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			For all the readers who asked, 
“But what about Jamie and Ophelia?”
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			Vampires are solitary creatures, trained over the centuries to survive by secrecy and isolation. Expecting them to live in a dormitory situation is a recipe for bloodshed and disaster.

			—Big Vamp on Campus: Strategies to Successfully Integrate the Undead into Postsecondary Education

			Four hundred years spent sowing terror and discord across the globe, and now I was forced to use a communal shower.

			This was what happened when you got overconfident. Ophelia Lambert, acknowledged teen queen of vampires in the western Kentucky region, humbled by hubris. Since my time as a simple precolonial schoolgirl, I’d built up my personal empire of secrets kept and favors owed. I’d developed a perfectly respectable network of lackeys and informants. I’d developed skills that made experts in the none-too-gentle arts of torture twitch with envy, even while they cowered in fear. I rose to power in the infancy of the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead, when it was a ragtag group of vampires meeting in secret dungeons by torchlight. I remembered it being a hell of a lot more fun back then, before we had to play “domesticated” for the humans.

			Despite my body’s permanent adolescence and slight stature, I was seen as death incarnate. I’d been called the Terror of Amsterdam as an endearment. And then I lost it all. Because I’d filed inappropriate expense reports.

			The Council’s financial department was incredibly unforgiving when it came to undeserved reimbursements.

			The Terror of Amsterdam was now the Al Capone of vampires. A terrifically violent logistical genius brought down by pencil pushers. Personally, I thought this was unfair on both counts, as poor Alphonse had been a bit of a softy—particularly generous with women and children—and had trusted his taxes to his accountants. I’d done my own paperwork. Let that be a lesson to me. Never leave a paper trail.

			Paper trails led directly to shared shower facilities.

			I shuddered as I stepped into the chamber of horrors just a few doors down from my own (again, shared) bedroom. The slap of my rubber flip-flops echoed off the beige tiles, making the room seem much larger than the eight shower stalls provided for the thirty female vampire students living in the wing. I didn’t necessarily need the flip-flops. Vampires couldn’t contract athlete’s foot, but honestly, it was the principle of the thing.

			New Dawn Hall, a recently completed residence hall added to the far side of the University of Kentucky campus, had been built with coed, commingled living in mind. The college was eager to be one of the first in the country to prove that all students, pulsed and nonpulsed alike, could coexist peacefully in an environment that nurtured such relationships, attracting the growing undead student population and their generously distributed federal loans.

			I supposed New Dawn was a pleasant enough place to sleep between classes. The building was unique in that only three floors showed aboveground, containing a special cafeteria catering to dead and undead tastes, a study room including soundproof pods, and the administrative offices required by the people who “supervised” us on campus.

			Below ground level, the floors alternated between living and undead students, male and female, like a layer cake of “living” space. My undead floormates tried not to take it personally that the doors leading to the human floors were made of silver-reinforced steel three times the thickness of the vampires’ doors. They tried to see it as a protection for the humans, much as the carefully crafted HVAC system (funneling the human students’ rather pungent odors out of the building) were a protection for the vampires. Living belowground was supposed to make the humans appreciate how it felt for us vampires to be without the sun. Of course, they could walk out into the sun anytime they wanted, but being without windows certainly seemed to make them edgy.

			There were some perks. Every window on the aboveground floors was equipped with light-tight shutters that activated at the slightest hint of ultraviolet light. A barista in the lobby prepared all the donor or bottled blood a vampire could need before night classes. The main lounge on the second sublevel featured board games from every decade since 1850 to encourage play among the various age groups.

			I hated it. I hated it all so much. I’d lived on my own for nearly four centuries, going and doing as I pleased, sharing my space with no one but my little sister, Georgie. The only things that made life tolerable were the little luxuries I allowed myself under my new Council-approved personal budget.

			I squeezed my little bottle of imported, hand-blended body wash, personally prescribed for my scent by the parfumeur in Paris I’d used for more than a century. It was sinfully expensive, but the scent reminded me of the deep, misty woods that had surrounded our home in the old country, one of the few pleasant associations I had with that godforsaken patch of dirt. Also, Jamie liked to follow the elusive traces of amber and floral notes until his nose was buried in the creases behind my neck, my knees, and any number of more interesting locations, so it was worth every penny. It was important for any woman to have a signature scent, but for a vampire, maintaining that air of mystery and allure was barely scratching the surface of essentials.

			Unfortunately, when I squeezed the bottle, a watery, weak green substance splattered against my bath puff, leaving the faintest hint of scent. The normally thick, luxuriant foam was replaced by what could only technically be considered lather in that there was a bubble or two.

			I hissed an irritated, unnecessary breath through elongating fangs.

			Brianna.

			My campus-assigned roommate, Brianna Carstairs, was a recently turned wannabe goth from West Virginia who called herself Galadriel Nightshade. She actually referred to herself as a “night childe,” in a totally unironic fashion.

			Having been turned by her boyfriend in some sort of prom night pact gone tacky, Brianna was eighteen years old, with all of the entitlement you’d expect of someone who called growing up in a gated community outside a place called Shepherdstown her “living hell.” In addition to her deplorably messy feeding habits and a tendency to lose any object she was not currently holding and then accusing me of stealing it, Brianna also helped herself to anything on my side of the room. Whether it was my Fang-Brite toothpaste or my vintage Chanel purse, if she felt she needed it more than I did, she took it. I once laid out an outfit on my bed to wear to my evening classes, only to turn around and find her wearing it!

			And now she’d used most of my hideously expensive imported body wash and thinned it out with water, hoping I wouldn’t notice. Like I was some insipid suburban parent too stupid to keep track of the levels in her vodka bottle. This time, she’d gone too far.

			I rinsed off the thin bubbles and slapped my fuzzy pink robe around my damp body. My superhuman grip twisted the metal shower stall handle into a useless coil as I burst out of the tiny cubicle. As angry and righteous as any conquering queen, I strode down the hallway, terry cloth clutched at the neck. I would have my revenge. I would grind fiberglass into dust and sprinkle it into her sheets. I would inject colloidal silver into her blood supply so she would flail helplessly as her esophagus melted. I would tie her to a chair and make her watch Highlander 2: The Quickening on a constant loop with her eyes taped open.

			When Jane Jameson-Nightengale had insisted on sending me to the college for my rehabilitation, I’d begged the Council’s upper echelons to let me live in off-campus housing. There were any number of lovely, vampire-friendly apartment buildings near campus. But no, I’d been informed that learning to live in harmony with humans in less luxurious circumstances would encourage personal growth. And I’d been denied a private room, because the Council (Jane) thought that sharing a nine-by-nine cell with another person would be yet another opportunity to build my character.

			I had enough damned character. What I didn’t have was my body wash.

			I threw open the bathroom door, face in full snarl. Several of the girls from my floor, female vampires ranging from eighteen to one hundred and eighty, were scattered around the hall, chatting happily, discussing assignments or even the upcoming Wildcats basketball season. But when they saw the furious expression on my face, they all stopped talking and ducked into their rooms, like a herd of antelope scattering when they sensed a lion coming near. Doors clicked shut. Whispers echoed through cheap pressboard. Good. It was nice to know I hadn’t completely lost my touch.

			I turned the corner toward room 617 and nearly mowed down a tall masculine body, a tall masculine body that happened to smell very familiar: fresh-cut grass and leather.

			Jamie.

			I relaxed against him. Sweet, affable Jamie Lanier, with his all-American farm-boy good looks and easy smile, had caught my eye a few years before, when he was still human. Our courtship had been the stuff of teenage vampire movies. I’d watched him from afar, coveting his sun-drenched beauty and his open, sincere smile. He was so unlike anyone I’d ever wanted, so genuinely kind and warm. A decent person. I hadn’t met a good person in such a long time that it took me months to realize that his kind nature wasn’t a carefully constructed ruse.

			Unfortunately, I hadn’t realized that my sister, Georgie, had noticed the change in my habits. I hadn’t realized that she’d followed me out to spy on me while I spied on Jamie. My sister was less than ten years old when a now perfectly treatable illness forced me to choose between losing her and facing the dire consequences of turning a child into a vampire. Her small size had made it difficult for her to see over the steering wheel when she tried to drive during her surveillance. She’d hit Jamie in the process, right in front of Jane Jameson-Nightengale’s stupid bookshop, and Jane turned him.

			Jane’s presence in Jamie’s life as his impromptu sire and mentor made getting to know him much more difficult. She and I had never quite seen eye to eye on, well, anything. Because of our history and . . . reasons, so many reasons. Still, I had worked around her and found that Jamie was noble and sweet and genuine enough to overcome even my cynical nature. I liked that about him. I was mercenary enough for both of us. I’d tried relationships with alpha-male types, and they never worked out. They spent all their time trying to prove they were smarter, stronger, more formidable than I was, when their time would have been better spent proving that they were worth my time in bed.

			I’d taken full advantage of my appearance throughout my long life. I was tall and willowy, with long golden waves that framed my cameo-oval face. In the New World, I’d wandered into villages pretending to be a poor lost lamb, separated from my family, needing shelter for the night. In the nineteen fifties, I wore poodle skirts and ankle socks, keeping dirty old men in flannel suits mesmerized with the swing of my ponytail while I eyed their jugulars. With Jamie, I’d had to play to my sneakier, more underhanded skill set, approaching him as a concerned older vampire, hoping to make his transition easier.

			I’d tamped down my more aggressive tendencies, presenting Jamie with a younger, more vulnerable version of myself. The girl who had befriended an ancient vampire on the ship taking her family to the New World and let him change her to avoid dying of some now easily treatable disease. I wanted him to see the sweetness I’d worked so long to hide in order to keep my enemies at bay.

			After spending time with Jamie, I saw the depths hidden behind the sunny exterior. He had pain he never revealed to anyone. At first, I’d thought he was angry over his life being cut short in its prime, but the reaction of his neighbors to his condition and the abandonment by his family were his greatest hurts.

			Being with Jamie helped me make contact with the goodness I thought I’d lost long ago. In some ways, only detectable to Georgie, he made me a better person. Coincidentally, he also made me a desperate person, hence hiring the witch to put the magical hit on someone I saw as a rival, leading to my dismissal from the Council and my exile to postsecondary Siberia and Georgie’s fostering with Jane for the foreseeable future. It was all one big circle.

			Jamie’s quick reflexes landed me in the protective cradle of his arms. He peered down at me with his wide, bright smile.

			“Hey, babe . . . Uh, you’re not wearing clothes,” he said, steadying my shoulders as we untangled limbs and terry cloth.

			“I’m aware of that,” I growled, though I could feel my fangs receding just from the comfort of Jamie’s presence. He chuckled and gave me a kiss softer than I deserved in my bloodlust. I lifted a self-conscious hand to my mussed hair, curled slightly by the shower steam.

			I supposed I should be grateful that I’d managed to sling on my robe despite my fit of pique. At least I wouldn’t become a dorm oddity like Naked Jason, the sophomore who insisted on walking to his floor’s shower room wearing nothing but the towel slung over his shoulder. And when the dorm staff tried to intervene, he claimed that he was a nudist and that trying to force him to wear clothes in his home environment was a violation of his civil rights. 

			“You OK?” Jamie asked, as another boy I’d barely noticed before bent to pick up the shower things I’d dropped.

			“No, I am not OK,” I told him. “Brianna used my body wash and added so much water it barely qualifies as soap. So I’m going to get some duct tape, wait for her to fall asleep, and apply it to her eyebrows until she can’t make surprised expressions anymore.”

			“You said the same thing when she drank your last Faux Type O.”

			“And if you hadn’t kept me from going to the hardware store, I would have pulled it off,” I grumbled. “Literally. I would have pulled off her eyebrows. And kept them as trophies.”

			“Yes, and it would have been amazing, but hey, look who I ran into,” he said in that oh-so-subtle manner he had when changing subjects. He slung an arm around a tall human boy with sandy hair and bright green eyes. He was smart enough to take a step away from me when I gave him a halfhearted smile.

			I liked him already.

			I recalled his face from somewhere but clearly hadn’t cared enough when we met to commit his name to memory. This was a common problem when you’d lived for a few hundred years. And people got so offended when you didn’t remember meeting them at some lame party two centuries before that I’d perfected the art of pretending to know who the person was but being too aloof too refer to him or her by name.

			But Jamie knew about this trick, like he knew about and/or blithely ignored most of my tricks. So he rolled his eyes a bit and nudged me. “Ben Overby, remember? Gigi’s ex.”

			Right, Gigi Scanlon. The reason I was sequestered in this educational exile in the first place.

			“Oh.” I tried not to make a disdainful face at the cute little human. He couldn’t help his horrible taste in women. “Lovely to see you again, Ben.”

			“Nice to see you, too,” he said, with a cautious little smile. What was it about Half-Moon Hollow that fostered such “aw, shucks” harmless charm in its young men? There must be some affable Y chromosome in that very shallow gene pool. Ben had the same sort of sincerity as Jamie, highlighted by a healthy pink flush to his cheeks. Was he so intimidated by me that he was blushing? Or did he not appreciate my adorable but oblivious beau’s reference to him as “Gigi’s ex”?

			One reason I could enjoy . . . and the other I could enjoy and use to my advantage. I smiled sweetly, and Ben relaxed his shoulders ever so slightly.

			“I ran into Ben in the laundry room at my building. Turns out he lives two floors down from me. We thought we’d stop in and see you, and give you this book, before we head over to the gym to meet the guys.”

			As Jamie handed me a textbook from our shared biology class, I tried not to let my irritation show. He had been spending a lot of time with “the guys” lately, a group of equally genial but somewhat oblivious humans and vampires living in his apartment building. They hung out at Jamie’s apartment, watching sports and talking about sports and going online to play fantasy versions of sports. All sports. All the time. I tried not to begrudge Jamie these friendships, even if they did take up most of his nights since the semester started. After all, he’d lost contact with so many of his high school friends after he was turned into a vampire. And being sequestered at Jane’s house during his first year or so with fangs, he’d only had middle-aged vampires for company. He was making up for lost time, trying to adjust to this new college experience that human children found intimidating enough even without vampire-related issues.

			I was trying to be understanding about the situation. But honestly, so much sports.

			Also, I didn’t really need the reminder that Jamie was allowed to live in a nice, vampire-friendly, off-campus apartment. Yet another step on Jane’s part to keep her childe separated from me.

			“Jamie, sweetheart, you do remember that we don’t need to go to the gym, yes? Our bodies never change form, and we have superstrength.”

			Jamie shrugged. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a good workout.”

			I shook my head. I loved him, but sometimes I didn’t understand him.

			“I am not spotting for you,” Ben said, in a tone that implied he’d learned the hard way. “And I came to see my friend Jason, who lives on one of the human floors.”

			My eyebrows rose. Was Ben friends with Naked Jason? Somehow that made Ben slightly more interesting.

			“How are you enjoying your semester so far, Ben?” I asked.

			“Eh, it’s my senior year, I’m just trying to coast on electives while I search for a good job,” he said, shrugging with the disdainful boredom so common to his generation. He apparently noticed the flicker of annoyance cross my face and straightened his shoulders, formalizing his tone to add, “Jamie said this is your very first experience with modern education. How are you enjoying it?”

			“Classes are . . . not what I remember them to be,” I said, thinking of long-ago childhood mornings spent in a freezing-cold schoolroom, memorizing religious texts that would be considered advanced secondary material by today’s standards.

			“Have you chosen a major?” Ben asked.

			I frowned at him, and Jamie winced. Ever since the Council had sentenced me to an undergraduate program, I’d struggled with choosing a degree. I didn’t know what I wanted to study. Frankly, if the vaunted scholars who ran this campus allowed us to count life experience, I could have walked out of this place with a doctorate in about a week.

			Science had never appealed to me. I didn’t want to major in something as mundane as accounting, though I’d always excelled at bookkeeping. Well, I excelled at keeping my considerable finances organized, regardless of inappropriate expense reports. Art? Sure, I was a decent draftswoman and knew enough about the history to put my human professors to shame—which I had done on multiple occasions since the semester started, because it amused me. But I would never be able to get a job with a fine arts degree, according to the rants I’d read on the Internet, unless it was in “digital media.” But thanks to my lifetime savings, I didn’t really need a job. For right now, I was undeclared, and that was a bit of an embarrassment.

			Even Jamie had a major, and he was only nineteen years old. He was already a hit in the sports medicine department and was on track to serve as an assistant trainer for the baseball team in the spring (for the night games). This was the life he should have started just a few years ago, except he’d be eating solid foods and able to go out during the day without self-immolating. Maybe my punishment for contributing to his losing that life was my own difficulty in settling into similar contentment.

