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To Clea, Audrey, and Grace, who were there when it started.



ORIGINS AND OVERTURES

BETTE

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

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

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

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

Bette has heard her rant on the subject on many occasions.
Tommy's health has never been all that great, even though it's half his life ago now that he got

sick. Sometimes Rose and Bette remember to open the window in the basement if they've been
smoking and Tommy's coming down to watch movies, and if they forget he makes a show of keeping
his inhaler ready, which makes Bette feel like the shittiest friend ever.

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

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

"Did you know Audrey Hepburn was a ballerina when World War Two happened?" Rose asks,
watching the screen of the tiny TV. Bette knows that Rose keeps meaning to save up for a better one,
but her money always ends up going on art stuff or comics or horror magazines. "She used to do



fundraising for the resistance in basements, and nobody could applaud her because the Nazis would
hear."

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

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

Bette snorts. "You're so full of shit. Hey, that looks awesome." She leans over the edge of the fold-
out, looking at the teacup-people. "Do me next."

"'kay." Rose leafs through the pages until she finds one with Bette on it. "What do you want to be?
Wait, stupid question." She starts sketching stitched-up scars across Bette's olive-skinned arms and
legs.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Rose swaps the DVDs over. "I really dig The Lost Boys," she says, ignoring the argument going on



behind her. "If I wore skirts and dresses I'd absolutely get one just like the floaty, silver-threaded one
that the girl in this movie has."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Let's go to the new club," Tommy answers. "I told Michelle I'd see her there."
Rose and Bette learned long ago not to bother keeping track of whether or not Tommy and

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

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

"You'd need the full-on Jekyll and Hyde to keep you interested, right?" Rose teases. Bette nods.
"Yeah. But, see, science has ruined that one too, because altering your personality with drugs is

normal now."
Tommy smacks Bette with a cushion. "Shut up, metaphor girl, I just want to see some monsters. Is

that so much to ask?"



The next day, Bette gets a detention in Math for sleeping, but the detention's in the library so it's
no big drama. She knows the fucking alphabet, so she can shelve books fine, and finds the monotony
of it relaxing.

Rose and Tommy are eating cornflakes in the kitchen when Bette gets to their place. Tommy's
shirt is wrinkled and Rose has got a long purple bruise blooming like camouflage along the line of one
cheekbone.

"They might not've jumped us if you'd been there," Rose grouses. "Safety in numbers."
Bette makes a face of disagreement and turns on the coffee percolator. "Nah. They'd've taken us all

on. Who was it this time?"
"Jerrod and Bill and those football douches. I can't believe they still hit girls. They're such classy

dudes."
"Did you guys use all the milk?" Bette grumbles. "Damn. Black coffee makes me crazy."
"You're crazy anyway," Rose answers mildly.
"And you're a fucking sexist. I don't want any different treatment just because I'm female," snarls

Bette. "I can handle myself fine. Your mom's gonna lose it when she sees your face."
"I'll put concealer on it."
"Oh, like you own concealer." Bette gulps her coffee, ignoring the burn in her throat. "How you

doing, Tommy?"
Tommy shrugs. "Fine, I guess." He turns to Rose. "I borrowed your Batman."
"The new issue?" Rose asks. Tommy nods. "Okay. Lemme know what it's like. I haven't had a

chance to read it yet. Who's playing tonight? Is anyone playing tonight? I hate it when it's just a DJ.
They turn it up too loud and it's boring and shitty."

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

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

Tommy sighs pointedly. "I guess I'll go up to my room. Alone. Shunned. Abandoned."
Bette pats him on the shoulder. "Buck up, little camper. You'll be able to laugh over our graves

when we die before you."
"But that's still so far away." Tommy sighs again. "Come get me before you go?"
"Of course, dork," Rose promises. Tommy walks to the door through to the entryway and

staircases, then pauses and digs a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket.
"Ms. Rush told me to give you this." He hands it to Rose. "Have fun murdering your lungs."
The basement smells a little funky after being shut up all day, but Rose is used to the smell and

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

"What's the flier?" she asks Rose, blowing out a thin stream of smoke.
"Huh?"
"The paper that your brother gave you ten seconds ago. Jesus, Rose, what's your deal? You're even

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

tonight?"



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

"A new band. I haven't heard anything about them yet. Then Remember the Stars."
"A band you don't know about? I'm shocked, and a little alarmed." Rose grins crookedly. Bette

punches her on the shoulder.
"I said 'yet', bitch. And just because you're a shut-in freak doesn't mean there's anything weird

about how many bands I see. Is that one of those dorkass things about the musical?"
"Yeah." Rose shoves the paper into the pocket of her slacks. "It might be okay. Maybe I'll try out."
"You hate being the centre of attention. Being onstage generally necessitates that." Bette taps her

cigarette it into the chipped mug Rose uses as an ashtray. "You know what we should do? We should
start a band. You sing, and Tommy can drum, and I'll do bass. We'll find someone to be guitar and
we'll be set."

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

"Please, it's drumming, how hard can it be?"
Rose rolls her eyes. "You know you're a cartoon character, right?"
"Yeah, but you're the one who's friends with me, so joke's on you." Bette plants a gloss-sticky

smooch on Rose's cheek. "Let's go breathe on your brother and make sure he gets to his skinny hipster
play-date."



JAY

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

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

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

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

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

They'd left hours ago, though, the sisters, and now Jay's mostly just waiting for the night to be over
so he can go home and get some sleep. It's been a really good night, but it's had its best and he's
getting a headache. He wishes he'd taken the pills when they were offered.

Glancing around to make sure he won't be caught at it, Jay escapes back out to the balcony for a
breath of air. The park the next block over is a lightless blotch, and most of the office buildings are
dark now. The hotel ballroom is on the tenth floor, just high enough for Jay to consider what he'd think
about in the airborne seconds on the way down.

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

"Blake," the vampire offers in return.
All vampires are beautiful, and Blake's no exception. His hair is a deep brown and curls at the nape

of his neck, and makes the dark of his eyes look less uncanny. Fair-haired vampires always stand out
as strange more obviously, because of those dark, dark red irises. He's tall and what a certain type of
English teacher might call 'imperially slim', almost as thin as Jenna and her sister, but he died just old
enough that his body had time to grow into its shape and so he wears it elegantly, not with the almost
clumsy coltish charm of the girls.

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

"You smell like a girl's perfume."
Jay laughs. He can't help it. "You really suck at pick-up lines."
Blake's smile gets wider, and Jay can't help glancing at his teeth again, either. He's got poor

impulse control at the best of times, and while it may not be the best of times, it's still a pretty good
night.

