriage is a legal contract, you should get a few years of maturity under your belt before you start financially chaining yourself to another immature person.”

Be nice!

I’m trying to be nice!

“Look,” I continued, “I’m not a therapist, but I hope you’re talking to someone about it. Not me,” I added. “I’ve got enough trauma to deal with all on my own. But it’s not a great idea to throw yourself into this whole vampire-hunting business when you’re just a human, you know. I’m guessing from your muscles and calluses and everything that you’re combat-trained, but these guys are a lot stronger and faster than you, and even if they weren’t, they outnumber you by… a lot, I’m guessing.” I grimaced, annoyed that I didn’t know exactly. “Look… If you give me the name and general description of the guy who iced your wife, then I can help you out.”

He blinked, obviously confused. “What?”

“I was trying to be subtle.” I sighed. “Let me spell it out. I can help you kill the vamp who killed your wife. Then, you can give up this whole vengeance thing before you get killed.” I smiled brightly.

“He’s dead already.” Ronan gave me a strange stare. I’d seen that look on so many people’s faces; it was easy to decipher. He couldn’t figure me out. “I’ve killed dozens of them. I can’t stop. It’s not just vengeance. I have to—” He trailed off.

“What? You have to… what? Go on,” I urged. “Finish the sentence.”

Something occurred to me; I felt for the obsidian crystal in my pocket. “Oh. They didn’t just kill your wife, did they? They tortured her a whole bunch first. Am I right? Did they?”

He stared at me; the hard line of his jaw trembled.

“I’m guessing that’s a yes. Just like they did to that girl before, Neavah, breaking her fingers to fuel the charm. Vampires can’t use magic, but from the looks of it, they can gather the power required for it. So… I guess that means they’re up to something.”

A sob escaped his lips. “Who the hell are you, and why are you torturing me?”

“I’m not torturing you,” I said patiently, patting his head. He flinched away, but I kept doing it, because people generally loved that kind of human contact when they were sad. The angel did it to me all the time. I hated it, but this Ronan guy might like it. “The vampires are torturing humans, though. Now, I’m not going to pretend I’m an expert on this Otherworld business. I’ve read as much as I can, but nothing really compensates for on-the-ground research. I gather that vampires don’t usually do a lot of torture. They like to keep humans as pets, but they look after them and keep them happy and healthy, because getting new thralls must be a pain in the butt and they’d probably rather not bring too much attention to themselves. The ones here in Eternity, they’re planning something very bad, aren’t they?”

Ronan swallowed. “Yeah.”

“What?”

He took a deep breath and sat up, moving gingerly, wincing. “Where did you get the healing potion from?”

“I stole it from my roommate. She’s a witch, and honestly, a bit of a doormat, so I’m sure she won’t mind. Don’t change the subject. What are the vampires planning?”

He glanced at me sharply, then lifted his shirt, inspecting his stab wounds. They were still bad, and he’d be very sore for a while. “Something bad.”

“Tell me.”

“No.” He looked away. “I don’t trust you.”

“That’s smart,” I said, nodding approvingly. “Probably the first smart thing you’ve said or done in your life, huh? I mean… come on. Philosophy? Seriously? You actually wanted to waste seven years and take on a bunch of student debt for a PhD in philosophy?”

He stared at me.

I couldn’t decipher his expression. “Well, I don’t trust anyone, either. But I need to know.” I needed the knowledge like I needed air to breathe; it was like a compulsion. I had to have all the information I could get, so I could solve Jessica’s murder. “Give me the CliffsNotes version.”

He furrowed his brow and scowled at me. Oh, I got that one. Annoyance. Frustration. Confusion. “What is wrong with you?”

“Oh, many, many things. Go on.” I poked him in the ribs, and he winced. “Tell me. I’m not going to stop asking, so you might as well tell me.”

Ronan hesitated for a long moment, then he got to his feet. I helped him up, holding his previously broken arm gingerly.

He straightened, flexed his shoulders, and exhaled.

“They’re trying to summon the Vampire God, Moloch.”