			It was embarrassing at my age to be so directionless. I was lost. And I had never been lost. I supposed the problem was that while he was choosing what he wanted to be when he grew up, I’d already lived several lifetimes. I’d learned so much already that it was difficult to find a new subject that interested me. And Jamie was so young. He’d seen so little of the world. No matter what Jane said, I didn’t want to keep him from it. Quite the opposite—I just wanted to be there with him when he saw it.

			“Uh, Ophelia’s undeclared for right now,” Jamie said, squeezing me against his side.

			“Well, you’ll figure it out,” Ben assured me. “Gigi had been in college for a couple of semesters before she figured out she had a talent for coding. And look at how she’s doing now.”

			“And how is . . . Gigi?” I asked, trying to keep the growl from my voice.

			The sparkly smile disappeared from his button face. “Oh, uh, we haven’t really talked much since this summer. We broke up, you know, and she’s been real busy adjusting to being a vampire. I mean, we parted as friends and all, but you know how it is when you say you’re going to stay friends. You never really do.”

			I had no idea what he was talking about. No paramour I’d parted with had ever asked to remain friends. Mostly, they begged to remain attached to all of their limbs. But, given her tendency to enthrall every man she came into contact with, it didn’t surprise me that Gigi had left Ben a morose shell of the man-puppy he used to be.

			“Ben was seeing some girl he met interning at Microsoft,” Jamie added, in his helpful tone. “But she dropped him like a silver cross when she moved back to her campus in Ohio. She saw an old boyfriend, and they got back together. She says it’s like they’d never split up.”

			Ben said drily, “Thanks for bringing that up, buddy. And with so many details, too. It’s not embarrassing at all.”

			Jamie grinned. It was at times like this that I had to remind myself that the awkwardness stemming from Jamie’s obtuse nature was genuine. Inconvenient and sometimes hilarious but genuine.

			I would have to think of some more appropriate woman to distract Ben. It would keep Jamie from being his undead wingman, and it would irritate Gigi when she saw her ex wandering around campus with attractive arm candy. Sure, Gigi had moved on with one of my more reliable operatives, Nikolai Dragomirov, but that didn’t mean she would enjoy seeing her ex canoodling with a beautiful vampire.

			I added connect Ben with a trustworthy vampiress to my ever-evolving mental to-do list. Also, copy Jamie’s schedule from his iPhone to mine so I could try to find more time with him.

			But for right now, I had body wash to avenge.

			“Well, it was lovely to see you again, Ben. Please don’t be such a stranger.” I paused and gave Jamie a quick kiss. “Enjoy your workout. I’m going to go have a conversation with my roommate.”

			“Be nice,” Jamie told me.

			“I will be the very picture of civility,” I promised. “All smiles and sweetness.”

			“That does not make me feel better. I’ve seen what you’re capable of with a smile on your face,” Jamie noted, while Ben blanched.

			I widened my eyes to cartoon-kitten proportions. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Jamie kissed me, though his expression remained skeptical as he led Ben away. As they disappeared from sight, the smile melted from my lips, and I whirled toward my door. I squared my shoulders and threw the door open. Brianna was lounging on her bed, dark hair fanning around her as she bobbed her head to whatever emo rock music she was blasting through her headphones.

			I’d abandoned my love of Hello Kitty to maintain a calm, restful space on my side of the room—pale blues, neatly arranged desk, pictures of Georgie and Jamie in elegant silver-toned frames. I knew I would need Spartan simplicity to keep my focus on not going on a bloody rampage. But my attempts at serenity were nothing in the face of Brianna’s creeping chaos.

			In addition to the piles of unwashed laundry and empty blood bottles, Brianna’s side of the room was plastered with posters of poseur vamp bands and prints featuring Elizabeth Bathory. When I found the low-rent vampire who had turned my roommate, I would remove his spleen with a melon baller.

			Brianna stirred, lazily rolling toward me with an intentionally indolent frown. She had received the same marks of transformation as all vampires: sparkling white fangs; pale, pearlescent, and perfect skin; and glossy hair, which she still insisted on dying an unnatural shade of black. Her eyes, a deep china-doll blue, were ringed with waxy streaks of kohl that she painstakingly applied each evening. Telling her that the goth phase had officially become passé the moment it showed up on South Park had done nothing to deter her nonironic use of corsets and ankh jewelry. Georgie refused to Skype with me when Brianna was in the room, because she couldn’t see her without bursting into peals of laughter. And according to the new principles of coexistence that Jane was instilling in her, laughing in someone’s face was rude.

			Melon-balling someone’s spleen was also rude, I was sure, but at the moment, I didn’t care.

			“Brianna,” I growled.

			Nothing.

			“Brianna!” I barked louder. She glanced up at me and rolled her eyes so hard I was surprised her blue mascara didn’t smudge her forehead.

			“I’ve asked you, over and over, to call me Galadriel,” she drawled, in a bored tone too exaggerated to be genuine ennui. I slammed the door behind me, making her sit up slowly, prey assessing the danger of the predator she hadn’t noticed slipping up on her. I pulled my lips back, revealing fully extended, razor-sharp fangs. In my raised hand, I held my empty body-wash bottle.

			Brianna’s face went an even pastier shade of oatmeal, and she scrambled to her knees on the bed. “Ophelia, look, it’s not a big deal. I ran out of soap, and I didn’t think you would mind—”

			“No, no,” I said, dropping my shower supplies onto my bed. “There will be no excuses this time, Brianna.”

			She relaxed slightly, and I grinned nastily before I added, “Only begging and extensive bleeding.”
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			Vampires—even the most mature and ancient of vampires—should be prepared for some emotional turmoil. You’re surrounded by young humans experiencing adult life for the first time, steeped in drama, romance, and terror. Don’t be surprised if you suddenly find yourself crying into your phone over the boy who won’t return your texts.

			—Big Vamp on Campus: Strategies to Successfully Integrate the Undead into Postsecondary Education

			If there was any room I hated more than the communal bathroom, it was my resident director’s office.

			It was just my luck that the human administrator selected to serve as resident director of the New Dawn building had also been assigned to run the vampire orientation class. All incoming vampire students were required to enroll in VMP 101, Intro to Undead Education, a twice-weekly class in which we were advised on issues like redeeming our meal plans at campus blood banks, using the library’s complicated reference system, and not eating our classmates. The class was supposed to help us get assimilated into an educational culture that was being retrofitted to our needs. Mostly, we sat around while Tina Messinger, one of the first humans to graduate with an advanced degree in Undead Studies from UC Berkeley, pontificated about us to us.

			Tina saw herself as a sort of therapist/spirit guide/guidance counselor, but she spent far too much time explaining how well qualified she was to understand our undead point of view. I didn’t think it would be helpful to point out that if she were truly well qualified, she would know how annoying we found it to have our point of view humansplained to us.

			Following the first wave of vampires coming out of the closet, it had been rather amusing to watch the various levels of academics nearly swoon when they realized how many of their colleagues were undead passing as human. Honestly, why did they think so many of them had requested to teach evening classes?

			And now I was expected to sit through an orientation for undergraduate vampires. I didn’t even have the pleasure of Jamie’s company, as he’d already taken a version of the course at the community college where he’d taken his first classes. Other than glomming on to his circle of friends, he was relatively unfazed by our arrival on campus anyway. His unflappable nature was part of what I loved about him. I was bothered by everything. I overthought. I overreacted. But Jamie just rolled with things. It would be wrong to think him simple, but he cut to the heart of matters in a way that I struggled with.

			Tina was not impressed that in the course of “explaining my distress” to Brianna over my lost body wash, I’d broken her bed, a desk, and Brianna’s collarbone. Brianna had gotten a few shots in but only after our floor’s vampire RA, a former bodybuilder who wrestled professionally in the 1970s under the name “the Iron Bear,” kicked down our locked door and pulled me off her. The Iron Bear, also known as Sidney Applebaum, didn’t appreciate Brianna’s unsportsmanlike behavior and allowed me two retaliatory punches in return. And since he didn’t specify “no broken bones,” Brianna was now nursing three splintered ribs and a punctured lung. They would heal, but her every movement would be agony for the next couple of hours.

			Sidney was now standing between our chairs and the door to Tina’s office as we sat in front of her desk and received the full range of her thoroughly disappointed facial expressions.

			I’d put on some clothes, because apparently, my having beaten Brianna’s pretentious ass while I was half-naked was off-putting for some people. I did the “walk of shame” to Tina’s office in one of the jeans-and-tank-top ensembles that were now my coed uniform. While they were adorable, Jamie said my elaborate costumes made me stand out among my classmates as a “weirdo.” Also, my ass happened to look spectacular in skinny jeans.

			I crossed my arms over my chest and focused on the strange collection of intentionally vampire-centric tchotchkes decorating Tina’s office. Lots of casually draped scarves, exotic pillows, and fanged figurines were supposed to suggest world travel but mostly screamed, “I went to a well-stocked flea market.”

			Tina sat in her desk chair, fingers steepled in front of her barely lined face. She might have been a handsome woman, had she taken the time to tame her wild, frizzy brown hair and found a pair of glasses that properly framed her expressive brown eyes. Even in our comparative human years, this woman was barely old enough to be my mother, and yet she was lecturing me as if she was about to take away our TV and dessert privileges.

			“Galadriel, can you understand why Ophelia might feel upset and intruded upon when you use her toiletries without asking?”

			I tried to restrain my eye roll as Tina used Brianna’s assumed name. I really did. But I failed.

			“I didn’t even use that much of her stupid body wash.” Brianna huffed, blowing her dyed-black hair out of her slowly fading black eye.

			I hissed, baring my still-elongated fangs at her. Brianna flinched back in the cheaply constructed chair, and I grinned, even as Sidney laid a firm hand on my shoulder.

			“I shouldn’t have used it,” Brianna grumbled.

			“And you’ll replace it,” Tina prompted.

			“And I’ll replace it,” Brianna added, without any enthusiasm.

			I gave her a simpering smile. “Wonderful. I’ll give you the address of my personal parfumeur. I would start saving your laundry quarters now.”

			Even as Brianna turned a sickly shade of oatmeal, Tina turned her doe eyes on me. “And Ophelia, do you see how Galadriel might feel unsafe, living with someone who would break her ribs over bath products? Without apologizing?”

			“It’s not like it won’t heal immediately,” I retorted.

			Tina frowned at me.

			I sighed. “I’m sorry that your stealing from me made me so angry that I broke your collarbone.”

			“You broke her collarbone, too?” Tina exclaimed.

			“I’m sorry I broke your collarbone and your ribs,” I amended.

			Sidney snorted at my insincerity but covered his laugh with a cough.

			Tina’s frown deepened. “Well, that was a special sort of nonapology.”

			I smiled sweetly, sure that the end of this painful interview was coming soon.

			“Galadriel, you can go back to your room now. Expect an invoice for your half of the broken bed and the desk.”

			“But I didn’t!”

			The whine from Brianna’s lips was only half-formed when Tina shot her a sharp look. “Sidney says you participated in the fight. Even after he separated you two and he was restraining Ophelia, you were swinging at her. If you want a lesser consequence, learn some self-control.”

			Brianna rolled her eyes and huffed out the door. Sidney nodded to Tina and walked out after my roommate.

			“Ophelia, of all the students I work with, you have given me the most trouble. And you’ve only been here a few weeks.”

			“It’s so nice to be noticed.”

			“Look, I know you’re used to running things the way you see fit. I know you’re used to getting your way, by nature of manipulating the people around you.”

			“I also abused my power. It was one of my favorite parts of the job,” I admitted.

			“But I also know you’re on pretty thin ice with the Council, and you don’t want to do anything to show them that you’re not taking your rehabilitation seriously.”

			“What’s my sentence?” I asked.

			Tina’s smile was practically crocodilian, a cold, sharp expression that didn’t correspond with the touchy-feely, ultrasensitive hugger I’d met at orientation. “You know, of course, that Undead American Awareness Week is coming up. The administration has asked the residents of New Dawn, the acknowledged campus home of vampire students, to host a party. Just a pleasant little mixer for the human and undead students to find common ground and build meaningful relationships. I think you and Brianna should arrange it—the food, the blood, the decorations, the music, everything. You’ll have use of the main lounge on the second sublevel. It is my hope that this combined effort will teach the two of you to get along well enough not to want to murder each other on sight.”

			“Is this like those ‘buddy cop’ movies that were so popular in the nineteen seventies? Pairing up the young obnoxious rookie with the seasoned veteran, forcing them to appreciate their differences and, in the end, develop a rewarding, productive partnership?”

			Tina pursed her lips. “No, it’s based on my having no interest in planning the party myself.”

			I narrowed my eyes at her. Was Tina trying to out-delegate me? I’d been a vampire bureaucrat for more than three hundred years. No one out-delegated me.

			But damned if I didn’t have to respect that just a little bit.

			“Need I remind you that I’m required to submit a monthly report regarding your activities to Ms. Jameson-Nightengale? And that your behavior on campus could result in more serious consequences than what we here at university housing can enforce?”

			Well, now she’d threatened me. I had to respect her.

			I’d scored my second strike with the Council. They’d tolerated my turning my younger sister into a forever-child vampire because I was willing to serve the fledgling group and they enjoyed my audacity. They were considerably less amused by my paperwork antics, because unnecessarily spending money galled vampires to the core. In a private conversation, it had been made clear by Jane and her superiors that I would be dealt with “permanently” if I made one more mistake. If Tina reported that I was a chronic, unrepentant problem, Brianna could use all of my stuff. Because I would be a little pile of dust.

			As awful as communal showers were, they were better than being permanently dead.

			“Fine.” I sighed. “I’ll arrange your little soiree. What is my budget, and how many virgins am I allowed to sacrifice?”

			“Two hundred dollars. And I’m going to ignore the question about the virgins, because we both know it’s a ridiculous hyperbole you use to disguise your insecurities.”

			“So three virgins, then. Excellent.” I smiled sweetly and rose from my chair. “And I don’t have any insecurities.”

			“Ms. Jameson-Nightengale disagreed in the many, many letters she sent me,” Tina called after me as I flounced out of her office.

			I tried not to flounce on principle, but it was hard to avoid when I wore my hair up in a ponytail. My hair was naturally flouncy.

			Of course Jane gave Tina plenty of faux therapy fodder about me in her correspondence, since Tina was the Council’s appointed “supervisor” and my on-campus babysitter. Jane had all sorts of theories about the horrible trauma that had led to my “layered emotional baklava of neuroses and poor impulse control”—her words. And now that she was my pseudo-mother-in-law, she felt free to voice these theories to whoever would listen.

			It didn’t bother me that Jane was analyzing my “issues.” It bothered me that she was right. I had insecurities—massive, honking insecurities. Those insecurities were what had condemned me to the University of Kentucky. I blamed Gigi Scanlon, who, in terms of being a thorn in my side, was second only to Jane Jameson-Nightengale. But Jane insisted that blaming Gigi was what had started this whole mess in the first place. Gigi had known Jamie from high school, but they only started spending time together after Gigi and her sister were adopted into Jane’s circle of benevolent weirdos.

			Gigi was always there. If there was a holiday or a special occasion, she was there, along with Iris and Cal and Jane and all the rest. Some silly movie night, usually focused on bad adaptations of Jane Austen novels? She was there. A crisis, like those that seemed to happen to someone in their dysfunctional family every few months? She was there. And if she wasn’t there, Jamie was talking about her, what Gigi thought, what Gigi said, what Gigi did. And then there was Jane, who made no secret of her theory that Gigi would be a much better match for her foster son than I was. Was it any wonder that I thought Gigi was a threat to my relationship?

			I still maintained that it was a perfectly reasonable suspicion. No two people that attractive could spend so much time together and remain “just friends.” Jamie had been leaving for college—with Gigi’s help on the applications, thank you very much. He was going to leave my region, going where I could not follow, thanks to my Council duties. He was going to join Gigi here at UK. He would be attending classes with Gigi, going to parties with Gigi, spending weekends with Gigi. And if by some miracle he didn’t end up bedding stupid, comely Gigi, I’d been afraid he would meet some other girl, one without so much baggage. I wasn’t proud of myself or my actions. I’d panicked, and I hadn’t been thinking clearly.

			So I’d done what any rational woman who felt her man might wander would do. I had hired a witch to hypnotize Nikolai, a Council investigator with memory issues and a hearty appetite, to dispose of Gigi without his knowledge. But I’d gotten greedy. I had paid for the witch’s fees using Council funds. I had faked expense reports to justify the spending as Council-related mileage. I had no excuse, other than that I’d had a pretty expensive quarter—Georgie had spent a lot of money on Farm Heroes in-app purchases.