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

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

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

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

Blake's thumb presses lightly into the dip below Jay's lower lip, tilting his face back down so
they're looking at each other again. Typically, vampire lips are pale, barely darker than the skin
around them, but Blake's are flushed and full and almost red, and his eyes catch the light like a cat's.

"What about a private room? This is a hotel, after all. There are balconies with no interruptions on
many of the suites."

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

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

He tells the head waiter that he feels sick. He's not sure if the lie is convincing, but he doesn't



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



BETTE

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

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

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

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

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

Tommy shoots her a puzzled look. "Huh?"
Bette shakes her head. "Never mind." She'd probably sleep with a heap of people too, if she knew

how to be chill about it like Tommy, but mostly she thinks guys are jerks and so it's a better use of her
time to fight with them than to think about the best ways to get them interested in sex, and they don't
typically want to have anything to do with her after she's broken their nose or cracked their teeth
anyway. Bette would rather just hang out with Rose and go see bands and stuff like that. Sex is pretty
overrated.

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

"Sex is so completely overrated and lame."
Rose pats Bette on the shoulder. "I'm sure the guy on the door would help you out if you asked."
"What? No, no, I'm... sex is lame. That's all I meant."
Rose shrugs. "Wouldn't know."
Bette can feel her eyes going wide. "Seriously? Okay, I guess the special privacy talk sank in for

one of you, after all. Seriously?"
"Can we not?" Rose looks embarrassed. "My virginity is not a topic of public discussion!"
The opening act is putting their stuff together onstage, two lanky dudes fiddling with the

microphones and drums, and a tall girl wearing an oversized red hoodie which is so big on her that



only a few inches of black hemline show of her short dress. She has the hood pulled low on her face
and is biting her nails as she talks to a middle-aged, neatly-dressed guy with a thinning salt-and-
pepper ponytail.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Are there any brunette girls on the planet that you're not a total queermo for?"
Rose pretends to ponder the question seriously for a long beat. "You?" She grins, and grabs Bette's

hand. "Come on, come with me. I want to go meet her after they finish."
"Okay, okay, god, don't pull my arm out of its socket, you violent little psychopath," Bette

complains as she's dragged along.
The band are okay, not great, though Bette doubts Rose would notice if they were the worst band

on earth with the way she's staring starry-eyed at the bassist. The bassist is easily the best player in the
band, but she seems more interested in having fun than being good, bopping her head and ginning and,
after the first song, winking at Rose.

"Don't have a heart attack," Bette warns, laughing, as Rose pretends to swoon.
They play five songs, all essentially forgettable but the last, which is when Rose's bassist steps to

center stage, and the band launches into a raunchy, grinding version of "Anything Goes", the girl's
smoky voice growling out the lyrics like she's daring the half-interested crowd to try to stop her from
doing whatever the hell she wants.

"I could never sing like that," Rose says, awed, as the song ends and the band thank the audience
for listening. Bette punches her on the arm.

"Whatever. Your voice is great."
The bassist is winding cables into a haphazard coil when Bette and Rose approach her. Bette

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

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

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



"Rose, and this is Bette."
Bette gives a wave, staying a step and a half behind Rose. "Howdy."
"I wasn't sure about being the first ones up here on the new stage, but it didn't go so badly,"

Gretchen says, coming down the stairs to the main floor level where Bette and Rose are. She retrieves
her hoodie on the way, knotting the sleeves of the jacket around her waist to keep it handy. The
impromptu belt pulls her dress up shorter, revealing more of her white, soft-looking thighs.

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

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

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

"No. Ewen is the son of my grandfather."
"Your uncle, then?"
Gretchen mustn't have heard Rose's words very well — the volume of the crowd is picking up to a

pretty steady din around them now — because it takes her a second to answer. "Yes, my uncle, of
course. That is a beautiful design." She's gesturing to the scrap of paper tucked into the clear plastic
front of Bette's shoulder bag. It's a picture of a bird, a sparrow done all in blues and made out of a
patchwork of squares in different shades, stitched together with visible lines. Like a ragdoll, or a
Frankenstein monster. Bette's had it in the their pocket since forever.

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

"You're a very talented artist," Gretchen appraises. Rose wrinkles her nose.
"I'm not that great yet. I want to be, one day."
The conversation lulls, Gretchen and Rose just staring at each other with slightly goofy smiles on

their faces, and Bette's between thinking it's adorable and thinking that it makes her want to vomit.
"Rose was wondering if she could have your phone number," Bette prompts, because what are best

friends for if it's not being totally mortifying all the time?
"Oh!" Gretchen pulls a tiny, sleek little cellphone out of a seemingly impossible pocket in her

clingy dress. "Right. Yeah." She presses a few buttons, obviously looking through the stored list of
numbers. "Sorry. I always forget my own number because I go through phones so quickly. I lose them
all the time. Do you have your phone, or a pen and paper?"

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

"Oh, I, um," Rose stammers now. Bette takes pity, and comes to her aid.
"Here, put it in mine," she says, handing the phone over. "Take mine too, if you want. I'm usually

near Rosie outside of school hours."
"Thank you." Gretchen busies herself with the process of swapping the numbers.
"Do you go to school?" Rose asks. Gretchen shakes her head, still looking down at the phones.
"No. I write a little. My family has money, so. You know," she says, as if Bette and Rose could



have any idea what that kind of life would possibly be like. Bette can't even imagine what it would be
to exist without worrying about money and bills and how to earn enough to stay alive.

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

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

When she's gone, Rose squeezes Bette's hand in her own. "Oh my god! Did that really happen?"
Bette laughs. She can't help it. Rose gets crushes easily, but Bette's never seen her actually follow

through to getting a number before.
"Yeah, it really happened, and now the two of you are going to get married and have a million

adopted babies and be sickeningly cute together."
Rose giggles, blush still firmly in place on her usually pallid cheeks. "I'll settle for a date, to start

with," she says.
Remember the Stars are, as always, good. They're better than good, and Bette doesn't say that

about many of the bands she sees. Bette sees kind of a lot of bands, because she goes to see the bands
she likes as often as she can, and they're usually playing with two or three other bands, and if she likes
one of those other bands she'll add them to her 'see often' list,and it just branches and branches and
branches off like that.