Chapter
Twenty-Four

[image: ]


Ilet out a little growl. “The what now?”

“Moloch.” Ronan faced me. He looked totally serious.

I better check, just in case. “You’re serious?”

He gave a sharp nod.

Just when I thought I was getting a handle on all the players in the Otherworld game… “There’s a vampire god?”

“There’s lots of vampire gods, actually.” Ronan brushed his messy hair off his cheeks and pulled it into a ponytail, wincing. “Probably dozens of different kinds. I know there’s an entity that lives near a rift, a weak spot in the walls of our dimension out in California—Malik, his name is—he’s an archetype rather than a god, and he’s the concept of a sensual night-time predator that pleasures his victims and drinks their blood.”

“Right. I’m following you.”

“But Moloch is a man-made god. He’s the result of the terror of an entire town.”

“Oh!’ I held up a finger. “An egregore?”

Ronan’s head whipped towards me. “How did you know?”

I made a rude noise. “I’m not an idiot; I know what an egregore is. Everyone knows what an egregore is.”

“No.” He shook his head in disbelief. “No, they don’t. Most of my freshmen have never heard of them.”

“Well, they should. You should teach them better.” Ronan opened his mouth, but I barreled on. “It’s a fascinating concept. Before I was turned, I figured it was a bunch of woo-woo hogwash, but there has been some research done on the collective consciousness, and I have to admit that the data is interesting. An egregore is a thought-form. A non-physical entity brought into being by the passionate beliefs of a group of people. So,” I said, grinning, “they’re real, are they?”

“They are.” Ronan’s jaw hardened. “And they’re incredibly dangerous.”

“But they’re non-physical. I mean, not harmless, obviously, because when a collective is gripped with a passionate idea, crazy shit happens. But it’s the humans causing the harm, not the monster.”

“No,” Ronan said quietly, stretching out his hands and clenching his fists. His eyes fell on the corpse of the sallow-faced vampire I’d staked—he hadn’t crumbled yet. The stake was still sticking out of his chest.

Ronan limped over and knelt. “If an egregore becomes too dangerous,” he said, grunting in pain as he moved, “it can be banished to another dimension just like any other low-vibrational creature. Have you ever wondered where evil entities go when they’re exorcised?”

“Honestly… no.” I shrugged, watching as Ronan pulled out the stake, then plunged his hand into the vampire’s chest cavity, tearing and ripping until dust puffed up in the air around him. “But that was before I knew all this stuff was real, so I’m definitely wondering now.”

Ronan stood up and closed his eyes, clearly exasperated. “Jesus, why am I even telling you this?”

“Because it’s interesting, and I want to know about it.”

The angel nudged me. And you can help him.

“And I can help you,” I added. “I can help kill vampires. I’ll do it in exchange for you, uh, not killing me, so I can keep studying here and get my degree in peace. I just need information. Look… I can be the Buffy, and you can be the Giles.”

“I’m obviously the Buffy.” Ronan paused, frowned and shook himself. “What the fuck is wrong with me?”

“Just tell me,” I pleaded, putting my hands together in the prayer position. “I’m begging you. I’ve been a vampire for three weeks, and nobody seems to be able to tell me anything about this new world I’m living in! I get crumbs from people, but nobody really knows everything, and most of the books I’ve read require prior knowledge of the history of magic. You have no idea how frustrating it is, trying to put a puzzle together when you don’t have all the pieces! I need to control my environment, dude!”

You mean rule it. You want to rule the world.

“I need to control it,” I continued, ignoring the angel on my shoulder. “I need to understand it. You’re on a crazy vengeance mission, you’re a professor—and granted, your chosen field of philosophy is totally stupid, but I’m going to go ahead and make the assumption that because you’re on a vengeance mission, you’ve studied everything there is to know about vampires, witches, shifters, and every other magical creature in existence. Right?”

Ronan Bishop stared at me, his expression stony. Then, he looked away, his eyes scanning the ground. He was probably looking for that silver dagger he’d been holding before.