			My scheme had blown up in my face in a big way. The witch’s spell hadn’t been as effective as she’d claimed it would be, not that they ever were. Nikolai had developed moon-calf eyes for Gigi—of course—and they had gotten embroiled in some torrid vampire romance the likes of which would make Stephenie Meyer gag. Gigi had ended up being stalked and poisoned by some mouth-breather I’d hired in her department. Gigi had died as a result of the mouth-breather’s poison, and Nikolai had turned her. Jane had pulled one of her annoying yet successful mind games that tricked me into confessing to my part in Gigi’s troubles. Then she and Nikolai had focused his considerable investigative powers on odd payments moving through the Council’s accounting offices. Trying to harm Gigi was a smudge on my record, but using Council funds to do it had gotten me dismissed from my seat of power and replaced. Replaced by Jane Jameson-Nightengale.

			If I believed in such foolish notions, I might think that karma had served me a rather significant bitch-slap to the face. Jamie and I had many, many discussions about why this sort of behavior was inappropriate. He was mine, and I was his. But I’d underestimated his heart. I’d forgotten how easily he shared it with people. He wasn’t perfect. He was a man like any other, silly and petty and occasionally prone to overindulgence in video game nights, but even those tendencies were blunted by his absolute unwillingness to hurt people. And my lack of faith cut him deeply.

			I was sorry, not so much because Gigi was hurt—because, as usual, she came out of the situation much beloved and smelling like the proverbial rose—but because I’d almost lost Jamie over my stupidity. He’d actually set boundaries with me. He’d insisted that I follow Jane’s ridiculous “sentence” to show that I regretted my actions. He made me apologize.

			I supposed I should have thanked Jane for suggesting to the Council that I would benefit from postsecondary education. Whether she meant to or not, she’d given me an opportunity to spend unlimited time with Jamie, time I would never have had with him if I’d continued working for the Council.

			But still, I was unsettled. Even with Jamie’s assurances, even with the valuable life lesson stomped into my face by Jane’s age-inappropriate purple Converse sneakers, I still wasn’t sure that Jamie and I were going to make it. And I knew it was my fault. I’d put a lot of unnecessary stress on the relationship. Yes, we were bloodmates, but I’d seen those relationships fall apart just like any other marriage could. It was supposed to be a lifetime commitment, but it was breakable, generally leaving the dumpee miserable throughout eternity. Also lonely, because other vampires tended to choose the dumper in the break-up. The dumper whined less at parties.

			I groaned, running my hands through my hair until I yanked at the ends. These were not helpful thoughts. These thoughts would not calm me down to a state in which I could deal with my roommate in a way that wouldn’t leave her bruised all over again. I didn’t feel like going to the library and being with the humans who thought they were whispering. I didn’t want to go to the campus coffeehouse, because it was open-mic night, and the smell of that much desperation was dangerous to my delicate nasal passages. I couldn’t go back to my room, where Brianna was likely holding court with the harpy human enablers who flocked around her like a cloud of particularly dim fireflies. For someone who claimed to be a loner, she seemed awfully codependent on the wenches from the fourth floor. It wasn’t that I was afraid of Brianna’s gaggle. I just didn’t want to get called right back into Tina’s office.

			I was debating whether my superhuman speed would be super enough for me to get in and out of my room unnoticed when I walked onto my floor and found Sidney standing outside my door. He was holding my laptop bag and wearing a knowing smile on his bearded face.

			“You’re a peach, Sidney.”

			He bobbed his pale, bald head. “I just couldn’t imagine her surviving a second round, champ.”

			“If not for Tina, she wouldn’t have survived the first.” It surprised even me that I could exert the energy to joke with him, given my mood. But Sidney was, indeed, a big, fuzzy sweetheart of a man, and he had proven his usefulness. “If anyone asks, you didn’t see me. You don’t know where I went.”

			“Fair enough.”

			I took the elevator to the study lounge. The white-walled, soundproof study carrels were meant to help vampires concentrate on academics without being bothered by the constant barrage of stimuli from our superhuman senses. People had no idea how hard it was to conjugate German verbs when a student ten feet away was grinding his teeth.

			Jamie’s Facebook Messenger ID popped up on my phone screen.

			He wrote, Heard there was a ruckus at your dorm after I left. You involved?

			Once again, I appreciated the fact that Jamie avoided text-speak with me, out of respect for my absolute loathing of URs and LOLs. Honestly, when your thumbs moved as fast as ours, there was no excuse for improper grammar.

			I typed back, Define ‘involved.”

			Jamie: Did you or did you not try to strangle your roommate with her own spleen?

			Me: No, silly.

			Jamie: Ophelia.

			Me: I just broke a FEW of her ribs.

			Jamie: THIS IS NOT HOW YOU MAKE FRIENDS!

			I sighed, frowning as I wrote back, I don’t want her to be my friend.

			There was a long pause on his end before he finally responded, Do you need me to come over? Are you OK? Do you feel safe sleeping in the same room with her?

			I smiled. There was the sweet man I loved. He was good at taking care of people. He knew what questions to ask and what to do. No, I’m not scared of Brianna. You go have fun with your friends.

			With a much quicker response time, he shot back, OK, thanks. Call me tomorrow. Love you.

			Rolling my eyes and shaking my head a bit, I opened the video chat application on my phone and clicked Georgie’s contact tab.

			The flashing chat window opened, and my baby sister’s cherubic little face filled my screen. She beamed at me, and my cold, still heart melted. Georgie was the perfect killer, the grace and ruthlessness of creation’s greatest predators wrapped up in a package people wanted to protect. Her golden hair fell in perfect ringlets around a face that should have been cast in porcelain. Her pale pink lips were just the sort of pouty that friendly old people wanted to tease into a smile. The only flaw in her design was the pale gray eyes, glacial to the point that some had difficulty making eye contact with her. Over the years, Georgie had learned to keep her eyes downcast around humans, a tactic that led many of her victims to assume she was shy, only increasing her efficiency.

			Honestly, everything I had learned about feeding and drawing in potential “donors” I had learned from watching Georgie hunt. Of course, we’d both had to learn to tamp down our more violent urges as forensic science improved. People stopped being so easy to dispose of, thanks to security cameras and bite-mark analysis. But blood banks and, later, artificial blood had eliminated the need for underhanded subterfuge. We were downright respectable these days, to Georgie’s everlasting mortification.

			“Georgie, darling, how are you?”

			Behind her, I could see Georgie’s room in Jane’s house. As always, I was surprised at the quiet dignity with which Jane had welcomed Georgie into her home. Most women would have taken the guest room where a little girl was going to be installed, hosed it down with Pepto-Bismol pink, and filled it with dolls and toys and oversized stuffed animals. Jane had repainted, but she’d gone with Georgie’s preferred slate blue, marrying it with lighter blue overtones and green accents. Leather-bound books, surely on loan from Jane’s extensive library, lined the shelves. A tank full of swirling, colorful tropical fish burbled in the corner. The effect was restful and charming, just the sort of space Georgie needed.

			“Dismal. Jane is limiting me to an hour of video games per day,” she said, breathing her martyr’s sigh. “She made me go over some list of the one hundred greatest books in American and English literature and cried a little bit when she realized I’d only read nine of them. She says I’m ‘literarily anemic.’ And that I spend too much time playing video games. She’s trying to educate me, Fee.”

			I felt a flush of genuine guilt. I’d stocked up on video games and controllers, beginning with the advent of Atari, because they kept Georgie quiet and occupied while I was running around completing Council business. Oh, sure, I’d done my best to get an extended education for her during our early years, securing the best tutors available for both of us. We’d attempted to study advanced economics, the sciences, literature. But Georgie kept eating the tutors, which explained the anemic areas of our instruction. After fifty years or so, it was easier just to hand her a stack of books and hope for the best. And now I could see that once again, I’d let my sister down.

			“I’m sorry, Georgie,” I said quietly and sincerely.

			“Oh, come on, it’s not as bad as all that,” Georgie told me. “We’re both getting polished up, right? Jane says that if I keep reading at the rate I’m going, she’ll let me enroll in some online college classes. And then we can compete to see who can get the most credits next semester.”

			I laughed. “Have I ever mentioned that your competitive spirit is more like demonic possession?”

			“I object to that!”

			“The last time I beat you at Scrabble, you set fire to the board and buried the ashes in the backyard.”

			“It was a faulty board.” Georgie sniffed. “No one should win with a word like ‘cookery.’ ”

			“ ‘Cookery’ is a word!”

			“For stuffy British people,” Georgie countered. “You should have told me we were playing the stuffy British version of the game. There were several unnecessary uses of the letter ‘u’ that could have served as an advantage to me.”

			“So what is Jane doing for you, other than forcing you to read?” I asked.

			“Oh, she took me to the fair the other night,” Georgie said. “Well, she and Gabriel and Dick and Andrea and Iris and Cal took me to the fair. I was very well supervised. At all times. From all angles. But I got to ride the Tilt-A-Whirl, and Cal won me a stuffed panda at the ring-toss game, so I suppose the evening wasn’t entirely wasted.” The pleased light in her eyes was not dimmed by her indifferent sniff. “It’s silly, really, that they treat me like a little girl.”

			I tamped down a smile. I hated to admit it, but even before my sister had been removed to Jane’s home, I’d known my nemesis would take good care of her. For all of Jamie’s whining, Jane had done a commendable job of fostering him in his first years as a vampire. She was much more permissive than I would have been with a newborn, but Jamie was basically a Labradoodle with fangs. He didn’t need a firm hand. He needed a mother’s touch.

			For so long, Georgie had been the only person who truly loved me, and vice versa. She had been shut off from the outside world for most of her vampire years. I’d kept her a secret in my home, both because of tensions I’d created with the Council by creating a vampire childe and because of the general uneasiness people felt around a tiny predator. We’d become too accustomed to the isolation, created what was probably an unhealthy dynamic in which we encouraged each other’s less altruistic tendencies, and believed it right and normal.

			Even as humans, we hadn’t had much in the way of loving role models. Our parents hadn’t been what you’d call affectionate. They were so busy desperately trying to not die of something as simple as an infected hangnail that they didn’t have time for long heart-to-heart chats or fun family outings. And Georgie had never really had what would be considered a childhood, according to what I’d seen on TV and in movies. She’d never camped out in the living room in a tent made of blankets. She’d never gone to the movies and eaten so much popcorn that she threw up. She’d never had a single tea party for her dolls.

			Of course, if someone suggested that she host that sort of tea party now, she’d probably remove their pancreas through their ear canal, but then again, she was with Jane, someone who might be able to get her to engage in those sorts of activities. Georgie always seemed too eager to impress me with her “maturity” to try.

			Jane was doing exactly what Georgie needed. She was treating Georgie with respect but still giving her the experiences she’d never had as a child or even as a chronological adult. And she was giving her the moral education I’d neglected over the years, because, frankly, I’d lost sight of so many of those little etiquette rules like “Draining your neighbors makes a bad impression” and “Just because your victim has something shiny, that doesn’t make it yours.” Maybe by the time I was finished with my degree, Georgie would be properly socialized to the point where I could take her out in public without worrying about an “incident.”

			“So how’s the roommate?” Georgie asked casually. “Does she still have her eyebrows?”

			“Only by the grace of Jamie’s good timing,” I grumbled. “We got into a fight and destroyed a desk, so now we have to prove how sorry we are by planning a party for our dorm—oh, I’m sorry, our residence hall.”

			Georgie, who’d survived cross-oceanic travel before the steam engine and the advent of polyester, shuddered. “People are still correcting you on that?”

			I nodded. “It doesn’t make sense. It’s a dormitory. People have called them dormitories for hundreds of years, and suddenly they want to complicate things? Anyway, the hall director has set a budget for us. It’s an insult to shoestrings. Enough to buy a couple of two-liters of soda and some Plasma Pop.”

			“And did she tell you that you had to stick to that budget?”

			I lifted my brow. “No, she did not. She just told me how much the school would give me to spend.”

			“I’m ashamed of you for not thinking of this on your own.”

			“I’m a little ashamed of myself,” I noted, shaking my head.

			“I’m sending you a care package full of the usual necessities. Bottled blood, iTunes gift cards, and some drawings I did for you. Jane says that artistic expression is a healthy way for me to communicate my feelings, without having to be so gauche as to state them outright.”

			“Georgie, you made me a drawing? I don’t think you’ve done that since you were—”

			“Actually seven years old, as opposed to just looking like I’m seven years old?” Georgie suggested.

			“Yes. You drew me a bunny with a piece of charcoal on a scrap of old parchment.”

			“Well, this time I drew you a picture of that time in Barcelona in pastel crayon.”

			“That time with the circus people?” I asked.

			“No, the time with the candle maker and his obnoxious mistress.”

			“That was messy.”

			“Yes. I wore the red crayon down to a nub,” she said brightly. “Jane was disgusted, but she appreciated my technique and attention to anatomical detail. You probably won’t want to display it in your room, because it will disturb your roommate.”

			“I’ll hang it on her mirror.”

			“Jane says she’s going to give me some bowls of fruit to draw next time.”

			“That’s probably for the best. Do me a favor, and don’t do any works based on our time in Egypt, all right?”

			Georgie sighed. “Why must you stifle my creativity?”

			“I love you, Georgie.”

			She puckered her lips into a distasteful little moue, the same way she had when I’d tried to force her to drink the blood of that vegan nutritionist. “College is making you soft.”

			“Just say it.”

			“I love you, too,” she intoned, though a little flicker of affection crossed her face.

			I kissed my fingertips and waved at her. She grinned at the camera and closed the chat window.

			I squeezed my eyes shut. I missed my sister, even though I knew it would be healthy for us to spend some time apart. After four hundred years together, our codependent dynamic was pretty entrenched. But part of me worried that she would like living with Jane more than with me. Or that she would thrive in some way I’d never helped her find.

			I would not admit to homesickness. I was four hundred years old. That was far beyond the acceptable age range for crying about wanting to sleep in my own bed in my own house.

			I leaned back in the lounge chair and wiped at the suspicious moisture on my face that was in no way related to my supposed homesickness.

			Maybe hitting Brianna again would make me feel better.
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			Remember that at some point, you will have to study. No matter how old you are, no one completely understands trigonometry.

			—Big Vamp on Campus: Strategies to Successfully Integrate the Undead into Postsecondary Education

			Brianna’s mess seemed to have mutated and grown over the last week. Ever since our fight, she’d basically stopped making any effort to tidy her side of the room. By comparison, her previous efforts at cleaning were Herculean. She was passive-aggressively creating her own Augean stables to get back at me for smacking her around.

			It was surprisingly effective.

			Even more surprising was the fact that I hadn’t seen Brianna during that week. Oh, I’d seen some of her human cronies, who sneered and stared me down in the hallways, like that would intimidate me. I didn’t know how she was doing it, but somehow she was managing to dodge me while we lived in the same room and could only stay awake for twelve hours of the night.

			I wouldn’t have minded having a near-private room if Jamie had been around to make good use of it, but he’d also been scarce for the last week. The baseball team’s coaching staff was interviewing finalists for the student trainer positions so they could come up with an effective training schedule before spring. It was an honor for Jamie to be considered as a first-year student, even if the same coaching staff had scouted him seriously when he’d been a human student at Half-Moon Hollow High. I was happy for him but annoyed that he would have even less time in his schedule for me.

			I’d filled the hours well enough. I’d worked ahead in the reading lists for several of my classes, worked ahead on the semester-long project for my economics class. Hell, I’d even joined the ladies of my floor in a Saturday “mock the teen vampire romance” movie night. I’d yet to clean Brianna’s side of the room, though. I hadn’t reached that level of boredom.

			I had, however, voluntarily gone to Tina’s office after the orientation seminar earlier that evening, reacting to the first summons rather than waiting for her to leave me multiple notes on the message board on my bedroom door. Tina had been calling on me in class more often lately. And I hoped that an immediate response would keep me from having to parrot information about appropriate use of the campus intranet or why asking living classmates if you could “borrow a pint” might be unnerving.

			In Tina’s office, I marveled that she’d managed to stuff even more tchotchkes into her personal space. “You rang?”

			Tina took a pair of half-moon reading glasses off her nose and slid them over her hair, apparently unaware that she already had a pair perched on top of her head. She pinched the bridge of her nose in a gesture I knew had more to do with eye strain than frustration with me, because I hadn’t had time to annoy her properly.

			“How are the plans for the mixer coming?” she asked, blinking owlishly as I sank into one of her office chairs.

			I was not about to hand this woman a reason to take her obviously bad mood out on me. So I gave her a smile as cool and smooth as glass. “Beautifully, thank you.”

			Tina tilted her fuzzy head and stared at me, her expression skeptical. “And I’m assuming that Galadriel is having equal input into the plans?”

			Irritated with Tina’s insistence on honoring my roommate’s insipid moniker, I huffed. “Brianna has had some very interesting suggestions.”

			“That is not an actual answer.”

			“And yet it’s the only one you’re going to get,” I said sweetly.

			Tina huffed out an annoyed breath.