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

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

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

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

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

Lily's got the charisma and the voice, but it's the musicians who make Remember the Stars a cut



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

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

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

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



JAY

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

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

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

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

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

"Delightful," Jay repeats scornfully. "You can't think of a better word?"
"Monotone, maybe," Blake concedes. "A little inflection won't be the death of you."
"I think you're generating quite enough inflection for the both of us."
Blake's eyes narrow and Jay smirks. If he's about to get murdered by a bloodthirsty creature of the

night, at least he's going down getting in a few good jabs.
His phone buzzes in his pocket and he pulls it out, ignoring the way Blake's still watching him

unwaveringly. The message is from Michelle: u done w/ work yet?
y, he texts back, anything going on?
"Why don't you just telephone each other? Or don't those things come with that feature anymore?"
Jay rolls his eyes at Blake. "You're hilarious. Couldn't you at least pretend to be classy and

mysterious, just for a little while?" It's just Jay's luck to get eaten by the lamest vampire ever.
"Only if you'll wear a white nightgown and pretend to be a blushing virgin," Blake counters. Jay

sighs, his phone buzzing with Michelle's next message.
we r @ coffeshop nr natalies. usual people. u missd remembr the stars. meet us?
It vibrates again before he hits reply.
lily green hit on tommy.
That makes Jay laugh out loud, then shake his head in response to Blake's quizzical expression. "A

friend of mine. Someone in a band we like was hitting on him. Everyone hits on him. He's got magic
pheromones or something crazy like that."

"What about you? Do you hit on him?" Blake asks. Jay shrugs.
"Yeah. Sometimes. Oh, what, you're going to judge me for being slutty? You're planning to kill

me, what do you care about who I am?"
"You know, Jason, most people are significantly less blasé about their impending deaths than you

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

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



k. c u @ school.
Jay looks down at the message for a few long seconds, letting himself have a moment of regret

that he's never going to have a chance to hang with his friends again. Then he shoves his phone in his
pocket and says, "fuck it."

"Something wrong?"
"Maybe I'm not as blasé about dying as I thought I was. I know you don't care, but I was doing

pretty okay here. I've got a scholarship to my school. I bet there are a bunch of dumb kids that the
teachers would love for you to get rid of instead of me."

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

Jay blinks, surprised for the first time in a long time. "Really?"
"Or maybe I'm just saying that to give you a false sense of security," Blake says, holding his

gloved palms up as if weighing his options. "Perhaps I take especial pleasure in dashing hopes."
"As well as the especial pleasure you take in the sound of your own voice, you mean?"
Blake laughs, his head tipping back enough to expose a length of his own pale throat above the

crisp line of his collar. "Quite."
"So if you're not going to bite me, what's with the stalker routine?"
Blake smiles. Jay can't help but shiver at the sight of the sharp, sharp points of Blake's incisors.
"I don't remember saying anything about not biting you."
Suddenly Jay's shoulder blades are slammed against the brick side of the bus shelter, Blake's hands

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



BETTE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Nah." Bette points at her own neck. "This voice was built strictly for hardcore and screamo."
"You don't think it's lame I'm trying out, do you?" Rose asks.
"Of course I do. Everything you do is lame," Bette answers easily. "You couldn't be cool if you

died and they ground your body up and put you in the Icie Kola machine at the gas station store."
Rose makes a face. "You're fucking gross."
"Language, Rosemary," Mrs. Rush says, pushing the gym doors wide until they click steady in the

'open' position.
"Sorry, Mrs. Rush."
"It's good to see you here. I'm glad you're trying out," the teacher says warmly, walking over to

where they're hanging out. "Are you trying out too, Elizabeth?"
"Bette," Bette corrects automatically. "Nah, not me. Just here for immoral support."
"You can handle the CD player, then." Mrs. Rush points at the ancient boom box still over by the

gym doors. "Let's get everything ready before the others arrive."



JAY

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

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

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

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

Jason —

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

Your shirt was a ruin so you may keep mine. It has been washed, as have your jeans. I will never
understand the aversion teenagers have to laundry; you perplex and fascinate me in your strangeness.

The concierge has been handsomely tipped and all room costs are paid in full. There is orange
juice and a selection of sports drinks in the refrigerator, which will help with your headache. I
recommend you try to include as much red meat in your diet as possible for the next few days. I have
been told blueberries are also a help with the cravings, and have personally found tea a reliable
source of comfort and sustenance.

It was a pleasure to meet you.
Blake
 
There are five new messages on his phone, three from Michelle and two from Tommy, all asking

where he is and if he'll meet them after school at Michelle's even though he's not in class. The clock
on his phone display says it's one-oh-nine in the afternoon.

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



BETTE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I'll post the cast list outside the Drama staff room on in a few days," Mrs. Rush says after
everyone's had a turn. They're all filing out of the gym when Bette sees Jenna lean in close to Rose's
ear and say "You sounded like an oinking little pig up here, Rose. I felt so embarrassed for you. Stupid
fat bitches shouldn't be seen or heard if they can help it."

So Bette's got no choice to pull on Jenna's shiny blonde hair as hard as she can, and Jenna squeals
in pain and sounds way more like a pig than Rose ever could, so Bette's giggling as she darts away out
of sight and waits for Rose to catch up with her.

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

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

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



JAY

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

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

"He," Jay corrects. "Just a guy. You don't know him."
"Should've known." Michelle rolls her eyes. "Tom here's got custody of the heterosexuality at the

moment, after all. You two are like that Greek myth about the three women who have one eye they
pass back and forth between them. You've only got one straight between you."

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

"I'm at least ninety-four percent hetero, all the time," Tommy informs her. "Your theory's crap."
"You're ninety-four percent and Jay's about six percent. So you see? You've got one full het to

share between you."
Jay eats another avocado seaweed roll. "Please tell me you're flunking Math. There's no justice in

the world if you can get away with logic like that."
Michelle shrugs. "There isn't any justice in the world anyway." She grins. "Might as well make

that work in my favor."
They hang out until evening. Jay's not thrilled at the prospect of heading home to his still, silent

little apartment in the box-like complex of student accommodation. He's the only high schooler
amongst a whole lot of college students, but somehow he ends up feeling like an immature kid all the
time instead of the old-for-his-age feeling such a situation should, by all rights, inspire.

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

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

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

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

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

Blake's smile is small, but it looks genuine. "I didn't take you for an animal rights campaigner."
"I'm surprised you bothered to make any assumptions about me at all, considering we've only met

once."
"Indeed, but you were serving quail wrapped in bacon at the time, if I recall correctly. Hardly the

fare of a staunch defender of God's creatures."



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

Another smile quirks Blake's mouth for a moment before smoothing. "What a distressing threat.
But you needn't worry. I give you my word that it hadn't even occurred to me to, as you so charmingly
put it, eat a puppy."