I remembered where it was; I’d noted the arc it flew in when that dark-haired vampire punched him in the kidney. Trotting over to a thick marshy clump of reeds, I pulled a disposable glove out of my pocket, then rummaged around for a second.

There. I pulled it out, blade first. “I’m right. Of course I’m right; you’re a veritable font of wisdom on this Otherworld stuff. Please tell me,” I said, handing the dagger to him by the handle. “How are the vampires planning on summoning this vampire god? Vampires don’t work like witches; they can’t do spells.”

He gave me a look. “Do you always carry rubber gloves in your pocket?”

“They're latex, and yes. Obviously. You could have cursed the blade or something.” I didn’t add that I’d carried around latex gloves even before I got turned. I was proud of being a nerd, but there were limits. “Tell me. How are they doing it?”

He looked down at the dagger in his hands for a second, confused, then slid it into a sheath in his combat pants. It was another few moments before he answered me, “I think they’re working with a witch. A very bad one. You already know about the veil spell on the town, don’t you? It’s there so they can get away with doing magic without being suffocated by the Great Agreement.”

I waved my hand impatiently. “Yep. Go on.”

“Well…” He took a deep breath. “There’s a potential rift here in Eternity. A very soft spot in the telluric field, the barrier that keeps lower-dimensional creatures out of our plane of existence.”

I wriggled with excitement at the mention of the telluric field. This was fantastic. “Go on.”

“I don’t know where this rift is, but the shifting ley lines all point to it being somewhere around here. Maybe deep in the swamp.”

“Cool, cool, cool.” I waved my hand. “Get to the good stuff.”

Ronan frowned. “You are the strangest person I’ve ever met before in my life.”

“I get that a lot. Please,” I begged. “Go on.”

“The vampires are planning on opening the rift wider and calling forth Moloch, the man-made vampire god, from this lower dimensional plane so he can use his power to usher in a new era of vampire supremacy.”

“Gotcha,” I said, nodding. “The vampires want to open a hellmouth and summon a vampire demon to take over the world.”

He gave me a look. “That’s not what I said.”

“I’m summarizing for brevity, because I can’t stand around chatting in a swamp all night, Professor Bishop. It will be dawn soon; I need to speed this up. How is the vampire god going to take over the world when he’s just a moody non-physical entity?”

“Once an egregore is banished, they’re not non-physical anymore. When they get to the Tashk—the lower-vibrational plane⁠—”

“Hell,” I nodded. “A hell-dimension right?”

He took a deep breath. “Yeah. Once they’re banished there, they take a physical form. But they can come back. Egregores slip back through rifts all the time,” Ronan said wearily. “Little ones, less powerful ones. They can come back and terrorize communities for a while before someone figures out how to kill them and banishes them back to hell. But the more powerful ones have to be summoned to get through the rift.”

“Gotcha,” I nodded.

“And most of the time, these powerful egregores have to give up their physical body because they won’t fit through otherwise. There have been many cases of occultists summoning these demons and putting them in willing human bodies. These are man-made gods in human meat suits, mind you, and while they’re powerful beings, they’re trapped within the confines of that body.”

“Cool,” I said, nodding “Is that what the vampires are going to do? Stick Moloch in a volunteer?”

“No. Moloch would find that repulsive, being put in a human body, or even a vampire body. Based on everything I’ve read, the vampire god considers himself exactly that, a god, and vampires are his children—the master race, the apex predators, the rulers of the world. There is no way he’d debase himself by letting himself inhabit an inferior body, and the vampires know that. No, they’re working with a blood witch to gather enough magic power to rip the rift open wide enough that they can call Moloch through in his preferred physical form. He’ll be overwhelmingly powerful, bloodthirsty, possessive, and totally merciless.”

“Whoa,” I breathed out. “Cool.”

Ronan stared at me.

“Okay, sorry. Just ignore me. It’s just really nice to talk to someone who can explain everything properly.” I rummaged in the pocket of my jorts and palmed the obsidian crystal I’d taken off Dorian. “I’m guessing the vampires are gathering the blood magic in these things, then?”