			“Oh, come on, Tina. You have to admit I’ve been a model student lately. I’ve participated in class. I’ve turned in assignments, complete and on time. Is it so hard to believe I would do what you’ve asked me to do for my punishment?”

			Tina sighed. “No. And yes, you’re right. I have noticed an improvement in your attitude lately. I’m sorry if I don’t seem to appreciate that. Please don’t use that as an excuse to have a setback.”

			“I will also try not to find that statement incredibly insulting,” I deadpanned.

			“Thank you,” she said, sliding her glasses back onto her nose.

			I rose from my seat and adjusted the weight of the book bag that took every ounce of my supernatural strength to tote.

			“Oh, by the way, Jane asked me to have you write down a list of all the contacts you have on or near campus.”

			“As in Jamie and Ben? Because those are the only two people I know socially.”

			“I believe by contacts she means any operatives you might have used while working for the Council.”

			I looked down at the printed request she’d handed me, which had indeed been marked with Jane’s sadly simple signature. I frowned. This was humiliating. Jane had no right to question me like this. I hadn’t been in contact with my old network in weeks. Why was she bringing this up now?

			I gritted my teeth, feeling my fangs grind against my lower jaw. She had me over a barrel. Jane knew I couldn’t refuse the request. She knew I had to cooperate fully with her and Tina or face losing the Council’s good humor. It was exactly the sort of leverage I would have used against a subordinate in years past. I did not appreciate having my own tactics used against me.

			“Jane asked that you deliver it to me by Thursday,” Tina added. “Anyone within a hundred-mile radius, please.”

			I was fuming by the time I reached my room. I sat down at my computer, pulled up Google Maps, and was surprised at the number of my old “friends” in the Lexington area. I came up with a list of about a dozen vampires who would exsanguinate their own mothers for a free Netflix membership, and I included the last date of contact with each of them, none of which was in the past three years. And then I wrote Jane an e-mail explaining—in very clear terms—that while I had complied with her request, I did not appreciate being asked to “name names.” I finished just in time to dart across campus to my world literature class.

			I may have cheated a little bit and used my vampire speed to cross the expansive campus in a few minutes, but my professor, Dr. Venger, locked the classroom door two minutes before the start time. If you didn’t get through the door before that deadline, you were out of luck. 

			I loved Dr. Venger.

			I slid behind my desk at precisely ten P.M., joining my motley crew of classmates. It surprised me at first that the class included as many human students as undead ones, but it turned out that humans didn’t like waking up at dawn any more than vampires did. Human students were signing up for the classes meant for vampire students in droves, meaning that class schedules for the entire campus were shifting away from the dreaded eight A.M. openers to a more nocturnal arrangement. I wasn’t sure the faculty liked it, but it did lead to students on both sides of the life line spending time together, which made the administration happy.

			Cowed by Dr. Venger’s no-nonsense classroom management, the other students quietly filed into their seats and organized their desks. Small, white-haired, and wizened, Dr. Venger walked into the room and up to the podium and began his lecture on The Epic of Gilgamesh without so much as a greeting to the class.

			I toyed with the pen I kept tucked into the front pocket of my bag. I had not yet embraced hiding behind laptops and pretending that I was taking notes like my fellow students. But my mind wandered during Dr. Venger’s lecture. I’d responded to Jane’s request with more vitriol than I normally would, even for a Jane-related situation. My gut was still churning with anger and insult and . . . anxiety? I rarely felt anxious. Was it because of my difficulty finding my footing on campus, the possibility of lasting “correction” from the Council? Was it Jamie’s distraction and distance? Or was I just bored with pretending to be a harmless domesticated vampire, having done so to some extent since I’d met Jamie?

			Sometime during these gloomy contemplations, I’d focused on the young vampire sitting next to me and stared. And I was still staring. And he seemed to realize I was staring, because he was staring back.

			This was what it felt like to be Jane Jameson-Nightengale, socially awkward and ill-prepared to interact with others.

			I shuddered.

			He wasn’t unpleasant-looking. Late teens to early twenties, with all the markers of the undead: pale, pearlescent skin and bright, expressive, compelling brown eyes. He was also thin, with sandy-brown hair and a trimmed goatee. The eyes were further framed by a pair of thick black glasses, an affectation completely unnecessary to beings with super-vision. He was wearing skinny jeans, a red plaid shirt, and a matching bow tie. I had to wonder whether this was the fashion of his time or he was trying to be ironic like so many of the hipsters on campus.

			He smiled, white fangs gleaming, and turned his attention back to Dr. Venger. He took careful notes on the lecture, on a page labeled “Kenton Ridgely” at the top right corner. Each point the professor made was bulleted, with subpoints and Kenton’s own notations about where he might look up further information. He was actually paying attention. In class. Despite the optometric pretentions, I kind of liked this vampire. He was sitting in this class to learn. Did he realize how that set him apart from so many of our peers? So many of these children were wasting their parents’ money, using these four years as stalling time before they had to grow up and face the real world. Even my own Jamie was guilty of focusing far too much on sports and his “bros” and not enough on academics. I couldn’t help but compare my boyfriend and his easygoing inertia to this vampire, who seemed to be soaking up knowledge like a sponge.

			Why were all of my classmates standing up?

			Snapping out of my reverie, I looked down at my notebook and realized that while I’d been mentally cataloguing my neighbor, Dr. Venger had finished his lecture. And despite my distraction, I’d managed to write the whole thing down. Vampire brains were frightening and mysterious things.

			I stood and stuffed my notebooks and pens into my book bag. I needed to get back to my room and call Jamie. That would make this anxious, somehow guilty feeling in the pit of my stomach go away. The feelings themselves weren’t nearly as distressing as the idea that I was experiencing them. I didn’t feel guilt, not even when I’d snapped my roommate’s clavicle like a Popsicle stick. So why did I feel rushed and contrite now, when I hadn’t done anything wrong?

			“So are you going to the seminar Dr. Venger recommended?”

			I turned to find Kenton smiling at me, those bright fangs flashing.

			“The seminar next Saturday on the impact of Sumerian poetry on modern literature,” he added, smirking a little. “Dr. Venger said it wasn’t required, but I think it would be really helpful to get more in-depth details on the subject. It’s so fascinating, don’t you think?”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” I said, slinging my bag over my shoulder. “I’m not sure what my plans are for the weekend.” Because Jamie hadn’t told me what his plans were, I noted silently, with some degree of resentment.

			“Ophelia, right?”

			I nodded.

			“A beautiful though tragic name,” he said. “I’m Kenton. Not quite as beautiful but serviceable. Well, I hope to see you there. We could even go for a drink before, if you’d like. It’s always easier for me to handle exposure to big groups of humans if I fill up beforehand. I know this great locally sourced blood bar just off campus.”

			Why wasn’t I talking? Why couldn’t I produce words? Why had my tongue, so sharp and trusted over the years, abandoned me now?

			“It doesn’t have to be a date,” Kenton said. “Just a casual hangout. It’s nice to have another vampire in class, one who takes the same diligent notes that I do.”

			“That could be pleasant,” I conceded.

			“Well, just friend me, and we’ll set up the details, OK?”

			I waved and kept a neutral expression while Kenton strode out of class. What was I doing? I couldn’t go out with some boy next weekend. I had a bloodmate. A handsome, perfectly sweet boyfriend, who would probably prefer paintball or Ultimate Frisbee to attending a seminar on Sumerian poetry.

			I sighed, pressing my fingers against my temples.

			“I wouldn’t go if I were you,” a sweet, breathy voice said behind me. “That guy is a pretentious douche. He took a friend of mine to a play and spent the rest of the night quizzing her on her opinions, then explaining how her opinions were wrong.”

			I glanced up to see a brunette from one of the human floors in New Dawn smiling down at me with guarded friendliness. What was her name? Keagan? Morgan? No, Meagan. Meagan Keene. Keagan and Morgan were her friends, who were also brunettes who lived on the fourth floor of my hall. I thought of them as the Gan Girls. They seemed to travel in a small pack most of the time, giggling and chatting at a speed that was difficult even for my vampire ears to pick up. But when they were separated, they seemed smaller, less bold, and a little more wary. I preferred them wary.

			With her sweet heart-shaped face and wide brown eyes, Meagan was the girl who’d told me, in halting and very careful words on the first day of class, that it wasn’t cool to carry a sequined Hello Kitty backpack around campus. And that unless I wanted to end up as a “Back-to-School Glamour Don’t,” I needed to burn said backpack immediately. While I respected her honesty, I missed my freaking backpack.

			She was smiling at me now with an expectant expression, the kind that generally meant an expectation of response. I cleared my throat and curled my upper lip in disdain.

			“There’s nothing worse than a guy forever stuck in hipster undergrad phase,” Meagan added, offering me a sympathetic smile.

			“Right,” I intoned, nodding, despite the fact that she seemed awfully young to be distributing advice so freely. “That sounds like a terrible first date.”

			“Besides, you’re dating that cute blond vamp I see you with around the dorm, right?”

			“Yes, though I haven’t been seeing him around as much lately,” I muttered.

			“Ah, high-school-sweetheart syndrome. Classic, especially if you decide to go to the same college. He finds his friends, throws himself into securing dude bros for life, and expects you to be happy with a movie date in his room on a Sunday, huh?”

			“Not exactly like—yes, OK, very similar to that.”

			“Well, if you’re going to dump him, do it now. Don’t cheat. Your boyfriend will just turn all of your problems back on you because you crossed the line.”

			“I don’t cheat,” I told her sternly.

			But instead of being cowed by my menacing tone, she shrugged it off. “OK, so you know your limits. That’s good. Look, if you want to stay in the relationship, that’s fine. Just draw some lines over what you are and aren’t willing to take from the boyfriend. If you’re having trouble figuring out what those are, talk to your girlfriends about it.”

			“What about talking to my boyfriend about it?” I asked.

			She arched her brow. “Uh, sure, if you want to cause problems.”

			“Right, ridiculous,” I mumbled. “How do you know so much about relationships?”

			“A lifetime of counseling girlfriends through theirs,” she said, grinning. “I take a more low-maintenance approach. I see drama coming, I drop the guy like a hot rock and move along. It’s less traumatic for everybody that way.”

			With the exception of Georgie, I didn’t have any girlfriends. Even back at the Council office, I’d kept to myself unless dealing with my underlings, and I certainly didn’t have friendly relationships with any of them. I didn’t have friends beyond Jamie on Facebook, which I’d only joined because Jamie swore by its messaging feature. I wasn’t close with anyone in Jane-slash-Jamie’s family circle. Being around this many women was a new experience for me.

			I didn’t like it much. Clearly, living in such close quarters with Brianna wasn’t working out. I was too easily annoyed to enjoy group gatherings with my fellow residents, if the mandatory board-game night I’d attended my second week was any indication. Meagan seemed perfectly pleasant, but I didn’t know how to interact with her. I didn’t like the awkward conversational pauses while I tried to interpret her microexpressions.

			“So did you really break both of your roommate’s arms because she stole your body wash?”

			I scoffed. “No, it was her collarbone. And her ribs.”

			My dismissive tone made her snort. “Well, some of the nicer girls on the fourth floor would like to send you the vampire version of a muffin basket. We really don’t like ‘Galadriel.’ She’s rude and snotty and flashes fang at us if we try to talk to her in the elevator. And when we complain, her little coven of human fans tell us we just don’t understand her pain and loneliness.”

			I burst out laughing. “That sounds about right.”

			“You know, if you ever want to talk about this sort of thing, boyfriend problems or trying to avoid breaking your roommate’s bones, I’m just on the fourth floor. You can always come up and see me,” Meagan offered.

			Why couldn’t I turn her down flat? I doubted very much that any sort of friendship with Meagan and the other Gan Girls would do much for me. I couldn’t interpret her face, which was currently configured in a hopeful expression that I found rather . . . cute? I found that I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. I didn’t want to take that expression off her face. This was a new sensation for me, caring how my actions affected someone other than Georgie or Jamie.

			I didn’t like it. I liked being able to predict my reactions, my emotions. I liked my self-interest. It kept me from having to do things I didn’t want to do.

			“I’ll keep it in mind,” I told her gently. And her responding smile could have lit up the eastern seaboard.

			“Great!” she cried. “I’ll see you around.”

			I gave her a little wave as she slung her backpack over her shoulder.

			“And lay off the hipsters,” she told me in a mock-stern tone. “They’re bad for you, like eclairs and lead paint.”

			“Will do,” I promised, even though a tiny part of me was still curious about that poetry seminar. It was tempting, the idea of going to an event that would require thinking about more, more than the drudgery of campus life, the latest social-media celebrity scandal. I felt a craving for it, like an intellectual bloodthirst. And being able to share that with Kenton, faux glasses and all, was intriguing.

			No, Ophelia. Lead paint. Eclairs. This way lies madness.

			I exited the English lecture hall and entered the muggy warmth of a Lexington September. The campus below was a twinkling fairyland, a scattering of well-lit diamonds on a velvety black expanse of landscape. It was quiet, other than the occasional thump of car stereo bass or an echo of exuberant laughter. In the good old days, I would have used this idyllic setting as a hunting ground, blending in with the students, finding a straggler, cornering him with a feigned ankle injury, and then enjoying a lovely and lively meal.

			Now I took the extra-long route home and hoped the pleasant surroundings would help quell the unpleasant feelings churning through my middle. I was unsettled. I hated this sinking, strained anxiety over Jamie and why he wasn’t making time for me. My anxiety over Jane and her judgments was like an ulcer in my belly. And I had midterms coming up in a month. I did not do well on standardized tests.

			I wasn’t used to this sort of frustration. I was used to needing a skill, acquiring said skill, and then using said skill to make my life easier. Weaving, marksmanship, small-engine repair, finding a vein. How could I not master something as simple as matriculating or making friends? When my life literally depended on it?

			I nimbly climbed onto the strange yellow modern sculpture installation outside the White Hall Classroom Building and sat in the crook of two metal struts. I leaned my head back against the beams and stared out over the campus. In this relative quiet, I could make out the pulse patterns of humans in my range, their weak hearts pumping toward their inevitable ends—a thought that Jamie said I shouldn’t find soothing, but I did. If I concentrated harder, I could hear smaller life forces: mice, squirrels, and birds. And somewhere, farther away, a thrum of a different kind, mechanical and steady and reaching out to me—

			This train of thought derailed when a possum, tenacious enough to want to make his home on one of the most densely populated patches of land in a relatively large city, toddled up to the monument, pausing to stare at the strange creature perched there. I bared my teeth and hissed. It hissed back but turned away and lumbered toward the trees.

			All of these little hurts and irritations seemed to be linking themselves into a heavy chain around my neck. I wasn’t this girl. I wasn’t this crazy, needy, self-destructive vampiress who centered her whole life around her relationship. I didn’t let anxiety rule my life or my decisions. I was Ophelia freaking Lambert. I was the Terror of Amsterdam and the inspiration for the Hall and Oates song “Maneater.” And I was going to stop feeling sorry for myself.

			I wasn’t going to waste this chance that—pause for internal gagging—Jane had given me. I wanted to finish college. Maybe it hadn’t been my idea, and I wasn’t necessarily happy about how I’d wound up here, but my punishment from the Council could have been much worse. I needed to stop feeling sorry for myself. I needed to stop worrying about what Jamie was doing and find something for me to do. I needed a project more challenging than my class schedule.

			I would start with a more earnest effort at planning this silly mixer for Tina.

			And getting to know my idiot roommate.
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			Overcome your distrust of new situations. Most of them are opportunities for growth. Except for camping. Vampires should not sleep outside unless it’s unavoidable and involves a cave.

			—Big Vamp on Campus: Strategies to Successfully Integrate the Undead into Postsecondary Education

			I tried to cooperate with Brianna. I did. I was committed to a healthier new outlook, focusing on my own personal growth and building connections with fellow students.

			For two whole hours.

			I’d come back from my literature class and found Brianna in our room stuffing clothes into a black duffel bag.

			Correction: she was stuffing my clothes into her duffel bag.

			“Oh!” Brianna squeaked when she saw me coming through the door, hiding my favorite Alexander McQueen scarf behind her back.

			My eyes narrowed, and my lip curled back into a sneer. Brianna’s feet flexed as if she was about to dart around me and fling herself into the safety of the hallway.

			Right, I needed to start off by being polite.

			I relaxed my face into a less murder-y configuration.

			“Bria—Galadriel.” I sighed. The name nearly burned my tongue with its pretention. “What are you doing?”

			“I thought I would stay with Keelie and Shawna for a while,” Brianna said.

			“And take half of my closet with you?”

			“Are these yours? I thought they were mine.”