There's enough amusement glimmering in Blake's dark eyes to prompt a searching look from Jay.
"...because you're buying a kitten, right?"

Blake's laugh is sharp and musical. "Quite."
"You're seriously buying a kitten, as a pet? I wouldn't have thought most coffins had room for a

litter tray."
"I'd like to think you already know me well enough to know better than that." Blake schools his

face into a look of hurt and disappointment. "Honestly, a coffin? How gauche."
"Feather beds all the way, then?"
"On the contrary. Innerspring mattresses are one of the small pleasures of modern luxury. Ah, yes,

hello." These last words are directed at the pet store assistant approaching them, bland customer-
service smile firmly in place on her face.

"Can I help you guys with anything?"
"I'd like to buy that tabby, please." Blake points to the tiny, gray-striped cat in the corner of the

case, who is currently attacking a toy mouse with playful, vicious determination.
"Great! I'll bring the forms out. Do you want to take her now?"
Blake nods. "Yes. I'll buy a carrier as well, and all the usual accouterments."
"Yeah, she's a lively one. Best to get a carrier," the shop girl agrees. Jay can practically see her

melting under the heat of Blake's charm. He wonders if she'll wake up tomorrow with a dark hickey
and fuzzy memories of the night before, and is surprised at himself for the flicker of jealousy the idea
stirs in him. By the time he's come back to himself, the girl's gone to the back of the store to fetch the
forms, and Blake is watching the romping kittens.

"So why the cat? Honestly."
Blake doesn't look away from the litter as he answers. "A gift to a dear friend. He's always had an

abundance of horses and dogs and songbirds, and I suspect he misses their company. Companions in
need of conversation can tire the best of us."

Jay wants to say that he doubts that Blake ever gets sick of the sound of his own voice, but thinks
better of it. "So why a kitten, not a puppy, if this friend is used to dogs?"

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

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

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

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

"They're sleek and elegant bringers of death," Blake insists.
"Do vampires chase balls of string? Enjoy cans of tuna as a special treat? Leap out from under

chairs to attack unsuspecting ankles?" asks Jay, doing his best to keep a straight face but losing the



battle. "It's okay, dude. I promise I won't think you any less intimidating just because you're buying
the tiniest, least intimidating pet I've ever seen in my life."

Blake sighs. "Nobody ever talked to me like this in Europe, you know."
"Yeah, but I bet I have cooler hair than some Romanian peasant or whatever."
Now it's Blake's turn to bite back a smirk. "I only spent time in Germany and then Italy, in fact. In

the last century, anyway. But they did indeed use much less hair gel, and whatever other... concoctions
are required to create such a remarkably trendy style."

"Like I said. Cooler."
"Come back with me." Blake's jovial tone remains, but the offer is obviously meant sincerely.

"You can help the cat get settled."
"Are you sure you don't want to offer me some candy while you're at it? I don't make a habit of

being lured into vampire dens by the promise of kittens."
"Almost everyone will be out, this early in the evening."
"Because," Jay specifies, "They're biting people and drinking their blood."
"Yes," Blake agrees, sounding like he's torn between being annoyed and entertained. "Because

they're doing that. Timothy and Alexander will be there, but probably nobody else. I suspect you'll like
them both."

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

 
~

 
The townhouse is one of the old, huge, stately brownstones that have been there since forever,

refined serenity blending into the architecture around it with a sort of care-worn dignity.
Jay remembers how many locks were on the vampire houses he knew, a lifetime ago, and so he's

unsurprised to see Blake enter a long and complex code of numbers into a steel keypad beside the
handle on the front door. The lock releases with an electronic beep and Blake opens the door,
gesturing to indicate that Jay may step inside first.

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

Blake steps beside him, glancing around. "Nobody home, just as I predicted. Most of the group
maintain quarters on this level. We're heading up." He nods to the staircase and begins to climb, the
handle of the cat carrier still held lightly from one palm. Jay follows, steadying himself against the
distinctive ivy-vine handrails that curl and twist along with the steps.

As they pass the second level of the house and continue up, Jay glances at the mostly-darkened
rooms. He can hear the gentle hum of a computer server somewhere out of sight.

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

"Alexander, Timothy and I share the rooms up here. We're the owners," Blake explains. "Here,
come on."

He opens one of the doors, leading Jay into a large and well-lit drawing room. There are more



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

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

"Alexander, this is Jason. Jason, this is Alexander. He's often distracted by shiny objects," Blake
explains.

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

"Well, yes, it's in very small pieces on the floor; few musical boxes do in such a state."
" — but I think I can fix it if I try," Alexander concludes, blithely ignoring Blake's interruption.

Jay decides that yes, Blake was right — he likes Alexander already.
Off to one side of the carefully spread cloth is a haphazard heap of papers, frail letters opened

many times and the water-pale colors of old photographs. The topmost paper, a carefully clipped and
gently yellowing newspaper article, has a smeared red-brown thumb print across its paragraphs.
There's a damp hand-towel beside the little heap, spotted with a few streaks and splotches of the same
gory shade.

It's easy enough for Jay to reconstruct how the scene would have played out: Alexander, returning
with his prize and sitting down with it on the floor. His hand reaching into the little black-lacquered
case to pull out the contents and toss them aside. The noticed thumb print left behind, and the
necessity of the hand towel to clean off any other blood traces on his hands. It wouldn't do to get the
cogs dirty, after all.

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

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

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

"Sure."
"Hm." The sound is noncommittal, like Alexander isn't sure yet that he's got the full measure of

Jay, but he returns his focus to the mechanics spread in front of him. "Blake, if you're planning to let a
kitten loose in here while I'm working, I hope you understand that things will end very badly for it and
for you."

Blake's smile is teasing. "I'm tempted to call you on that bluff."
"Then you'd quickly discover that it's not a bluff." Alexander's voice is bored and mildly irritated,

but Jay can see the ghost of a smile on his mouth.



"Kitten?" a new voice calls from another room. "Did I hear that right?"
Like Alexander and Blake, this third vampire is young and lovely. He looks as if he's in the last

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

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

"Is that safe for her?" Jay asks.
"Yeah," the vampire — Timothy — answers, "our blood doesn't hurt animals. Is she yours?"
"She's yours, actually," Blake says. Timothy looks up in surprise, then launches himself at Blake in

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

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

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

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

Timothy gives an agreeable nod. "Sure."
"For tonight, I think she can stay in your room," adds Alexander in a pointed voice, still tinkering

with the mechanism elements on his cloth. "Perhaps you could help Timothy get her settled, Jay?"
"This way, c'mon," Timothy says, picking up the cat carrier and tilting his head toward the door,

gesturing for Jay to follow.
Jay likes his first impressions of Timothy, perhaps even more than Alexander's bitchy cool. He

turns to Blake, wordlessly asking permission with a raised eyebrow. Blake nods, obviously rather
pleased at how easily Jay is coping with meeting a household's worth of eccentric vampires.