Ronan looked and inhaled a gasp. “Where did you get that?”

“Stole it off a dead guy.”

He looked at me sharply.

“Dead vampire,” I amended. “I found a girl in the swamp, a quarter mile to the east. A vampire was breaking her fingers.” My gut squirmed again. Dorian’s sadism would be burned into my brain for a while. “I, uh… I killed him and freed the girl from his enthrallment.”

Ronan paled. “Neavah?”

“That’s the one,” I said, clicking little finger-guns at him.

He looked horrified. “Dorian had her enthralled. I’ve been trying to break her out of it for a week now. I came out here because I saw her walk out the gates of Eternity College alone when I was up in the South tower. I ditched my morning lectures and tried to follow her. It was a trap. Mordecai and Gabriel jumped me.”

I gasped. “Oh no! You missed your classes?”

Ronan hesitated and frowned. “Are you being sarcastic?”

“No! Of course not. There’s nothing more important than sticking to a schedule, Professor. Education is everything. And your students were relying on you! You can’t ditch them to run off and play badass vampire slayer in the swamp. Well…” I wobbled my head. “I suppose it is only philosophy.” I inhaled and exhaled wearily. “I guess I can cut you a break.” Today had been intense; I was starting to feel a little… not tired, exactly. Just done.

But Ronan still looked very on-edge. “Did you say you killed Dorian?”

I nodded. “Uh huh.”

He whipped around. “Where? Where is he?”

I pointed. “That way.”

“Take me to him,” he said. “We have to hurry. I have to make sure of something.”

“Sure,” I said, waving at him, indicating that he had to follow me, and I began to trot through the swamp. “But while we walk, you have to tell me what that ‘something’ is. We’re not going to do that thing where you make vague references and don’t explain yourself properly. I’m sorry, but I can’t put up with that kind of bollocks.”

Ronan let out a bewildered huff of laughter. “Bollocks?”

“I have an angel on my shoulder, and she doesn’t like me swearing,” I told him, keeping up a jaunty pace over the soggy ground. “Besides, Ackie—that’s my little brother—I don’t want to cuss in front of him, either, so I try not to get in the habit of swearing.”

He walked in silence for a moment. “You are the most bizarre creature I’ve ever met in my life,” he muttered.

“You should get out more,” I said, picking up the pace. It wasn’t far, but it was getting very close to dawn. “So, what are we checking?”

“Dorian’s body,” Ronan said, “It’s the other reason I know that the vampires are working with a blood witch. They’ve been taking a regeneration potion of some sort. Staking them doesn’t work anymore. You have to remove their whole heart, or they’ll regenerate back to normal in their deathsleep.”

“Oh!” I gasped. “Of course!” I crossed the road and headed back to where I found Dorian and Neavah.

Just up ahead, I could see the shadow of Dorian’s great coat, now flat on the ground. His body had completely collapsed. “That makes sense,” I said. “Well, you don’t have to worry, because I, uh, accidentally put my foot through his chest and yanked out his heart.” I stopped and gestured to the coat on the ground. “See?”

Ronan looked down and saw the pile of ashes spilling out of the great coat. Then, his eyes drifted to the right, to another dusty clump that used to be Dorian’s heart.

He looked back up. “Accidentally?”

“He gave me a fright,” I said defensively. “I thought he was dead. This is why I need to know all this stuff, Ronan. If I knew I had to remove his heart to make sure he was dead, then I would have done it in a civilized manner.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “I bet you have a scalpel in the pocket of your jorts for that purpose, right?”

“No,” I lied. There was an awkward pause. “My point stands. I can help you, Professor. I can…”

Just then, it hit me, and the words died in my throat.

The missing heart. The missing body.

The goddamn vacuum cleaner!

Whoaaaa.

“You killed her,” I breathed out. “The roommate.”

He frowned. “Who?”

“Jessica,” I said. “You killed Jessica. The girl who lived in my dorm room at Noctiluna House before me.”