			“No, they’re mine. I remember because I bought them,” I said through clenched teeth. “So put them back, and then we can talk about the mixer that Tina asked us to plan for Undead American Awareness Week. I’ve written a few initial thoughts, but I didn’t want to make any plans without talking to you, since we’re supposed to organize this together.” The as some sort of hellish exercise in forced bonding was silent.

			“Actually, I’ve got that all taken care of,” Brianna said smugly. “Everybody agrees with me about this theme. I’ve already made some calls to DJs and Pickled Pepper’s Pizza.”

			I shuddered as she slapped a black plastic folder into my hands. I didn’t need to eat solid foods to know that Pickled Pepper’s was the worst pizza this side of the Mason-Dixon Line. Tales of improperly stored pepperoni and long-expired parmesan cheese spread through the living students’ ranks like the digestive chaos that inevitably followed a delivery from Pepper’s. Between that and her discount DJ, Brianna was consigning our dorm mates to an evening of badly engineered music and Campylobacter.

			“By everybody, do you mean the brainless twits who hang on your every word?”

			I will admit, that was less than polite, but honestly, the skank was interfering with my wardrobe.

			I flipped through the folder’s contents, a sheaf of handwritten notes detailing her plans for a night of pizza and cheap synthetic blood while listening to the “mad stylings” of DJ Killa Skillz, who seemed to have a fetishistic interest in Ace of Base. This choice of music seemed odd, considering that each of the notebook sheets had “Rockabilly Romance” scrawled across the top in black glittery ink. With a heart over the “i.”

			Oh, no.

			I knew how to say no in fourteen languages. I would use them all.

			“Rockabilly is trending right now,” she said, sniffing.

			“Under the trend of ‘things that are overrated and unadvisable as a theme for a party attended by people who don’t own spangly cowboy shirts and extra-large sponge rollers’?”

			“Ugh, why do I even talk to you about this stuff?” Brianna huffed. “You’re so old and out of date. You wouldn’t know what people my age find fun.”

			“Old?” My eyebrows quirked into what Jamie called the “wish a bitch would” position. Clearly, Brianna had learned nothing from our previous “roommate negotiations.” Or from the nineties, if her hair was an indication.

			“Ancient.” Brianna sniffed, inspecting the dark purple polish on her nails.

			“What happened to your worship of the ‘ancient ones’ as a faithful night childe?” I snorted.

			“Well, ancient ones should stick to what they know and let me handle the party details. Just step down gracefully, Ophelia. Maybe try to track down your boyfriend, if you can. That should keep you busy.”

			

			

			I will not elaborate on my methods of reclaiming the party-planning duties, only that they involved duct tape and the supply closet in the basement. The good news—beyond the fact that I’d also reclaimed my McQueen scarf, several sweaters, a jade bangle, and a dress—was that I now had an unofficial single room.

			Free from the pretense of collaborating with my roommate, I made enormous strides in event planning in just a few hours. I called my usual DJ. I called florists. I called blood banks. There would be food and drink and general merriment but no theme. Because this was not My Super Sweet 16.

			I decided to reward myself with a bloodychino from the lobby coffee stand. I was standing in the residence hall’s elevator, checking items off on the To Do app on my iPad, and feeling very productive. Thanks to the hall’s above-average Wi-Fi signal, I was able to pull up an e-mail showing a JPEG of the suggested design from my sound and lighting guy. The budget Tina had given me would cover his deposit. The rest of the funds for this party would come from the money I should have paid Gigi’s magical assailant. That could be considered a karmic repayment plan, right?

			A notification popped up on my phone. I had a message request. Considering that I only interacted with Jamie on this app, that was strange. I clicked the request and saw that it came from Kenton, the bespectacled vampire from my lit class.

			O—Not sure if you’re going to see this because you haven’t accepted my friend request. But I was hoping we could talk about the poetry seminar. I have a couple of thoughts about Middle Eastern literature in general and I thought maybe you’d like to get together for a bloodychino to talk. I tried talking about it with one of our classmates—that guy who sits in front of me—but he put his earbud back in and started playing one of those jewel matching games. So anyway, get back to me about coffee. Unless you’re ignoring me, in which case, I’ll just slink back to my corner of the Internet.

			I was tempted to respond, so tempted. And yes, I recognized that a good portion of my emotional response was based on the ego stroke of having someone pursue me, instead of competing with an Xbox and dude bros. Plus, Kenton wasn’t exactly unfortunate-looking. And there was no harm in a little harmless flirtation.

			Yes, that was a rationalization. I was a rational vampire. I wasn’t perfect. I clicked on Kenton’s profile.

			His profile photo was a selfie of him standing in front of the Eiffel Tower, in 1963. He was taking selfies before it was cool. According to his About tab, Kenton was born in 1890 in New York. He’d been turned in 1913, and he listed “not dying of influenza” as one of his human interests, which made me snicker.

			I swiped back to the Messenger app and let my finger hover over his message. This seemed like a slippery slope, ethics-wise. I wasn’t known for my strong stands, in terms of morality, but . . .

			No.

			I pushed my fingertip against the message, planning to reject it and block Kenton from being able to see me. I didn’t cheat. I was a one-man vampire. I loved Jamie. Xbox and all. I would figure out how to bring our relationship back into balance. And I would do it without bringing in another person.

			And then a message from Jamie popped up.

			Hey, babe! What are you doing on Messenger? You’re never on Messenger.

			I nearly dropped my damn iPad.

			Me: I was just checking my messages. What are you up to?

			Jamie: Watching a game with the guys. Want me to stop by later? What are you doing tonight?

			The elevator car stopped, and a pair of lithe brunettes stepped into the tiny space with me. I intentionally held my breath, cutting my senses off from the delicious scent of the sweet, eighty-percent-innocent blood running under their soft, peach-smooth skin. I liked to think it was a sign of emotional growth that I was more focused on the potential impact of double elevator murder on my ability to make the dean’s list than I was on the promise of a nummy nubile feeding.

			I remembered the girls as Keagan and Morgan, Meagan’s two little friends from the fourth floor. We obeyed the social contract of elevator etiquette, each of us facing the door and not making eye contact. The girls leaned their heads together and whispered, as if I couldn’t hear them clearly in twenty square feet of enclosed space. I was about to type a response to Jamie, telling him to come on over when the game was finished, when I heard Morgan whisper, “You ask her.”

			“No, you ask her,” Keagan shot back.

			“No, you!”

			“You!”

			I bit my lip and reminded myself yet again of how difficult it would be to conceal a double murder committed in a public elevator. I smiled, in the most nonthreatening manner I could muster, then turned, making them both jump back against the wall of the car.

			“Why don’t you both ask me so I can get out of this elevator with this pleasant smile intact on my face?”

			All of the color drained out of Keagan’s cheeks, but she cleared her throat and asked, “Is that the floor plan for the party?”

			“Can we see it?” Morgan added quickly, her own cheeks flushed with excitement.

			I lifted a brow. Small talk. Small talk that I might be interested in pursuing. This was a first.

			“Oh, um, yes.” I actually bobbled my tablet a little bit before showing them the image.

			Both girls made a pleased “Ohhh” sound before nodding enthusiastically.

			“Nice,” Morgan said.

			“Do you really think you’re going to be able to make the lounge look like that?” Keagan asked. “That looks like a swanky club scene in a movie.”

			“A classy movie,” Morgan added.

			I wasn’t sure whether my smile should be smug or bemused, so I went for a mixture of both. “It shouldn’t be too hard. My people are just that good.”

			“What about the food?” Keagan asked, as the elevator came to a stop on the lobby level.

			I frowned. I knew this was an area of weakness in my plans. Vampires did not have the enzymes necessary to digest solids, so an evolutionary tweak in our makeup made all solid foods smell and taste like steaming, hot garbage. So, having lost my interest in food centuries before, I devoted the least attention to the catering portion of the party. My caterer, Carlton, would provide the usual nibbles—cheese, crackers, cocktail weenies.

			I showed the list to the girls, both of whom responded with an “Ohhh” that sounded far less impressed than the previous reaction.

			“You know what you should do?” Morgan asked, as we walked out of the elevator in a tight little triangle. “Fruit bouquets.”

			I lifted a brow. “Sorry, what?”

			“Fruit bouquets. You know, those edible flowers?” Keagan took my tablet and opened the Internet browser, searching for a vendor called Pretty Wholesome. She opened a Web site showing what looked like elaborate floral arrangements. “They cut fruit into flower shapes and stars and stuff, and they put them on sticks in a vase, so it looks like a centerpiece. Girls love them because they’re easy to eat and nonfattening. Boys love them because they get to watch girls wrap their lips around food on sticks.”

			“Huh. That does sound interesting,” I said, eyeing her skeptically. “What do you think of blood fountains?”

			“Outdated and sort of creepy,” Keagan told me.

			“Also tacky,” Morgan added.

			“Really?” My mouth dropped open. In my day, a good blood fountain was considered the height of elegance.

			“You know that biopic they made about Elizabeth Bathory starring Kim Kardashian?” Morgan asked.

			I shuddered. “That tacky?”

			“Yes,” they chorused.

			Clearly, I had lost touch with some trends. Brianna had been right in that respect, though I hated to admit it. I had good taste, if I did say so myself, but I didn’t know what kids her age found elegant or exciting.

			“Are you girls doing anything right now?” I asked them.

			They shook their heads in unison, which was more than a little unnerving in a “twins in The Shining” sort of way.

			I typed a quick response to Jamie, telling him I had plans with some girls from my dorm. There. Let him think that I was fabulously popular and in no way sitting around waiting for him to show up for some lame Sunday-night dorm date. Let him wonder—

			Lightning-quick, he sent back several thumbs-up and an . . . excited face? Maybe. So much for him pining for me.

			I refocused on Morgan and Keagan, still smiling. “Why don’t you join me in the lounge? You could go over my party plans with me and tell me whether I’m reaching Kardashian levels of tackiness in other areas.”

			The girls exchanged glances, as if they were trying to determine whether my invitation was a trick, some lure to draw them into a secluded corner where I could treat them like a midnight snack. And considering my thoughts in the elevator, that was a concern that I found both reasonable and worthy of my respect.

			“Uh, sure,” Keagan said, looping her arm through mine as we moved toward the central floor’s lounge, with its comfy, deeply-cushioned UK-blue sofas and roomy study tables.

			Morgan slid her arm through my other elbow, so I was effectively trapped between them. I tried not to tense at the casual, affectionate contact today’s youth found so easy.

			Meagan rounded the corner and let out a squeal at the sight of me sandwiched between her friends. “Hey!” Meagan cried. “This is great! You never come up to this floor.”

			“Not unless I’m running out the door for class,” I conceded. “Speaking of which, why are you just now running back from class?”

			“Yes, what are you doing getting back so late?” Morgan asked, a sly smirk curving her lips. “Would it have anything to do with that TA who wanted to see you about ‘extra credit’?”

			“Intrigue and inappropriate behavior?” I gasped. “Do tell!”

			“We’re helping Ophelia with the mixer,” Keagan interjected, shooting Morgan a warning look. “You should see the decorations she’s got planned.”

			“Needs a little help with the food, though,” Morgan noted, her cheeks flushing pink. “Cocktail weenies.”

			The three humans shuddered. “No girl wants to eat something called a weenie in mixed company,” Meagan told me. “There is no coming back from that.”

			I snorted. “A more resourceful woman could turn it into a conversation starter.”

			Meagan gaped at me, while the other two giggled. “You made a joke, Ophelia!”

			“Yes.”

			“I don’t think you’ve ever made a joke around me before!” she cried, her eyes getting a little misty.

			“It’s my original British wit. Sometimes it’s so dry you can’t tell when I’m being downright hilarious.”

			“Oh, you’re from England!” Keagan exclaimed. “What’s that like? Why don’t you have an accent? Have you just been here so long that you forgot it? If I was a vampire, would I stop sounding like I’m from Monkeys Eyebrow, or would it take a couple of hundred years?”

			“That cannot be a real place,” I said as we dropped our bags near a circle of cozy armchairs.

			“Oh, believe me.” She sighed. “It is.”

			“Show her the lighting scheme thingy,” Morgan demanded, brimming with so much puppy-like excitement I couldn’t even get irritated with her tone.

			“I thought Galadriel was supposed to be helping you with all this,” Meagan asked, as I opened the various vendors’ e-mails on my iPad.

			I winced, wondering if my roommate had managed to get out of her improvised prison yet. “Yeah, she’s been, uh, held up,” I said, as Keagan cooed over the florist’s blue, white, and silver color scheme I’d selected as a nod to the school colors.

			Morgan eyed me carefully. “Held up as in ‘in class’ or held up as in ‘indefinitely’?”

			“Do you really want to know?”

			Morgan shook her head. “No, I don’t.”

			I beamed at her. “Smart girl.”

			

			

			To my profound surprise, Meagan, Keagan, and Morgan had very helpful suggestions about the food and the décor, and they promised to send me suggested “steady dancing but no obnoxious Europop” playlists to pass along to the DJ. I wasn’t strictly following Tina’s requirement that I plan the soiree in cooperation with Brianna. But I was reaching out to the humans in my dorm, which I considered a compromise between the two evils.

			They were good-natured girls, without Brianna’s malice or arrogance. Morgan was clever and quick and could turn just about anything into a highly inappropriate joke, which I enjoyed. Keagan was sweeter and tried to keep us on task by reminding us of how many people would enjoy the party once we had our work done. And when that didn’t work, she threatened in a very gentle manner to smack us with a stick, “like a couple of piñatas full of sass and impure thoughts.” Which led to a debate over what sorts of prizes would fall out of a sassy, impure piñata.

			It was far past the girls’ bedtime and getting close to my own when I finished the last of my bloodychino. I found, to my surprise, that I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t want to leave this circle of women with their wit and giggles and life. Not because I didn’t want to give them the opportunity to plot against me when I was absent but because I didn’t want to miss out on anything.

			It was one of the most enjoyable evenings I could remember in years. And that included the time I watched Andy Warhol spend a whole evening crying over his silly haircut. These girls didn’t want anything from me. They weren’t trying to curry favor with me or find blackmail material to use against me. They seemed to genuinely want to know more about me. If nothing else, the novelty was enough to make me want to repeat the experience.

			“You should definitely come hang out with us on our floor sometime. We can watch a movie or try a new style with your hair or something,” Meagan said, as I disposed of my paper coffee cup.

			“Not that there’s anything wrong with your hair,” Keagan added quickly. “We just think you would be adorable with bangs.”

			“Bangs?”

			Just a few months before, my first instinct would have been to flash my fangs and sneer. The pre-Gigi Ophelia was beyond this group of silly children. I hadn’t needed their insipid offer of friendship. I hadn’t needed them to entertain me or include me or take me on as some sort of makeover project. And then there was the annoying drive to tell them that I needed to check with Jamie’s schedule first. I wouldn’t want to miss out on a potential Friday-night date because I was hanging out with the girls. But I held that back. This was a bad habit I needed to break, on several levels.

			I didn’t need their friendship. But it wouldn’t hurt me to have it. It was never wrong or weak to build a pool of allies. They could provide information gleaned from the campus gossip circuits, information on which professors I should avoid, a warm body to hold my spot when I got stuck in line at the accursed campus bookstore. I doubted they would have much to offer should the campus descend into mayhem, but . . . it would be nice to find a more current hairstyle.

			“Yes, that would be . . . great,” I said, nodding slowly. “I would really appreciate that.”

			“Awesome!” Keagan squealed. “We can watch The Notebook.”

			“The what now?” I asked.

			“It’s a movie,” Morgan told me.

			“It’s the movie,” Keagan corrected her. “You’ve never watched The Notebook?”

			“No.” I shook my head.

			Morgan frowned. “But you have a boyfriend.”

			“What does that have to do with anything?”

			“What do you do when you’re together?” Keagan asked.

			Oh, this sweet child was not prepared for the answer to that question.

			Morgan seemed to grasp that as she held Keagan’s arm and shook her head. “You’d have to run right to confession, hon. For stuff you didn’t even do. Also, you’re not Catholic, so everybody would be confused.”

			“I like you,” I told Morgan, wagging my finger at her.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Meagan said. “We’ll watch it. You’ll love it. And then we’ll give you highlights!”

			“Yes to the movie. No to the hair dye.”

			Meagan smirked at me. “We’ll see.”

			

			

			Over the next week, I spent more time in the company of the Gan Girls. I conceded to some very attractive buttery highlights that framed my face, but I managed to hide all of the scissors on the fourth floor to prevent Morgan from giving me sassy bangs. I taught the girls about the different types of blood, from carefully screened rare donor packets to the cheapest available plasma substitutes—if for no other reason than to stop poor Keagan from offering to open a vein when they ordered late-night pizza. Apparently, residents of Monkeys Eyebrow took hospitality very seriously, and she could not leave a guest hungry, no matter what the cost.