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

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

"What're you going to call her?" Jay asks, crouching beside Timothy as he opens the carrier door.



The kitten mewls, blinking at them with sleepy blue-grey eyes. Timothy gently lifts her and puts her
on the bedspread. She pounces on his hand as he moves away, and he laughs.

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

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

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

"I was being sarcastic," Jay says.
"I know. I do live with Alexander," Timothy says drolly. "Sarcasm is not lost of me. But it's still

the perfect name for a teeny tiny baby little kitten, yes it is." He kisses the newly-named Bikini Kill's
head gently.

"Blake gave me this whole spiel about cats being elegant predators, not teeny tiny baby little
kittens," says Jay, leaning against the wall with his arms folded. The view out this window is just as
impressive as the one in the other room. Jay doesn't even want to think about how much a house this
beautiful and well-situated must be worth. Vampires are greedy sensualists by their very nature, but
the level of luxury is still remarkable.

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

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

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

"Speak of the devil," Timothy says with a smile. "Come in. Blake, this is Bikini Kill."
Blake comes to stand beside Jay, reaching up to rest one bare palm against the back of Jay's neck

lightly. Jay shivers at the touch.
"I was just saying," Timothy goes on. "How I'm glad you didn't kill Jay."
Blake gives Jay an unreadable look for a long moment. "I believe I am, too," he says to Timothy.



BETTE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Killing animals as your food source is not vegetarianism," interrupts Bette. "It's, like, the exact
opposite of vegetarian. I don't go around consuming the blood of deer with my lentils and tofu, I'm
just saying."

"You totally do," says Rose. "You have blood lattes every day, don't even lie. Oh, shit, now I really
want a latte."

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

"Seriously, I need a coffee now or I'm gonna die. Let's go to the food court and get the late train."
Bette shrugs. "Okay."
"I'm out." Tommy shakes his head, still looking down at his phone. "Michelle's waiting for me and

Jay's got his phone off again, the asshole."
"See you at recess, then," Rose says, waving as they split off from Tommy's route to the station

and head into the air-conditioned din of the mall instead. There are already a ton of early-morning
shoppers around, browsing the stores as an excuse to escape the unseasonable warmth outside for a
few hours. The coffee shop is already open and half-full, and Bette has to admit it smells pretty
appetizing.

Rose gets a crazy double-white-chocolate-mocha-coconut Frappuccino with triple coffee and
whipped cream, and for a second Bette's torn between lamenting that it doesn't have a cherry on top
(it's totally the kind of drink that needs a cherry on top, and they should be wearing poodle skirts and
sweaters. Or, well, pedal pushers and a work shirt in Rose's case, probably. Bette used to want a pair of



saddle shoes so bad when she was a kid) or getting in Rose's face and giving her a lecture about eating
and drinking unhealthy crap all the time.

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

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

Rose's eyes narrow. "What the fuck?"
Bette's hands flail and she talks fast, trying to explain. "I just mean. You know. If you lost a little

weight they'd lay off and you'd stop feeling miserable."
"Jesus! Some fucking feminist you are!" Rose stands up, taking the stupid drink that started this

stupid conversation in the first place. "Victim-blaming is bullshit. Fuck you."
"Rose, don't be —" Bette starts, but Rose has already stormed off in a huff. Bette sighs, curling up

in the armchair, and sips her tea. It's too hot and burns her tongue, but she doesn't care. Time ticks
over past when the school day starts, but Bette doesn't give a shit. She hasn't ditched much this year;
one day won't hurt.

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

dont b a dbag. say sorry. she made me dtch w hr. shes cryng.
Bette rolls her eyes. Rose is always such a drama queen. It's not like Bette said anything really

offensive about her shitty drink, god.
FINE, she texts back, then tries calling Rose's phone. The call goes to voicemail, like always,

because Rose never charges her phone. Bette dials their home number instead.
"H'lo?" Tommy answers.
"It's me. Is she there?"
"I can't believe I have to play go-between in a chick fight between you two. Since when do you act

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

Rose ARE teenage girls.
"That was a rhetorical question; you know as well as I do that neither of you ever act like it. Not

normally, anyway. Now I'm in some crazy twilight zone where you're telling Rosie she's fat, like
you're both ordinary shallow jerks."

"I didn't say she was fat," Bette protests. "I said —"
"I don't care," Tommy cuts her off. "Fix it. This phone's a cordless that doesn't get reception in the

basement. Hang on while I get her."
Bette taps her fingers against the inside of her ankle, crossed over her knee, as she waits for Rose

to pick up the phone. "I'm sorry," she says before Rose can say anything, once the scuffled sounds of
the handset being picked up have come down the line. "I'm a bitch who doesn't know anything and I'm
sorry, let me make it up to you?"

Rose sniffs pathetically. "Do you really think I'm fat?"
"No. I was just in a totally shitty mood and I said shitty things and I didn't mean them and I'm

super, super sorry. Can I come over later?"
"I guess. I gotta go wash my face. I'm all snotty and puffy now."
"I'm sorry," Bette says again, but Rose has hung up. Bette swears at her phone and gets a dirty look



from the barista, so she leaves the coffee place and heads for the DVD store. Her conversation with
Tommy gave her an idea for an apology-present.

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

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

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

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

"I got you an apology present," Bette says, handing over the box set and forcing herself to smile.
"Oh, awesome. I've wanted this for ages," Rose says happily, waving her hand at the empty spot on

the couch beside her. "Come sit down. Tommy, is there any vodka left?"
Tommy gives Bette a brief look. "No," he tells Rose. Tommy hates it when Rose gets super-drunk

as much as Bette does.
Bette sits on the couch between them, leaning her cheek against Rose's shoulder and slipping an

arm around her waist. The alcohol smell is easy to ignore and Bette likes the way Rose feels against
her, warm and solid and soft.