Goddamn it, it all made sense! The eighties clothes, the hair. Even her name. Who the hell was called Jessica these days? And Vincent Pryor, the human undergrad. He wasn’t grieving. He’d been enthralled.

Jessica had been a vampire.

I didn’t know how to feel. Giddy? Relieved? Annoyed I hadn’t figured it out sooner, because now that I knew, it was so damn obvious? Or was I kinda scared, since I’d handed Ronan back his weapons, and it was close to dawn, and I was starting to feel weakened and sleepy?

Yeah, probably the latter.

All this time, I hadn’t been too worried he might attack me, because he was injured, and I thought I’d done a good job convincing him I wasn’t a bad person. Ronan was still watching me warily, though, as I babbled on, gripped with the impulse to explain things, while feeling very unsettled. “I only got in because Jessica was murdered, and it freed up a space. Both residence halls were already full, and I wouldn’t have been able to study at Eternity College otherwise.”

“Hmm. That’s somewhat ironic, isn’t it?”

Yeah, it was. A vampire died and was immediately replaced by another vampire. What are the chances? “It all makes sense,” I whispered. “Her background, her digital footprint, her crippling shyness. All the clues were there, and as soon as I realized one little thing, everything fell into place. Of course it was you who did it. It was you all along.”

He gave me a smirk. “Yeah, it was.”

“You cut out her heart,” I said, my voice faint. “You took it with you.”

“Yeah,” he said, shrugging. “I did. Of course I did, she would have regenerated otherwise. I spotted her on campus and realized a vampire had gotten around the wards by enrolling as a student. So, I climbed through her window just after dawn and got her while she was asleep.” He lifted his chin and met my eyes, his face hardening. “I was planning to do the same thing to you later on this morning.”

“Naturally,” I nodded, waving my hand graciously. “Please stay on topic. What happened next?”

Ronan hesitated, frowned, then shook his head. “Anyway, I figured that after I took Jessica’s heart, her body would crumble into dust. She wasn’t ancient, but it should have happened within a minute or two. The older ones crumble a lot faster,” he explained.

I felt a burst of pleasure that he added that little detail. I’d been curious about it, since my maker was only a little dry, and not crumbly at all, but Daphne from Otherworld Social Services told me that Dr. Van Eiken was very young, too. “Then Harriet came in right after and saw Jessica’s body. And all the blood. But that doesn’t make sense. Why did she bleed so much?”

“That was my blood,” Ronan said, grimacing. “She put up a fight.”

I made a yeesh face. “And you got out of the room in the nick of time, just before Harriet burst in the door, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“She kicked the vacuum cleaner, turned it on and ran out, and the overpowered vacuum sucked Jessica McDustyVamp up, so her body disappeared.”

Ronan nodded grudgingly. “You’re good at this murder mystery stuff.”

“Not good enough,” I grimaced. “I should have figured it out sooner. I would have, if I had all the information.” I wiggled my toe into a patch of moss, suddenly feeling shy. “So… you’ve got the information,” I said tentatively. “How about it? Will you teach me about the Otherworld? I’ll help you with this whole summoning man-made god business. I’ll help you kill vampires.” And I’ll eat them when you’re not looking, I added silently.

“No,” he growled, crossing his arms over his chest. “I work alone.”

“I work alone,” I rumbled, mocking him. “Seriously, dude, you’d be an idiot to say no. I can help you! I’ve been in town just over thirty-five hours, and I’ve already killed two vampires.”

“I can’t.” Ronan looked away, breathing heavily for a moment, obviously feeling some sort of intense emotion. “You’re a vampire. I— I⁠—”

“You’ve got issues; I get it. A vampire killed your wife. Well, a human hurt my Ackie, and you don’t see me running around trying to kill all humans, do you?”

“It’s your nature. You drink human blood, so eventually, you will kill a human,” Ronan said stubbornly.

“Well, Mr. Know-it-all, I’m happy to inform you that it appears I can survive on vampire blood.” I nudged Dorian’s great coat with my toe again. “We’d be killing two birds with one stone.”