			We watched The Notebook. I didn’t cry, no matter what Morgan claimed to have seen on my cheeks. I was sure I was just having an allergic reaction to the hideously overscented wickless candles the girls used in their rooms.

			I found it was easier to avoid Kenton’s overtures when I was distracted by the girls and their antics. Sure, I was still talking to him in class, but I was blithely ignoring his invitations for coffee and field trips to intellectual havens. I told him I wasn’t sure what was happening to his Facebook messages, as I rarely checked my in-box. He kept pushing, of course, which was helping to reduce that attraction I felt and return my equilibrium. I was able to view his classroom pretensions as amusing rather than endearing. Honestly, he was trying so hard. Vampires near the century mark shouldn’t have to try that hard. But still, it was nice to receive attentions from an attractive man, no matter how futile and misguided.

			Maybe I could get him sent to the Half-Moon Hollow Council office for some sort of internship. I would have to write that down on my list of potentially evil ideas, which I kept to amuse Georgie.

			I assumed that at some point, Brianna had escaped from her basement prison, but she failed to confront me or even return to our room that I could see. I enjoyed the peace and tranquillity of an unofficial single room and the wealth of blissfully quiet study time that improved my chances of a straight-A midterm sweep. I’d already planted enough evidence on her side of the room—including meticulously forged diaries in which “Brianna” listed ways to frame me for hurting her—to make a plausible case for Brianna duct-taping herself in the basement in order to cause trouble for me. Because revenge on Brianna was sweet but not worth dying for.

			Jamie texted on occasion, keeping me informed of his plans with his roommates or progress in his classes. But I didn’t push him to break those plans or drop his study time to come see me. When he wanted to see me, he would make time. And when he did, maybe I would be available. Or maybe I would have plans.

			While I was still unsure of my footing, both on campus and in this new, more balanced approach to dating, I noticed the slow easing of a strange acidic weight at my throat. The grip of anxiety—the constant awareness of the maneuverings of my fellow Council members or the ability to monitor Georgie’s behavior for violent anomalies—was slowly loosening. I almost missed it. After all, that constant vigilance had kept me alive for centuries. Letting go of it seemed disloyal. But with Georgie in good hands and my time on the Council over, I hardly needed to spend my days in a state of paranoia.

			As the weight faded, I slept easier. Blood tasted better. I even found charm in Tina’s frizzy brown hair and hand-knitted poncho when she taught the undead orientation. The woman honestly wore a poncho in a professional environment. Clearly, she saw me as some sort of mellowed vampire kitten.

			One night, I was leaving my room to check on my laundry and see if the girls had midnight-snack plans when my cell phone chimed, heralding the arrival of an e-mail to my campus address. I pulled it from my pocket, propping my laundry basket on my hip as I waited for the elevator to arrive.

			Jane had responded to my none-too-enthusiastic response about her requested contacts. I frowned as her message scrolled across my screen. Ophelia, I really have no idea what you’re talking about, but if you have some question about how I’m managing your case, you’re welcome to call me. —Jane.

			Shoving the phone into my back pocket, I stepped into the waiting elevator and rolled my eyes. Was Jane playing some sort of mind game with me, pretending that she hadn’t contacted Tina to request those names? Mind games weren’t really Jane’s style. She was annoyingly up front about her actions and their intended consequences.

			Then again, Jane was the one who had made me sign an agreement to live as a “real student,” including using the communal laundry facilities as part of my “character development.” Maybe she was better at manipulation than I gave her credit for.

			The elevator dinged, and I stepped out into the lowest level of the building, which contained the laundry, the long-term blood storage, and the storm shelter. Somehow, despite the newness of the building, the lighting and relative quiet of the hallway made the space unnerving, even to someone whose threshold for such things was pretty high. The only noise I could make out, besides the tumbling of the dryers, was the low hiss of the refrigeration system that kept the blood stores cool. I wasn’t necessarily uneasy. I mean, I’d spent a week wandering around Whitechapel in hopes of running into Jack the Ripper. (I had been single for a while.)

			Anyway, even I was a little uneasy as I toted my empty basket toward the low electrical hum. This floor, so far underground, so far from the happy noises of my schoolmates, felt far too confining—like the smaller holding cells of the interrogation level at the Council office, and staying in one of those rooms once drove a vampire to impale himself on a chair leg.

			The laundry room, I supposed, was tolerable, once you overlooked the synthetic chemical smell of fabric softener. I dropped my basket onto an empty folding table across from the dryers and followed the row until I found dryer number six. I opened the door, stopping the cycle, but instead of the warm, fluffy towels I expected, my hands swam through a steamy mess of jeans.

			“What the hell?” I muttered. These were not my jeans. Where were my towels? I looked across to the folding tables and caught sight of my familiar blue-and-white-striped towels, tossed in a damp jumble. Someone had taken my towels out of the dryer and replaced them with their jeans, drying them on my dime.

			OK, I’d done some messed-up stuff in my long, long life, but this was evil.

			“Right,” I grumbled. I flung the half-dried jeans across the room and carefully placed my towels back in the dryer. After putting some time on the cycle, I sat on the folding table, picked up a pair of jeans, and began to methodically pick the stitches out of the crotch with my fingernails.

			As I worked over the jeans, all of the machines except dryer number six sputtered to a halt. By the time I had finished the second pair, I heard the elevator bell ding down the hall. I listened, still stitch-picking, for footsteps or some indication of where the elevator passenger might be headed, just in case I needed to finish the jeans in double-time. But no footsteps came, and that was . . . odd.

			Sure, kids liked to push unnecessary buttons in the elevator to make it harder for other residents to catch a ride. They also liked to leave salt-and-vinegar beef jerky behind because it stank up the cars so badly the vampires couldn’t use them. It was probably the same kids who had stolen my dryer time.

			I stuck my head out into the hallway but saw nothing. Frowning, I went back to my stitch-picking, finishing a third pair of jeans. I heard one short, sliding scrape of shoe sole against the floor. And suddenly, it was too quiet. Even with the rumble of the dryer, I could make out a strange muffled quality to the refrigeration system’s noise, like there was something standing between the laundry-room door and the blood-storage room.

			I set the jeans aside, silently moving across the tiled floor. I rolled up the sleeves of my shirt and dropped my earrings into my pocket. Sliding against the wall near the door, I listened, trying to determine how close that noise obstruction was to me. I heard a rustle of clothing that felt closer to my vampire senses.

			Could it be Brianna, seeking revenge for me locking her in the supply closet? I sniffed the air but didn’t detect a trace of her nauseating Night Roses perfume. Who the hell did this person think they were, sneaking up on me? Did they think I was weak? Defenseless? That because I was exiled to coed hell, I was no longer a threat? I found that incredibly insulting.

			With my superhearing, I’d heard enough of the noxious dude bros slinking around campus, their sly whispers about what happened in the basements of frat houses, about point systems and chemical “assistance” slipped into girls’ drinks. I’d seen girls get catcalled for having the nerve to walk across campus while female. I would not let some idiot think he could corner me. I was, as Morgan called me, an “undead boss-ass bitch.” In fact, I was the undead boss-ass bitch.

			My fangs slid out, nicking my bottom lip and drawing a bead of blood that only served to provoke my senses further. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a dark shape drift closer to the laundry-room door. Hissing, I shot my arm out, and my hand wrapped around a cool throat. Just as I caught the scent of fresh-mowed grass and leather, I dragged the figure into the laundry room and sent him flying.

			Jamie skidded across the floor and smacked his head against the wall. “Ow!”

			“Jamie!” I cried, shaking my head and letting my fangs retract. “What the hell are you doing?”

			“Hey, babe,” he said, squinting at me as he rubbed the back of his head.

			“What the hell?” I shouted again.

			“I was just gonna, uh, do some laundry,” he said, pushing up from the floor.

			“In a building that you don’t live in? Without a laundry basket?”

			His shoulders sagged. “Yeah, OK, that was a lame excuse.”

			“What are you doing lurking outside my laundry room?” I demanded.

			“I was . . . I just . . .” He paused, scratching his neck. “OK, I was trying to keep you from seeing that I was following you. I haven’t seen you in a while, and I kept expecting you to pop up or text or call or something, and when you didn’t, I got curious. One of the front-desk clerks said she saw you going downstairs with a laundry basket, so I gave you a few minutes and followed you, because I thought you might be—”

			“Cheating on you?”

			“No!” he swore, holding both hands up.

			“Trying to kill Gigi again?” I asked. “Because, trust me, I learned my lesson there.”

			“No!”

			“General unspecified evil?”

			Jamie waggled his head back and forth. “OK, that’s closer. It’s just, I’m not used to you being so ‘busy’ with anything except Council business. And you’ve been so unsure of your place here and us and whether we’re going to last. And I thought maybe I was a stressor and you could be planning something.”

			“But me being unsure, that’s not because of you,” I protested. “I lied to you for most of the first few months we knew each other. Our whole relationship is based on a wrong first impression. I presented myself to you as this sweet little cardigan-wearing Sunday-school refugee. You became interested in me, thinking I was innocent and guileless and . . . Why are you smiling at me like that?”

			“Do you really think I didn’t see that you were scary and a little bit nuts? No rational person owns that many sundresses. Also, Jane warned me about a dozen times about you. With visual aids and articles she’d printed off from various Internet forums. Did you know you have a subreddit composed entirely of people who feel victimized by you?”

			My face went slack, and my arms dropped to my sides. “What?”

			Jamie snickered. “I knew you were dangerous. I didn’t care. You were funny and smart, and I liked the fact that you could kick my ass if you wanted to. I’d had sweet little church girls chasing after me my whole life. I wanted someone different. I wanted you.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes. I’m not an idiot. Well, OK, I’m an idiot who tried to sneak up on you in an enclosed laundry room, but I’m generally better at reading girls. I thought maybe if I backed off a little and let you see that we don’t have to be together every minute of the day, it would help you relax a little bit here. And then you didn’t contact me, and I got worried, but I didn’t want you to know I was worried. And then I followed you, and you were fine, and that made me worry more. Which I don’t think you should judge me for, because that’s basically how you started our relationship.”

			“We are ridiculous people,” I told him.

			He nodded. “Yes, we are.”

			“Can we start this conversation all over again?” I asked.

			“Yes, please.”

			I cleared my throat and squared my shoulders, before kissing his cheek. “Jamie! What a pleasant surprise, finding you here in my basement under totally normal circumstances.”

			“Hi, babe,” Jamie said, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. He stepped back and caught my lips in a longer, sweeter kiss. “Where have you been lately?”

			“Here and there. I am very busy and important,” I told him archly.

			He smirked. “Of course you are.”

			“No, really,” I protested lightly. “After my laundry, I was actually on my way up to see some friends and ask about their plans tonight.”

			“On your way up to see some friends?” Jamie asked, peering at the ceiling. “As in, you have friends upstairs on the human floors?”

			“Yes, I have several friends on one of the human floors. We’ve been spending a lot of time together lately. They made me watch The Notebook. That will never happen again.”

			Jamie beamed at me. “Awesome! I mean, I don’t necessarily like the fact that you have less time to spend with me, but—”

			My phone beeped as another message pinged its way into my in-box. Seriously, Ophelia, are you OK? Do you want to talk? —Jane.

			I rolled my eyes at Jane’s signature mix of meddling and unhelpful stubbornness.

			“Is that your ‘dealing with Jane’ face?” Jamie asked. “Why is Jane texting you?”

			“It’s just some silly e-mail. Part of my ‘rehabilitation.’ ”

			“Well, I’m sure she has her reasons,” he said. I grumbled, but he kissed my forehead, trying to distract me. “I’ve missed you. We’ve been so busy lately, I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

			“Has it been that long?” I pursed my lips. “I’ve just been so occupied with classes, planning the mixer, and my many, many new friends in the residence hall that I haven’t noticed that you basically disappeared for a week.”

			“OK, I deserved that,” he conceded. “But I do hope that these are real friends and not people that you’re recruiting to be your evil minions.”

			The corner of my mouth lifted. “They’re very honest and sweet and noncriminal. Not an evil bone in any of them. And yet I still want to spend time around them. It’s so unlike me.”

			I omitted any mention of Kenton and his flirtations, because Jamie didn’t need to know about that. For once in my life, I had behaved as I should, and I was going to reap the benefits of discretion.

			“Aw, baby, I’m so proud of you,” he purred, locking his lips over mine. This kiss. It was why I risked all that I had to be with him. This feeling of peace and completion and acceptance. Jamie kissed me because he enjoyed kissing me. Not because he was angling for something more or because he was trying to manipulate me but because kissing was enough for him. He cupped my face in his hands.

			I plucked at the buttons on his shirt, because that always let him know that kissing wasn’t enough for me at the moment. He grinned against my lips, a pleased noise rumbling through his chest.

			Never breaking the seal between our mouths, he slid his hands along my thighs and hitched me up, wrapping my legs around his waist. He turned, propping my butt against the top of a nearby washing machine. His arms, warm from the toasty temperature of the room, slipped around my back, pressing me close, making me feel loved and safe and close, so very close to the man I adored completely.

			“We don’t have to do this here, you know. My roommate has basically abandoned our room. We can take advantage of my tiny, extremely lumpy single bed.”

			“Oh, come on, babe, where’s your sense of adventure?” he asked, kissing my neck and toying with the snap on my jeans. He lifted my hips and tugged at the denim, then the plain cotton panties I’d taken to wearing since I’d ruined a series of expensive French silk underwear in this very room.

			“I’ve danced on the Great Wall of China drunk on the blood of an empress. I’ve jumped over Niagara Falls. I took Georgie to Chuck E. Cheese before vampires came out of the coffin,” I said, my voice husky as his hands danced over my bare, spread thighs.

			“That’s not adventurous, that’s insane,” he informed me, sliding his fingers over my flesh, stoking the pressure building there.

			I gasped, a happy little moan against the shell of his ear.

			“See?” he rumbled, rubbing his thumb in those tight little circles he knew worked best for me. “Nice and warm, the pleasant scent of fabric softener. Hell, if you don’t listen too close, the tumbling of the dryer sounds like the ocean.”

			I whimpered. “The fabric softener is repulsive.”

			“I like it. It reminds me of my mom.”

			I jerked my head back from him. “This is your idea of setting the mood?”

			He looked sheepish and redoubled his efforts, making me forget all about the reference to his mother. “Can you honestly say that you’ve ever had sex in a college dorm laundry room?”

			“No. And I’m not going to have sex in a laundry room now.”

			“But it means I’ve finally found something to do with you that you’ve never done before.”

			I laughed, so distracted by his kisses and caresses that I barely noticed the rasp of his zipper. He gingerly pulled my hips forward, rubbing against me, reminding me of the first time we were together, all that tentative gentleness that had made me feel almost shy.

			Oh, good grief, I was actually going to have sex in a laundry room.

			Those tight little thumb circles got a bit sloppier, but they still had the desired effect. He slid home, and I cried out, arching against him, propping myself up against the washer lid.

			Laundry-room sex wasn’t so bad. The dryer did sound a little bit like the ocean. I could feel a sort of thrum of energy around me, sliding along my skin in cycles. Ripple ripple ripple. The machines in the room, the cooling system next door, the circuits in the breaker room down the hall—they were all humming, and I could feel them together. Ripple ripple ripple. Building inside me, feeding the pleasure I felt from Jamie’s touch, and making it grow, throbbing and flaring.

			Jamie ground against me, hitching his hips in just the right way, and those ripples grew into a wave of pleasure that contracted and spread through me. I threw my head back and thunked it against the wall. Jamie pressed his forehead against my sternum, breathing hard and unnecessary breaths as his knees buckled under him. All that pressure and energy raced through me in one delicious pulse. Then, behind Jamie, the entire bank of washers and dryers roared to life, lights blinking and buzzers blaring like something from a carnival ride.

			Jamie stopped, looking back over his shoulder. “What the—?”

			My eyes went wide. The machines stilled, all except for dryer number six.

			“A ghost?” He panted, looking around the room.

			I shook my head. “I don’t see one. I don’t feel anything. Well, I mean, I felt something. But I think . . . maybe . . . I think maybe I did that.”

			Jamie laughed. “What?”

			“I think maybe I made that happen. I could feel the energy pulling through me, all around me, and then the dryers started.”

			“But you always said you didn’t have a gift,” he said, still holding fast to me.

			“I’ve never shown any signs,” I said. “Some vampires don’t get a talent at all, you know? And I was capable in so many other ways that it didn’t seem to matter.”

			Jamie snorted, kissing my neck.

			Could it be that after all these years, I’d finally developed my vampiric gift? I didn’t like to admit it, but I had always been the slightest bit ashamed that I’d never developed a talent after I’d been turned. Hell, even Jane had a powerful talent, which she used to her advantage. If mine had something to do with electricity, it definitely made sense that I hadn’t immediately developed the gift. After all, I’d lived without electric power for the first three hundred years of my life. If manipulation of electrical energy was meant to be my gift, I would have needed to wait for technology to catch up.