JAY

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

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

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

Blake grins, unmoving. "Your heart-rate goes up when you're startled."
Jay grimaces, turning on the tap. "You have a one-track mind. And you show up in mirrors."
"I don't think the two facts are related." Blake steps in close behind Jay, reaching over to shut the

water off. "Let me. I'll help."
Blake guides Jay toward the shower, which is more than large enough to accommodate both of

them. All the proportions in Blake's house verge on the ridiculous; extravagance for extravagance's
sake.

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

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

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

"You're a curious boy, Jay."
Jay doesn't know how to answer that, so he lets Blake guide him under the spray of the shower.

The water soothes the worst of the soreness across his neck and shoulders and Jay sighs happily,
content to stand there with his eyes shut as Blake works shampoo through Jay's hair. It smells subtly
pleasant and unobtrusive, like Blake's cologne. Under the shower those scents recede, though, because
now it's like Jay can tell between artificial smells and the smell of Blake, and ignore the ugly chemical
ones completely, concentrating instead on the sharp, alluring smell of Blake's skin, so close to Jay as
Blake massages Jay's temples with gentle fingertips.

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

But what comes out in a whisper is "I feel so thirsty."
As soon as the words are in the air Jay realizes how wrenchingly, overwhelmingly true they are.

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



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

The thought makes Jay giggle and sway woozily. He reaches out one hand to rest against the tiled
wall of the shower but misjudges the distance and loses his balance. Blake steadies him, catching Jay
in a close half-hug to keep him standing. Blake reaches his free hand, the one not holding Jay, up to
move his own hair away from his own throat. Blake's touch is always so careful that it's only now that
Jay notices the cruel, predatory points on the nail of each finger.

Jay rests his forehead against Blake's shoulder. The water is still warm and constant on their skin.
"I don't want to become a vampire," Jay manages to murmur but oh, it's a lie, he doesn't care, he
doesn't care about anything except not being hollow anymore, not feeling this dark lost place inside
him yawn wider and wider.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Some people, you mean."
"Yes," Blake confirms.
Jay is really, really glad he doesn't have to look at Blake while they're having this conversation.

It's naked and intimate in a way even sharing the shower wasn't.
"Is my blood... does it feel like that? For you?" Jay asks. He thinks he might be blushing. He

wonders if Blake can tell.
Blake is quiet for another long pause.
"Yes," he answers.
"You didn't... you've never reacted like I did. I know you say you keep taking more than you mean

to, but I figure that's just a really lame excuse for you being greedy. You didn't go into a ridiculous
emotional seizure like me."



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

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

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

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

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



BETTE

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

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

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

"I'll be up in a second!" Rose hollers from the basement. "Tommy, is my book bag up there?"
"Yeah," Tommy yells back. "Is Mom's camera still down there? Can you bring it up?"
Tommy pours the DayGlo pink contents of the blender into a glass. "Raspberry and honey

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

overdose?"
Tommy shrugs and joins her at the table. "Never been a problem."
"What d'you want the camera for? I thought you bought some amazing shit-hot webcam thing after

Christmas. I don't know why you bothered, 'cause you and your friends are all too cool for conveying
emotions through facial muscles."

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

"I wanna see if those condom wrappers are still there in the garden next to the train station this
morning. They were there yesterday and I thought it would make a neat picture for the yearbook. The
search for connection and intimacy in suburbia and how fleeting and anonymous and sad it is."

"Or how modern teenagers have nothing better to do than photograph grody old condoms, and how
sad that is," Bette offers. "That's disgusting."

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

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

"She doesn't say," Tommy answers. "She's Tigerlily, though. That's the Indian Princess, right?"
"Cool." Rose pours herself a glass of juice. "Do I have time to make toast, Bette?"
"Not if you wanna avoid detention."
Rose grimaces. "Damn. Okay, let's go."
Tommy's phone bleeps again as they leave the house, and he laughs out loud at the message. "Holy

shit! Rosie, you're Peter Pan."
Rose's eyes go wide and she takes the cigarette she was lighting back out of her mouth. "For real?

Someone really dropped the ball on that one."
Bette punches her hard on the arm. "Shut the fuck up. There are enough douchebags in the world to

pull you down without you doing it yourself. You'll be great."
Rose makes a face. "Whatever. It's just a school play."
They stop near the train station so Tommy can take pictures of the litter on the nature strip.
"You know that film developing costs like a million dollars these days, right?" Bette asks, digging



around in her bag for her sunglasses. She loves the warm weather but hates how bright the sunshine in
the morning gets. Her sunglasses are this amazing pair of mirrored aviators she stole from a gas
station. They make her look like a total asshole and she loves them.

"I'll just do it in the dark room at school. Yearbook, remember?"
"You're seriously going to... you can't submit a picture of a bunch of condom trash to the yearbook,

Tommy."
He looks up from the viewfinder and gives her a puzzled glance. "Why not?"
"Schools have this whole... thing. I don't know." Bette frowns. "You just can't."
Rose makes a noise of agreement. "Yeah, they like to pretend that we don't know anything about

gnarly shit, like drugs and death and sex and stuff. I mean, we've still got the daylight rule in effect.
That shit is messed up."

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

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

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

"Jack the Ripper was in Victorian London, right?" Tommy asks. Rose nods.
"Yeah. That guy was seriously, seriously fucked up. He cut those women's eyes and uteruses out."
"Can we not talk about sick shit all the time?" Bette snaps, feeling grossed out. She's got a pretty

strong stomach, most of the time — she loves horror movies about gory stuff, anyway — but for some
reason the Jack the Ripper story always sends shivers of disgust and fear through her. Those women
had been prostitutes, selling their bodies just to stay alive and fed. Bette feels like there's something
horrifying and sad about someone taking those lives and then violating their bodies as well, like they
didn't even get to keep one or the other as their own.

When they get to school they check the Peter Pan list and sure enough Rose's name is there on the
top line beside the title role. Jenna Chamberlain got Wendy, which kinda takes the shine off Rose's
victory since she'll have to hang around with Queen Bitch.

"I'm sure I got Tigerlily because everyone else who tried out is white," Michelle remarks, joining
them beside the list. "Which is funny, in a shitty way."

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

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

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



JAY

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Hi." He waves back. "How're you?"
She makes a face. "My dad's getting on me and Ashley's case about something, as usual. I think it's

grades this time. Like he actually gives a shit how we do in school. He only cares where we're going at
all because the lady who runs his company went there too and he thinks it'll give him suck-up points."

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

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

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

"Super-cute," he agrees. She drops the shoe on the floor and raises her eyebrows.
"Are you mocking me? Because I can crush you like a bug, you know."
Jay smiles. "No mocking, I swear. I mean that sincerely. Those are the absolute definition of a

super-cute shoe. Look 'super-cute' up online and they'll be the first hit."