That got him. He peered down at me in disbelief. “You drained Dorian?”

“Uh huh.”

“That’s not… normal.”

I grinned. “I’m used to not being normal. I’m sure it’s more like a cultural taboo, rather than a dietary restriction, because I feel great. I doubt I’ll need to eat anything else for a while. So, how about it?”

Ronan thought for another long minute. “Vampires aren’t known for their self-control. How long will it be until you try to bite me?”

“Dunno.” I shrugged my shoulders jerkily. “Don’t get me wrong, you smell great. The whole warm-raisin-toast-and-butter thing is very delicious, very comfort-food. But honestly, you’re not… you’re not someone I particularly want to eat, y’know? You’re too sad.”

Marie!

“And I don’t want to sound like a total suck-up or anything,” I went on hastily. “But I think I respect you too much to eat you. And besides, I want your knowledge, not your blood.”

Ronan Bishop studied me warily in silence for a whole minute. “This whole time, you haven’t tried to enthrall me. I’m carrying a talisman to protect me from most of the effects, enough to get away if it happens, anyway, but you haven’t even tried it.”

I shrugged again. “The angel on my shoulder has a thing about consent. If I enthralled you, I’d never hear the end of it.”

An awkward silence fell between us again. Ronan appeared to be trying to figure me out. “Don’t even try,” I told him, “I’m a weirdo, and I’ve accepted it.”

“Let’s circle back to the whole angel thing later.” He sighed. “Look… if we do this, if I let you help me, you need to understand that I’ve sworn to destroy all vampires. I’m not just worried about your self-control, I’m worried about mine.” His hands clenched into fists. “I can’t guarantee your safety. Not from me, and not from anyone.”

“That’s okay,” I said cheerfully, holding out my hand for him to shake. “Danger is my middle name.”

He cocked his head. “Is it really?”

“No. Come on,” I said, wiggling my fingers. “Partners?”

He didn’t move for a long time, but finally, he took my hand. His palm was warm in mine. Strong, sure fingers, and a comforting grip. It felt… nice.

“What is your real name?” Ronan Bishop asked me. “No white kid your age actually calls themselves Marie.”

I chuckled. “I’ll never tell.”


Chapter
Twenty-Five
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The night ended much differently to how it began.

It was strange how much your life could change within a few short hours. When I’d rushed out of the college gates earlier, I’d been an absolute mess—terrified for Ackie, driven crazy by hunger, and most of all, absolutely maddened by the fact that I knew nothing about this damn Otherworld I now lived in. Now, I felt… almost peaceful. Satisfied.

I rushed back through the gates of Eternity College just as the sun began to rise. I had to move a lot faster than I would have liked, but there was nobody around at this time of the morning, anyway. Eternity College clearly had no early birds in residence. It made sense. It was a school made especially for night owls.

I zoomed through the paths, heading west as the watery light illuminated the giant southern oaks and the dewy, sparkling emerald grass of the lawns.

Noctiluna House came into view—spooky, dark, and very quiet. Just the way I liked it. Even that damned cat was nowhere to be seen. I’d live to fight Caligula another day.

I climbed the steps quickly and wearily and made my way down the hallway, dragging my feet as the sun rose, opened my door, and walked inside.

“Marie?” Harriet was in bed, wearing a purple nightgown, of course, her hair hidden under a purple bonnet. She sat up, pushed back the purple covers, and got out of bed immediately, pulled me towards her, and hugged me. “Honey, are you okay? I’ve been worried! Where have you been?” She stroked my hair. “You seemed upset about something earlier.”

My face was squashed in her boobs; I could barely breathe. Strangely, I didn’t mind it. It was nice to have someone worry about me. Unprecedented, even.

“I’m okay,” I mumbled. “Just got homesick, that’s all. I went for a walk to clear my head.”