			The question was, why had my talent waited to show itself until now? Maybe that anxiety I’d felt fading had blocked off my abilities?

			I’d always been hungry for power, after all. It sort of made sense that I could manipulate it now. I grinned at him as he said, “Well, I think we’re just going to have to repeat the experiment to be sure.”
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			Involvement in campus activities is the best way for vampires to feel connected to their new community. Some areas to avoid: blood drives, sunrise yoga clubs, bake sales, and bird-watching societies. Not because there’s anything dangerous to vampires in bird-watching, but because other students will make fun of them.

			—Big Vamp on Campus: Strategies to Successfully Integrate the Undead into Postsecondary Education

			The party was in full swing. I had transformed the main lounge on the second sublevel into a club that any vampire would . . . well, not be completely embarrassed to walk into. Huge (rented) leather lounges flanked a dance floor, providing enough room for everyone involved to camp out and pretend they weren’t watching everybody else. The walls had been temporarily papered over in black, giving the professionally choreographed light show somewhere to reflect. While black lights turned our clothes, smiles, and drinks a neon rainbow of colors, accent lights threw abstract blue shapes against the walls.

			The DJ, a willowy blonde imported from Iceland, kept the music at a low, constant throb, fast enough to dance to but not so loud as to prevent conversation. Jamie, delightful goof that he was, hovered over her shoulder, staring at her playlist as if he could will some Flo Rida songs onto her laptop. The caterers were serving a respectable array of imported donor bloods. Nothing synthetic, nothing blended. Living students sipped meticulously crafted “mocktails,” because Tina had insisted that I wasn’t allowed to serve alcohol in a campus building.

			And, as predicted, the girls flocked to the fruit bouquets and spent much of the evening wrapping their lips around melon balls in a provocative fashion.

			“You did all this with the budget we gave you?” Tina asked me, her eyes wide behind her thick glasses.

			“Some services were donated,” I admitted. I rolled my ankles, one after the other, still adjusting to the new high-heeled sandals I’d bought online. I’d gone “coed casual,” on the advice of Keagan and Meagan—dark skinny jeans and black halter top, with a charming beaded chain that stretched across my back, tinkling against my pale skin. Apparently, the black cocktail dress I had picked out was “cute but too intimidating” and would make it more difficult for my floormates to figure out that I was not, in Morgan’s words, “a psycho bitch as advertised.”

			“And Galadriel helped?”

			I jerked my head toward my wayward roommate, who was wearing a full-length black lace Stevie Nicks ensemble, claiming half of the credit while her human flunkies hovered around her, tittering moths flinging themselves at a dim bulb.

			“She was very helpful in winnowing away ideas that didn’t work,” I offered carefully.

			Tina frowned, creating tiny lines around her thin lips. “You do know that she’s filed to move to a different room next semester, right?”

			It took all of my skill to school my features into a surprised pout. “No! Oh, and just when we were starting to get along.”

			Tina’s frown deepened as she tried to suss out whether I was lying. Honestly, I’d found out about Brianna’s transfer days before, thanks to Morgan, who worked part-time in the student-housing office. Morgan, without any prompting from me, had managed to assign Brianna to room with Tricia, a vampire who spent much of her time having screaming arguments on her cell phone with her boyfriend, whether she was in her room, the hallway, the elevator, or the bathroom. This assignment would also place Brianna in the room next door to Alannah, who was prone to loud animalistic sex noises on nights ending in “y.”

			And even better, the semester abroad in Romania that Brianna had been planning so smugly for the summer? Well, thanks to a few careful words from Keagan to one of her friends in the campus international affairs office, Brianna’s preference on her application had been changed to Egypt, one of the sunniest countries on earth. And she was going to be staying with a family of enthusiastic evangelical missionaries.

			Vengeance is mine, sayeth Ophelia.

			I wasn’t sure what was more pleasing about this turn of events, the fact that I couldn’t be linked to these final acts of revenge or the fact that I hadn’t had to bribe or blackmail Morgan or Keagan into doing them for me. They’d just done them, out of loyalty to the Girl Code. I liked the Girl Code very much.

			“Yes, well, I’m sure this is for the best for both of you,” Tina said. “Maybe with a fresh start and a new perspective, you’ll have better luck getting along with your new roommate.”

			“I hope so.” I smiled, knowing full well that a “computer glitch” was preventing anyone from filling the empty spot in my room, so I would have a private assignment next semester. But Tina didn’t need to know about that. Hail to the Girl Code.

			“I’ll have you know I submitted a very complimentary report to Ms. Jameson-Nightengale this month. It was a refreshing change. I hope to repeat the experience very soon.”

			“Oh, you can count on me,” I promised. “I will be an exemplary student from here on out.”

			Tina gave me one last smile, and her frizzy cloud of hair disappeared into the mass of dancing students.

			I surveyed the room, pleased that Tina’s close observation of me was at an end, at least for now. And I had managed to do something nice for my fellow students, which would make life a little easier around the dorm. I’d even invited Kenton to the party, in hopes that he might find some other target for his ardent pontificating. But he’d been so horrified by the idea of attending a party on campus in a dorm that he’d stopped messaging me altogether and had been avoiding eye contact during class. So really, another conundrum had taken care of itself.

			For the moment, everything was right with the world, and most of the people in my range of vision looked happy. With the exception of Ben Overby, who sat alone on one of the plush blue lounges, drinking some blue concoction and looking like someone had recently informed him that Santa was just a creepy old burglar in a red suit.

			I chewed on my pink-glossed bottom lip and watched him stare off into space. I really didn’t have time to placate him. I had an event to run, and you couldn’t expect the quarterback to spend her time keeping the water boy from having a crying jag. Then again, having a guest who looked like a beaten-down basset hound could suck the energy out of a party very quickly.

			Straightening my shoulders, I snagged another mocktail from a passing waiter and slid into the seat next to Ben.

			“Having a good time?” I asked over the thrum of the bass.

			“Sure,” he said, jerking his shoulders. “It’s a great party. Jamie’s around here somewhere, I think.”

			“I know. I’ll find him.”

			Ben’s eyebrows rose.

			“Your face is screaming for a fresh drink and a sympathetic ear. I have one of those covered.” I handed him the mocktail. “Now, could you perk up a little? You’re sort of creating a fun-free black hole in the middle of a high-traffic area.”

			Ben blanched. “Ah, I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t even be out tonight. I’m not in a party mood. I’ll just take off.”

			“OK,” I said, standing up and straightening my top. The problem had solved itself with very little effort from me. But when I caught the guilty expression on Ben’s face, a depressing facet to the sadness that was already there, I grunted and flopped back down onto the seat. “What’s going on with you?”

			“It’s Gigi.”

			I resisted the urge to rub my hand over my face, because I’d spent a lot of time and energy to get the vintage sweep eyeliner just right. “Of course it is.”

			“It’s just that . . . Gigi is graduating at the end of this semester,” Ben told me. “She managed to complete a bunch of hours online, and she’s doing some special project from home. She’s not even going to set foot on campus, and she’s going to graduate.”

			“And that affects you how?” I asked.

			“I don’t know. I just thought that I would have the chance for closure. Not getting back together or anything—it just seems like a lame ending to our story.”

			I tilted my head as I stared at him. “You know what I’ve learned in my four hundred years on this earth?”

			“Something scary that will make me wish we hadn’t had this conversation?” he said, brows crinkling in worried arches over his green eyes.

			“There are no happy endings.”

			“Huh. Well, that’s not scary so much as depressing, but yeah, still wishing we hadn’t started this conversation.”

			I snorted. “There are no happy endings. There are no sad endings. There are no endings. Just one story flowing into the next, even if it continues on without you.”

			“I’m begging you to stop talking.”

			“I’m trying to be nice here!” I cried, throwing up my hands.

			“The sad thing is that I can’t tell the difference.”

			“Well, I suppose I deserve that,” I muttered.

			“Is she happy?” Ben asked. “With this Nik guy. Does he make her happy?”

			I grimaced. “Disgustingly so. Normally, I would offer to have someone kill her for you, since she’s causing you distress. But I’m pretty sure you know how that turned out for me last time.”

			“Nice gesture all the same.” He shrugged and sipped the brightly colored drink. “So did you really date Dick Cheney?”

			“I wouldn’t call it dating. We had a brief but intense connection that, while enjoyable, would have burned out within weeks and killed us both, if not taken out bystanders and maybe a few buildings.”

			Ben was slightly aghast and still managed to whisper, “But you look so young . . .”

			“Well, at the time, I wasn’t exactly acting my age, as you’d say. Dick was going through a rough time, and my darker nature appealed to him. Be glad that you know Dick now and not then. He’s much more palatable to the general public.”

			Ben shuddered.

			“Do you feel better now?” I asked him.

			“You know, I think I do.”

			“Well, I’ve enjoyed this conversation. Perhaps you aren’t a complete waste of life,” I told him.

			“Well, gee, Ophelia, that’s so nice of you.”

			Morgan and the girls flitted over to our couch, collapsing next to us in a fit of color-coordinated giggles. Ben’s eyes went wide, and he moved between me and Meagan, as if he was afraid I would attack the trio for daring to invade my personal space.

			“This is the best party I’ve ever been to,” Keagan squealed. “The food, the music, everything.”

			“And you got Naked Jason to show up!” Morgan exclaimed, pointing at the lanky blond undergrad lurking near the edge of the backlit dance floor.

			“And he wore pants!” Meagan added, marveling at the sweats the aforementioned naturist was tugging at, as if the elastic offended his delicate sensibilities.

			“Does it count as a Naked Jason appearance if he’s wearing pants?” I asked.

			“Tina threatened to call his parents if he didn’t put on pants before leaving his room,” Keagan said. “But Jason’s parents are planning to file a complaint against the school for denying his right to walk around naked.”

			I snickered. “Of course they are.”

			And that’s when I noticed Ben making what Morgan would call “heart eyes” at Meagan, full-on, unabashed, uninterrupted staring. With his mouth open. And Meagan was so entertained by the novelty of Pants-On Jason that she hadn’t even noticed.

			“Meagan, this is my friend Ben,” I said, motioning toward his chin.

			He started and wiped his sleeve across his face, as if swiping away nonexistent drool. Meagan turned just in time to see this gesture, which Ben somehow managed to turn into a little wave.

			“Ben Overby. This is Meagan Keene.”

			“Hi.” Meagan greeted him cheerfully and stretched out her hand.

			“Nice to meet you,” he said, attempting to shake her hand but missing it and waving his hand in empty air.

			“Are you a friend of Ophelia’s?” she asked, generously ignoring Ben’s handshake gaffe.

			“Uh, well, we’re from the same hometown . . . Oh, you mean friend, as in . . .” He paused to make what was a completely ridiculous vampire snarl. “No, I’m all human.”

			“Well, no one’s perfect,” she said with a shrug. “Come on, let’s dance.”

			Without further preamble, Meagan grabbed Ben’s arm and dragged him toward the dance floor. Ben was a terribly awkward dancer, but Meagan made up for it with her enthusiasm.

			“Do we approve of this?” Morgan asked, eyeing Ben suspiciously.

			“Oh, sure,” I said, waving dismissively. “Ben is indeed all human, except for the small percentage that is adorable baby panda. Totally harmless.”

			“Good, she could use a little harmless,” Morgan muttered darkly.

			“What?”

			“It’s a story for some other time,” Morgan told me, her mouth set in a worried line.

			“I can’t believe this is the same old student lounge!” Keagan enthused, clearly trying to elevate the suddenly dour mood. “You did such a great job. Everybody’s saying so. It’s just like going to a real club! Except there’s no one carding at the door.”

			“Because there’s no booze,” Morgan told her. She added cheerfully, “But hey, you can’t have everything.”

			“I wouldn’t say there’s no booze,” Keagan argued. “I saw a few guys passing around bottles.”

			“We need to find them,” Morgan cried, before she spotted my irritated expression. “Are you going to have to report that to Tina?”

			I rolled my eyes ever so slightly. “No. I’m not liable for anything that happens at the party. I am only responsible for organizing. Maintaining the school’s alcohol policy is on her.”

			“That is a solid rationalization, and I admire your belief that you can pull it off,” Morgan told me.

			“So we have a plan,” Keagan informed me. “Dear John. Our room on Friday. It’s BYOB—bring your own blood. But we will provide hilarious commentary and supportive back pillows.”

			“Yet another movie in the Nicholas Sparks ‘Oh, I’m sorry, did you form an emotional attachment to that character, because now they’re dead’ oeuvre?” I asked.

			“Don’t knock the Sparks,” Morgan warned me. “And you get to watch Channing Tatum for two hours, so don’t complain.”

			“I do enjoy Channing Tatum,” I conceded. “He would make a terrible vampire, but I would be willing to turn him just to see what happened.”

			I was proud that I didn’t immediately think about Jamie’s schedule. I was going to enjoy myself. There would be other Friday nights, for eternity. And if Jamie wanted to secure my company for the evening, he would have to do so before I made plans with my girlfriends.

			Huh. Girlfriends. I had girlfriends, my own budding circle of benevolent weirdos.

			What did that mean, exactly? Would we take vacations together? Get matching tattoos? Challenge other social circles to fights?

			Probably not.

			Across the room, I watched as a pouting Brianna slipped behind the DJ booth and commenced yanking on the plug that powered the speaker system. I narrowed my eyes and concentrated on the flow of energy from all of the electrical devices in the room—the lights, the refrigeration systems, the cell phones. I pictured a series of bridges, each carrying a little bit of electricity to the speakers, so that when Brianna finally yanked the plug, the music continued without skipping a beat.

			I’d been practicing with my new gift and was pleased with the progress I was making, manipulating the electrical energy around me. I didn’t know my limits yet or all of the ways I could use my talent, but I was having a lot of fun experimenting. Brianna’s expression as she stared stupidly at the unplugged extension cord in her hands was worth the centuries I’d spent without a gift. Apparently, my former roommate had tired of hearing how well my plans had turned out and wanted to throw a wrench into the works.

			She turned, eyes darting around the room, as if she could spot some alternative form of power for the speakers. I caught her eye and smiled, letting my fangs show. She immediately shoved the plug back into the outlet. She and her tacky black lace disappeared into the crowd.

			Laughing, I watched Morgan and Keagan wander onto the dance floor, where Ben and Meagan were still bobbing along together. Jamie slid his arms around my waist and kissed my cheek. “Great party, babe.”

			I smiled at him and gave him a quick kiss. “Thank you.”

			“See what you can do when you use your powers for good instead of evil?”

			Grinning, I tucked my head against his shoulder. Maybe I didn’t need the Council. What had I been chasing all these years? Power? Vampires rarely listened to those appointed to lead them, at least not with respect. They grudgingly obeyed until they could figure out a way around the Council’s rules. Position? Being the most important vampire in western Kentucky was like being the smartest ape at the zoo, not exactly an enviable spot. Money? OK, the money was nice, but I had enough of it squirreled away that I didn’t need to work as a bureaucrat any longer. Georgie and I would be comfortable for centuries to come.

			Maybe I should relax. Have some fun for a change. Not the hurtful, violent kind of fun I was used to but Jamie’s more normal exuberance. Maybe I could try to approximate a normal teenager, with normal concerns. No agendas. No subagendas. Just a girl going to classes and trying to find her place in the world, while perfecting a new and interesting talent.

			Jamie led me to the dance floor to sway to some truly mediocre house music. I grinned, sliding my arms around his waist, enjoying the reverberating bass and the illusion of a heart beating in Jamie’s chest.

			Normal. I could do normal.

			For a while.
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			There is no such thing as a dignified accidental vampire transformation.

			—The Accidental Sire: What to Do When You’re Forced into Vampiric Parenthood

			I was dead. And then I wasn’t.

			I liked dead better.

			I catapulted from absolute dark, inky silence to being completely and regrettably aware. I blinked into the soft light of the cool, windowless room where I’d slept. And while it was perfectly nice, it was not my dorm room. Where was I? Why did my head hurt so bad? Like I could feel every vein in my head and they were all angry.

			I rolled over on the strange bed with its crisp white sheets and hospital rails. Had I been in an accident? Was I in the hospital? I didn’t recognize the room, but it certainly wasn’t a dorm room. I would know if my dorm housed a medical wing, wouldn’t I?

			I bolted up and immediately regretted it. My head felt like it was being clamped between Tom Hardy’s muscular thighs . . .

			“Argh, I should be so lucky,” I mumbled, flopping back onto the bed. I was wearing my favorite purple Adventure Time pajamas. Someone had taken the time to braid my hair into pigtails.