Jenna gives a long sigh through her nostrils and shakes her head. "You're a bitch, Jason."
"I guess like attracts like," Jay counters, leaving his voice in the flat tone it naturally tends to.

Jenna grins wolfishly.
"Yeah, that's me. Maybe that's what I should put down on my career day forms. I want to be a

professional bitch when I leave school."
"Well, you already are a model," Jay points out. Jenna shakes her head dismissively.
"You'd be surprised. Lots of girls I meet at shoots are all —" Jenna makes her voice sound hollow

and perky and more than a little manic. "Rainbows! Candy! And unicorns! And oh, isn't this fun! It's
completely nauseating. Like, it's a fucking job, guys, get over it. We don't have sugar daddies and per
diem allowances yet, quit acting like you're a socialite already."

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jay thinks he might just be in love. "Marry me?"
Jenna laughs a little, her shoulders relaxing from their confrontational posture. "You couldn't

afford me, not on what you make serving canapés. Oh! That reminds me. Olivia Martram said she saw
you and some guy making out at a bus shelter after the party was over. Is she for real?"

"Yeah," Jay nods, relieved that it had looked like making out. Blake's probably had a lot of
practice in making people see what he wants them to see.

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

"You're destroying my ego," Jay retorts flatly. "Can't you be at least a little jealous?"
Jenna's smile is sharp as a shark's. "Destroying egos is what I do best, young one."
Jay is almost sure that he's in love.



BETTE

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

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

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

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

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

"Whoops!" Bette says with a grin, scooping their stuff up in the towels and making a run back
towards the road. She can hear Rose running behind her, but as they reach the place where the trees
begin to thin and there's more trash than grass on the pebbled ground, there's a scuffle and a muffled
yelp behind Bette, and then a hissing noise that makes Bette's face and hands go cold in an instant bolt
of primal dread.

She drops the towels and turns, because even though her brain's going RUN, RUN, RUN, she can't
leave Rose in the clutches of whatever's got her.

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

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

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

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



blade and ivory handle.
Acting on reflex, Bette raises her arms to shield her face and neck, and when the razor cuts into her

palm the only thing she lets herself think is that at least the cut isn't too deep; it won't stop her being
able to play musical instruments.

In the few seconds the whole fight has taken, other vampires have appeared around them, some
white-haired and some with more natural shades, all feral-eyed and terrifying and stinking of garbage
and dried gore.

Two have grabbed Rose again, wrenching her out of Bette's grip, and another has pounced on
Bette's back and she stumbles, falling to her knees as she feels the snap of teeth closing on her neck.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Rose is still back there, she —"
"Lily and Anna'll bring her back with them," Will assures her. Bette never would have pegged him

for being so good at staying chill in a crisis.
Then again, it's not like she's spent a lot of time wondering which local bands are secretly vampire

hunters, either.
Bette sits and tries to breathe, and she feels like she's going to cry but instead she just swallows

and shivers and lets Will wrap a bandage around the slice in her skin. She doesn't realize that she's
closed her eyes until she hears more people approaching and has to open them again to look.

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

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

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



"But he did," Will placates quietly. "Don't borrow trouble."
Lily snorts, but climbs into the front seat of the car without saying anything else.
As they drive off, Bette's hand is stinging like fire and her throat is a second hot ache, duller and

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

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

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

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

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

"Don't do that," Lily says, her voice firm but not angry.
"I was just —" Bette starts, and then she looks at Rose again. "I was about to drink her blood.

Fuck."
"It's all right," Will says, cutting her off before she can become hysteric, his eyes still on the road

as he drives. "You're not turning into one of them. You've been infected by a parasite that gets
stronger if it's fed blood, but you aren't a vampire. Try to breathe and stay calm, we'll be there soon."

"You didn't say you were bitten." Anna sounds accusatory. Bette pulls the collar of her T-shirt
aside obligingly.

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

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

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

Anna's voice is matter-of-fact and resigned. "No. There's only us."
Nobody says anything after that until they arrive at a nondescript warehouse out in one of the

industrial suburbs. The windows are boarded over and there's a scatter of graffiti on the worn brick
walls, and it looks like a perfectly ordinary, slightly run-down storage space from the outside.

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

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

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

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



"Did I get bitten, too?"
Bette shakes her head. "One of them had a razor, and you got cut a little bit. You fainted, you

sissy."
"Oh." Rose frowns at the blood on her fingers, looking thoughtful. "Tommy said that was gonna

happen if I kept skipping meals all the time."
Bette stares at her for a few seconds, then punches her hard on the shoulder. "You jerk! Is this

because of that stupid thing with your stupid coffee drink? We nearly got eaten by vampires because
you're crash dieting. I am seriously going to smack you."

"Ow." Rose rubs her shoulder, glaring. "Bitch."
"Fuckhead."
"Care to join us, ladies?" Lily asks, standing in the open doorframe of the warehouse. "Or are you

going to sit out here and pull each other's pigtails all evening?"
The inside of the warehouse is clean and spare and shadowed, set up into loosely defined areas —

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"She's bitten, too," Lily tells him. "Do we have any good tea left?"
"A little. I'll put the kettle on after. Will you be okay with waiting?"
This question, too, is directed at Bette, and she wants to say no, no way. She feels thirstier than she

has ever felt in her entire damn life. But she just nods again. "I guess," she repeats. "Yeah."
"What're your names?" Will asks them.
"Bette," says Bette.
"Rose. I think you know my brother Tommy. He hangs out with Jason and Michelle?" Rose says.

She still sounds pretty spacey, and Bette almost feels bad for punching her. Not really, though,
because skipping meals is totally stupid and Bette's still kind of mad at Rose for that.

"Yeah, yeah, I know Tommy," Lily says, mouth quirking wickedly. "Nice kid."
Russ gives a cough which sounds suspiciously like the word 'jailbait' and Bette, despite everything,



can't help giggling. Rose smiles too.
"The fact you've been bitten means Will is probably going to try to poke and prod you as much as

you'll let him," Lily warns Bette. "If he touches you in your bathing suit area, don't be afraid to stick
him with a switchblade, all right?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bette makes a grabby-hands gesture with her fingers, curling them greedily. "No way. I'm a
vegetarian. Black pudding is a scab disguised as food. Gimme your experiments, please. I will so
totally be your test rabbit for this. Your own personal feral child."

"I warn you, some of the mixes have been pretty foul-tasting. Last time Russ had to try one, he
told me it was more disgusting than those don't-bite-your-nails varnishes."