Harriet pulled me back and smiled down at me. “You should have told us. We could have helped.” She mashed me back into her body, hugging me tightly. “That’s what we’re here for. Thalan had some clothes he wanted you to try on. Egbert brought some of his notes from the first semester for you to look at. Bonnie was here, too.”

“Hmmm yh mmm a hmmm.”

She pulled me back. “Yes, I realize you just got here, but I’m your friend, Marie. At least, I’d like to be.” Her face fell. “I wanted to be friends with Jessica, but she pushed me away and ignored me. If I’m being honest with you, I have some issues with rejection, so it hurts a lot. I don’t want to mess things up with you.”

“Well,” I said slowly. “I’m very good with rejection. If you want some lessons in toughening up, I can give you some.”

“That’s okay.” Harriet smiled. “I like being soft and tender. But I would like to be friends at the very least. I think you’re a cool person, Marie. You’re so brave and smart, and it makes me feel brave when you’re around.” She cocked her head. “Do you want to hang out tomorrow after class? We could go back to Lovecraftian for their game night. Do you play chess?”

“Yeah.” Suddenly, there was a lump in my throat. Not a sandy dry-thirst lump. A good one.

Maybe I didn’t have to always be alone. Maybe it would be nice to have some actual friends. “You know what, Harriet? I think I’d like that very much.”


Epilogue
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Salome

Dawn had come and gone, and Dorian still wasn’t back yet. I’d kill him when I saw him again.

I ground my fangs into my bottom teeth as I walked towards Evermore Boulevard, irritated almost senseless. It was beneath me to feel jealous of Dorian’s human playthings, but despite all these centuries together, I never grew out of it. I was sure he did it to provoke me, despite his protestations that he only enjoyed their pain, not their senseless devotion.

I was even more annoyed that I couldn’t keep any of my own playthings alive for long. Dorian enjoyed making his thralls suffer both emotionally and mentally; I enjoyed their physical pain far too much. Humans were so delicate. So breakable.

I must try harder. Moloch would grant me his favor if I showed him how devoted I was. Then, Dorian would be the jealous one.

The sunlight was a mere irritation for me; it barely rose a blush on my skin. Nevertheless, I pulled the hood of my cloak over my head as I drifted into the occult shop on Evermore Boulevard. There was nobody around, but he didn’t like it when anyone noticed us coming here.

The door was unlocked. It wouldn't have mattered if it wasn’t, I’d just snap the lock like I’d done many times before. The bell jangled above my head, and I drifted inside.

The old man was behind the curtain, just beyond the counter. I could smell him. “It’s me,” I called, irritated even more that I had to defer to his wishes and announce myself. “Salome.”

The curtain swept aside; the old man stalked out, glaring at me with dark, angry eyes. “You come for more already?”

“No. I am looking for my mate,” I said, clenching my jaw. “Dorian has not returned from his jaunt with his human yet. Have you seen him?”

He made a dismissive noise in the back of his throat. “No.”

“I am… concerned. The hunter⁠—”

“Do not concern yourself with the hunter, Salome,” the old man growled. “I will take care of him in time. Once he serves his purpose, of course. Your mate is not here, but I am sure he will return soon.”

“Jessandria did not return. She went to her final death on your grounds.” I could not stop the accusatory tone.

“Jessandria was careless and arrogant, like most of you females. But at least she completed the mission I set for her. The rift is no longer a pinprick. She has cracked it open, and we will soon have enough power to widen the rift enough for both our purposes.” He shot me a glare. “Take care with your words, vampire. Our pact is not unbreakable.”

“You need us as much as we need you,” I spat out. “We wish to bring forth our god. We are doing the bulk of the hard labor, and in return, you⁠—”

He cut me off with a harsh noise. “I will get what I want,” he snarled. “Even if you are not around to assist me. There are other vampires, Salome. There are other creatures I could work with to achieve my goals.” He thrust a finger towards me. “Remember that, and hold your forked tongue.”

I swallowed my rage and bowed my head. “Yes, Professor Mannheim.”

TO BE CONTINUED

Marie’s adventures continue in At First Bite, book two in the Eternity College Chronicles.
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