			Other than the headache, I felt OK. I wasn’t nauseous. In fact, I was hungry . . . well, no, I was thirsty. My tongue was dry and gritty, begging for something, anything to drink. I would wrestle Morgan to the ground for one of her disgustingly healthy “green machine” smoothies. And I was of the opinion that kale was God’s way of making CrossFitters suffer karmic payback for all those humblebrag selfies.

			My gums felt raw, like I’d lost teeth. Smacking my dry lips together, I ran my tongue over my teeth. They were all there, which was a relief. It was hard to get dates with meth mouth.

			I could see too much. I could tell that I wasn’t wearing my contact lenses, but I could see every inch of this sterile, cold room. I could see every wrinkle in the thin cotton blanket. I could count every hole in the ceiling tiles. Also, everything smelled like industrial-strength cleaner. I closed my eyes and pressed my head into the blessedly scent-free pillow.

			I remembered the party. Ophelia Lambert, a nice vampire girl from my world literature class I’d been spending time with, had arranged a human-vampire mixer in the student lounge on the sixth floor. It was, hands down, the best party I’d ever been to. Ophelia had spared no expense turning our silly student lounge into a swanky nightclub, complete with fancy-looking mocktails that dutifully complied with the campus’s no-alcohol policy. And I’d been dancing with a sweet guy that Ophelia introduced me to . . . Ben. Ben Overby, a boy she knew from her hometown. I remembered dancing with him and his cute little jerks and kicks. I remembered that he kept his hands on my hips, but in a respectful, nongropey way.

			Ben had been sweet, sincere in a way that I hadn’t seen in ninety-nine percent of the boys I’d met so far this year. I felt like I could trust him when he smiled. I didn’t spend the whole dance trying to look for hidden double entendres when he spoke. He asked for my number as I walked him to the lobby and I programmed it into his contact list as “The Most Interesting Girl You Will Ever Meet.”

			I heard a strange thrumming noise through the hospital room door. Thump-a-thump-a-thump. I rolled my eyes. Some douche-bro must have turned his car’s bass as high as it would go to get that kind of reverb all the way into the building.

			In slightly less head-cringey developments, I heard a single set of footsteps making their way closer to me. I heard the click of the door being pushed open. I could smell flowers, waxy and sweet, as a weak top-note over a much stronger scent of soap and . . . moss? My eyes opened, but I didn’t move a muscle.

			Ben, the boy I’d danced with the night before, was standing beside my bed, setting a pretty little bouquet of gerbera daisies on the nightstand. He was so much cuter than I remembered. It was like I was seeing his face for the first time. Everything was so clear: the smooth, tan skin of his oval face, the straight lines of his nose, the hints of gold and auburn in his hair, the distinct wrinkle forming between his—frankly, luminous—jade-green eyes.

			“I know you’re still, uh . . . sleeping. Jane says you won’t wake up for a couple of days,” he said softly. “But I hated the idea of you being in here in this cold white room with no color. And it will be something nice for you to see when you first wake up. I didn’t know what kind of flowers you liked, but Keagan said you like yellow.”

			“They’re perfect, thanks,” I told him.

			“What the!” Ben yelped, head whipping toward me as he stumbled back in alarm. He tripped over his own feet and landed hard against the white tile of the floor. “Ow!”

			Ben winced as he cradled his arm against his chest. He’d scraped his knuckles when he landed and the tiny wounds were weeping little ruby droplets of blood. I could see each of them in sharp detail, like he was bleeding in high-definition.

			Thump-a-thump-a-thump.

			I opened my mouth to speak, but it immediately started to water. The whole room was filling with a scent that was better than fresh coffee or melting caramel or double chocolate cheesecake brownies. I threw my legs out of the bed and stepped closer to Ben, inhaling that wonderful, beautiful scent as deeply as I could, as if I could drink it. That thump-a-thump-a-thump noise came back, faster now, and the sound was pleasing to some weird instinct deep within my brain.

			That same raw sensation had me stretching my jaw as my teeth seemed to shift outward. My lip scraped across something sharp and the taste of my own blood filled my mouth. I pressed my fingertip against the long, sharp canine poking out over my bottom lip and winced.

			Oh, no.

			Suddenly memories of what happened the night before came flooding into my brain.

			I’d enjoyed dancing with Ben so much, I hadn’t wanted to walk away from him. Something about him made me feel like he saw me, not body parts that happened to have a personality attached, or a chance to brag to his friends. But me, as a person. And for a female undergrad at a state college, that was a pretty rare thing.

			After the party, I’d walked Ben downstairs to the lobby and we’d sat on a little bench outside the dorm, far from the smokers, enjoying the cool evening air. To my surprise, some vampires in the courtyard in front of New Dawn Hall were playing Ultimate Frisbee. I kind of thought the undead were beyond playing Ultimate.

			We talked about our favorite movies, our favorite bands. We talked about our fandoms. (I was a Ravenclaw and he was a Hufflepuff, which almost ended the conversation right there.) We talked about our favorite obscure gummy candy. (I didn’t even realize there was such a thing as gummy bacon strips.)

			It was almost two when he finally had to go, but he’d grinned kind of sheepishly and said, “So, I was thinking that we’d skip the whole ‘will he call or won’t he’ drama by my just asking you out now. And I’m not going to play around with some silly coffee date, either. I’m going straight to dinner. Maybe even a place with actual metal silverware.”

			“A true gentleman draws the line at plastic sporks,” I told him, my lips quirking as I fought a smile. It was a charming, if wordy, way to ask me out, and I could appreciate that. “And, if you were to ask me out, there’s a pretty good chance I would say yes, just to take the pressure off you.”

			The smile that broke over his face was blinding. “That’s good to know.”

			I waited, in silence, while he stared at me.

			“Oh, you want me to ask now?” he said. I pursed my lips and waggled my hand back and forth as he leaned closer. “Man, you’re pushy.”

			I burst out laughing, even as his arms slipped around my waist. This was what girls my age were supposed to do. Flirt with nice boys and stay out late, not worry about bills and my hours getting cut. “I thought Hufflepuffs were supposed to be all forthright. This whole conversation reeks of Slytherin sass.”

			“Oh, wow,” he said, his lips barely brushing against my own. “You are a nerd.”

			“Still better than being a Hufflepuff,” I murmured against his mouth.

			“You’re gonna have to let that go,” he said, his mouth closing over mine. As far as first kisses went, it was . . . pretty amazing. Sweet and slow and warm, with just a hint of tongue. I felt it all the way down to my toes, which were currently curling in my cute little black boots. We only broke apart when kids leaving the party came filtering out of the lobby and catcalled us.

			“It’s not likely,” I said, when he pulled away.

			“So . . . dinner,” he said. “In a place without sporks. When would be a good time for you?”

			“Saturday would be good,” I told him.

			“Six?” he asked. I nodded and he gave me another quick peck on the lips. “Awesome, I will call you. And if I don’t call, you text me, call me a dumbass, and I will send apology cookies.”

			“Cookies?” I asked as he backed away.

			“Flowers have been overdone,” he called back.

			I giggled—honest-to-God giggled—but I managed not to do the awkward little wave my arm ached to give.

			Suddenly, I heard a quick bark of warning, but before I could even respond, I felt a crushing blow against my chest. I was knocked off my feet and thrown into the wall behind me. I felt my head collide with the stone with a sick crack before I collapsed to the ground like a broken doll.

			Ben screamed my name but I couldn’t even lift my head. His voice grew closer, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. I had never known pain like this in my life. My chest felt hot and wet, on the inside and outside. I couldn’t feel anything below my waist. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move enough air through my throat to produce words. People gathered around me, staring down at my twisted body with expressions of horror on their faces.

			Ben lifted something off my chest. It appeared to be a forty-five-pound dumbbell weight. The vampires were playing Ultimate Frisbee with a forty-five-pound weight. And they’d missed.

			My brain was going dark, as if I was slipping away into some corner deep inside my head, where it didn’t hurt so much. I could feel the grass under my back getting slick and hot while I got colder.

			Ben was screaming for help, for someone to call 911. I managed to lift my arms enough to feel that my ribs were definitely going the wrong direction. Tina, our dorm director, suddenly appeared over me, her frizzy brown hair forming a cloud around her head. Through the haze of pain and blood pounding in my ears, I heard her squeaky voice say, “This is bad. I can see her ribs poking out through her shirt. This is really bad.”

			That was exactly what I needed to hear.

			I opened my mouth to point out how unhelpful this was, but blood was bubbling up between my lips, making it hard to push air through to form sounds.

			Please, help me. Please.

			I didn’t want to die. I was too young. I hadn’t seen anything of the world. I’d barely left Kentucky. I’d barely lived.

			“You’re going to be OK,” Ben told me sternly, like he could command me to get up and shake it off. He cupped my chin in his hand and moved my head gently so I was forced to meet his eyes. “Meagan, just keep breathing. Stay awake.”

			I was trying. Couldn’t he see how hard I was trying? The tiny flow of oxygen I was drawing in through my nose seemed like a championship effort.

			“Meagan,” Tina said, wiping at my mouth and smearing her hands with bright red. “I’m not a doctor, but you have a lot of injuries and they are pretty bad. The chances of you surviving this . . . I don’t know if the ambulance will get to you in time. You signed your consent form before you moved in, but I have to ask you again: Do you want to be turned?”

			I nodded my head, or at least, I thought I did. I couldn’t really feel much anymore.

			Anything to make the pain go away. Anything to avoid dying. Please.

			“Can I get a vampire volunteer?” Tina yelled. “I need a vampire to act as an emergency sire! Get over here and present your Council card!”

			My eyes fluttered shut and I heard Ben cry for me to stay awake, to keep my eyes open. Everything felt heavy and cold, dragging me down into the darkness. Someone lifted my arms and slashed at my wrists, pain that barely registered against the agony in my chest. I was cold and tired and I hurt so much. It seemed so much easier to just go to sleep, to let go and drift off, even as something cool and coppery dripped into my mouth.

			The last thing I remembered was Ben yelling, “Meagan!”

			

			

			The memory faded and here was Ben again, standing in my hospital room, bleeding, and my fangs were out. Because I was a vampire. This was bad. This was so very bad.

			“How are you already awake?” Ben asked, pushing to his feet and stumbling toward me as I backed away.

			Thump-a-thump-a-thump.

			“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head, clamping my lips around my teeth. “But I think you need to get away from me. Ben, you’re bleeding.”

			“What?” He glanced down at his hand. “Oh.”

			I slapped my hands over my fangs, but he didn’t move away like I expected. In fact, he stepped closer, edging me back until the backs of my legs bumped against the bed. That burning thirst crackled through my throat, making the act of swallowing painful.

			Thump-a-thump-a-thump.

			“But you’re OK?” he asked, the corners of his mouth lifting into a hopeful smile.

			“Ben, you need to get away from me,” I told him, even as my nose followed that delicious scent and urged me forward. My lips parted and I could literally feel my mouth water at the scent of him. I was lucky I wasn’t drooling down my chin.

			“You’re so beautiful. I mean, you were gorgeous before, but now? You should see yourself.” He reached his uninjured hand up to my cheek and stroked his thumb down the curve of my face. I leaned into the caress like a cat, nuzzling my nose against his wrist. He smelled so good and my throat was so dry. And every cell in my body had my neck straining forward, lips curled back from my fangs.

			Thump-a-thump-a-thump.

			I couldn’t. I couldn’t hurt Ben.

			But I was so thirsty, so thirsty and empty and in need of Ben’s blood. And that speeding heartbeat seemed like it was taunting me, ringing in my ears, reminding me of what I desperately needed.

			“Ben . . .” I lunged forward, sinking those sharp teeth into his wrist. He yelled out in surprise, his arms contracting around me and scrabbling harmlessly at my back.

			The most luscious, delectable flavor I’d ever tasted flooded my mouth. It was better than ice cream and brownies combined, warm and sweet and electric. I swallowed, and the ache that had tickled my throat since the moment I woke up faded away in an instant. I swallowed again, whimpering with pleasure, even as Ben’s fingers dug into my back.

			I took a few more swallows. Now that the worst of my thirst seemed to have burned away, I loosened my grip on Ben’s arm. He relaxed against me, breathing harshly into my neck as if he’d just run a marathon.

			“Be careful,” he wheezed through gritted teeth. “Don’t take too much.”

			Ben. My brain seemed able to focus now, on something other than my thirst, and I could pick up Ben’s good, clean, mossy scent beyond the smell of his blood. Ben, the boy who had kissed me and teased me and asked me on an actual date instead of texting me for a hookup.

			Thump . . . thump . . . 

			His heart rate was slowing, ever so slightly. If I kept drinking, his heart wouldn’t have enough blood to pump through his body, and his blood pressure would drop. I would kill him.

			Groaning, I forced myself to pull my fangs from his skin. It took all of my strength to push him away. He stared at me, his eyes wide and pupils blown, as he gulped in greedy lungfuls of air. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I eyed Ben carefully. He seemed fine—out of breath and a little pale, but fine. And I could hear his heart rate returning to normal.

			“I’m so sorry,” I told him. “I don’t know what I’m doing!”

			“No,” he said, shaking his head, cradling his bitten arm against his chest. “It’s just a bite, right?”

			“I suck,” I groaned, flopping onto my hospital bed.

			“Well, yeah,” he said with a laugh. “But that’s to be expected.”

			I snorted. “That’s not funny, Ben.”

			He shrugged. “It’s a little funny. And hey, you stopped, right? That’s crazy advanced for a newborn, stopping yourself mid-feeding without hurting anybody.”

			“Yay for me,” I muttered.

			Thump . . . thump . . . 

			“I’m just glad you stopped drinking my blood. Otherwise, worst first date ever,” Ben intoned.

			I sat up, tilting my head. “If this is your idea of a date, I do not want to know the rest of your romantic history.”

			“It is a sordid and blood-soaked romp,” he deadpanned.

			“No, it’s not,” I told him.

			He grinned. “No, it’s not. But it is incredibly weird and a teeny bit sordid.”

			“But you’re OK?” I asked him, standing again.

			Thump . . . thump . . .

			He blew a raspberry. “Fine. Give me a cookie and juice and I’ll be at a hundred percent.”

			“Really? You got blood donation jokes right now?”

			Thump . . . 

			Ben snickered and parted his lips to say something else, but suddenly his face went slack. The rosy glow faded from his cheeks and they went ashen and pale. His eyes rolled up and he dropped to the floor, like a marionette whose strings had been cut. He flopped into a boneless heap, his head smacking dully against the tile.

			“Ben!” I shrieked, launching myself across the room to kneel over him. He wasn’t breathing. His heart rate had slowed to nothing. Why hadn’t I noticed? I hadn’t taken that much blood. Why had he collapsed?

			“Help!” I screamed. “Help me! Please!”

			I tilted his head back and tried to breathe some life back into him. But his chest rose once, and nothing. Trying to remember something from the first-aid class I’d taken in high school, I crossed my hands over his heart and pushed down to start CPR. I felt something crack dully under my hands and I shrieked.

			I’d broken his ribs. I forgot about my strength and I’d broken his bones in my panic. “Help!” I screamed, before trying to breathe into his mouth again.

			I glanced around the room—there had to be something in here to help me. There was no phone. There were no medical kits. But near the door, next to the light switch, there was a bright red button labeled “V11.”

			It looked like a nurse call button in a hospital room. V11 was the World Council for the Equal Treatment of the Undead’s hotline for humans with vampire problems.

			And I was up to my ass in vampire problems.

			Scrambling to my knees, I slapped my hand against the call button and crab-walked back to Ben. An alarm roared to life, echoing down the hall. I left a bloody handprint on the plaster near the call button.

			Ben still wasn’t breathing and his skin was getting paler and grayer by the minute. I couldn’t hear a heartbeat. His eyes were unfocused, staring off at the ceiling.

			“I’m so sorry,” I whispered, cradling his body in my lap. “I don’t know what’s happening.”

			Twin drops of water fell onto Ben’s gray cheek, tinged with a hint of pink. Because vampire tears have the tiniest bit of blood in them. And I was a vampire.

			This was bullshit.

			Before I could release more of those tears, the alarm bell stopped and the door burst open. I closed my eyes, expecting some sort of vampire SWAT team to come spilling into the room and stake me. Because they were going to kill me. The Council did not tolerate vampires who attacked innocent humans, no matter how newly risen. They were going to come in here and stake me. I could only hope they made it quick.

			But the expected staking did not come. I cracked one eye open and saw a pretty brunette vampire in a purple Specialty Books T-shirt standing in the doorway. The ID badge around her neck read “Jane Jameson-Nightengale.” Her jaw was slack and she was shaking her head as she stared at me.

			“Help me,” I whimpered.

			She seemed to snap out of her stupor and glanced down at the dead boy in my arms, then blanched. “Holy hell, what did you do to Ben?”
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