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

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

"Tannins," Bette says promptly, then ducks her head. "Sorry. Science geek."
"You are? That's excellent. You can help me solve the mystery, as well as being my lab monkey."

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

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

Will nods. "That's what I was thinking. But I haven't tried apples yet, because the results don't



seem to show any trends, any sign that it actually is proanthocyanidin. Or, if it is, that's not the only
element we need, if we want to make something that removes the need for blood completely."

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

"Fantastic. That's a brilliant idea."
"What about holy water?" Rose asks, head tilted to one side as Russ tapes butterfly bandages over

the cut to keep it closed. "That's in a lot of stories too. Does it work?"
Will makes a face. "Anna wipes her weapons down with it before hunts. I don't believe it works at

all, but she says she notices a difference. She uses a mixture of Sikh amrit, Buddhist dutsi, and Islamic
zamzam, as well as Christian holy water. She says vampires draw life from blood, why can't we from
water? Some hunters I've heard of even clean bites with it."

"I prefer to use things that actually work, personally," Russ puts in dryly.
"I feel like it's a disservice to all the people who've been killed by these monsters to treat the

whole thing like it's some mystical magical game," Will goes on. "Rather than a real danger in need of
real weapons and medicines."

"Got it." Bette nods. "This isn't a game."



JAY

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

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

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

"Wow, you look cheerful."
"I hate carrot sticks," she answers, sighing. "We're going to another stupid party tonight because

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

"So you chose a food you have a particular hatred for. You're even smarter than you look."
Jenna rolls her eyes and pops the last of the carrot stick into her mouth. "You're such an asshole."
"I hear you got the lead in the school musical. Congrats."
Jenna shrugs, but Jay thinks she might be trying to hold a smile in. "It's not really the lead. That

stupid bitch sister of your friend Tommy got Peter Pan. I'm just Wendy. That's going to look pretty
pathetic in all my unauthorized biographies, isn't it? That I could only get second place in the school
play?"

"I'm not sure it's exactly like that," Jay says, but since he sort of sees her point he doesn't push the
issue. "Tommy's sister is okay. I don't really know her, but I don't think she's a bitch. Just kind of
weird."

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

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

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

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

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

Apparently Jay has a romantic weakness for evil masterminds.
"Jeeennnnnnnnnn!" A loud, petulant voice calls from somewhere behind Jenna. She turns away



from the camera and yells "What?" in reply.
"We have to go! Mom says hurry up!"
Jenna turns back to Jay and gives a rueful smile. "Looks like our secret rendezvous is being cut

short. I'll talk to you again soon, okay?"
"Have a good time," Jay replies.
"That'd be more likely if you were gonna be there," Jenna mutters. "See you round."
The window with her webcam feed in it closes itself, and Jay shuts his laptop screen.



BETTE

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

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

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

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

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

Rose deflates a little, frowning. "I've never dyed my hair before. Aren't you surprised?"
"I figured you probably didn't want the peroxide for drinking," Bette points out reasonably. "Your

hair's nice, anyway. Why mess with it?"
Rose pushes a hand back through it, guiding the snarls away from her forehead. "I kept... it's too

dark when it's wet. I feel like... it... it looks like there's still blood in it."
"Oh." Bette blinks. "Uh. Um, okay. Right. Want to do this in the bathroom down here, or upstairs?

Does Tommy know?"
Rose's eyes go laughably wide. "No, no! Don't tell him. I don't want to risk him asking why."
"He's gonna notice if you bleach your fucking hair, you know," Bette says. "And wait, you're not

telling him?"
"I'm not gonna tell my brother that I nearly got killed by a creature of the night!" Rose looks

aghast at the idea.
"It's not protecting him if you don't," Bette says, trying to keep her voice soft and sympathetic so

she doesn't sound like she's giving a lecture. "He lives here same as us, and there might not be a bunch
of super badass monster killers around next time he's out walking late, you know."

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

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

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

"Lather it up with conditioner," Bette advises. "It'll untangle easier."
"I don't use conditioner."
"Seriously?" Bette snorts a laugh. "You are the worst girl ever, you know."



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

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

 
~

 
An hour of lathering, rinsing, scrubbing and combing later, Bette appraises the result tentatively.
"It looks... not awful, exactly?"
Rose switches off the hair drier. "What?"
"I said, it doesn't look too awful," Bette repeats, spinning around on the desk chair and breathing

out a plume of smoke. The dawn chorus of neighborhood birds has started up outside, but there's no
morning light visible yet through the basement window.

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

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



JAY

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

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

Jay shrugs again. "Sure, okay."
It turns out that it's actually really, really fun being in a band. They don't do much in the way of

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

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

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

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

Jay's never played music with anyone else before, not outside a classroom context. It's actually
more like sex than he expected it to be — he'd always thought statements to that effect were probably
just douchey rockstars being douchey rockstars, but it really does have that same joyful, collaborative
sense to it. He likes it. Jay can't remember the last time he liked something that was relatively simple
and uncomplicated.

After evening falls, Jay makes his way back to the townhouse. Every time he visits, it feels less
like a decision and more like an inevitability. Not a compulsion, exactly. He doesn't think they're
mind-controlling him into hanging out there or anything. But maybe a bit like an addiction.

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

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

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

"I feel like Bikini Kill," Jay says after a long time of quiet, stretching his legs and shifting a little



so Blake's hand rests lower on the nape of his neck.
"I can assure you, Jason, I'm not in the habit of keeping pet humans," Blake teases lightly, closing

his book and putting it to one side. His thumb brushes back and forth over the thin skin behind Jay's
ear. If Jay could purr, he'd be purring now, but he settles for smiling and opening his eyes a little.

"Not a pet. Just... something warm and living that you like, even if you won't admit it."
"Hm," Blake says as Jay's eyes slip closed again, and Jay smiles because he recognizes the sound.

Blake makes that sound when he's amused. "I keep telling you, I chose Bikini Kill for Timothy
because cats are elegant predators. You're mistaken if you think I have the time or inclination to open
my house up to fuzzy kittens and large-eyed waifs because of some sort of inner softness."

Jay snorts, rolling onto his back and opening his eyes. Blake's fingertips ghost over Jay's
cheekbone, the length of his nose, his lips. There's an ink-stain, from a fountain pen, on one pale
knuckle.

The nails are bitten to the quick.
"Nervous habit?" Jay asks, raising his eyebrows.
"Oral fixation," replies Blake, covering Jay's eyes with his palm.
"People are more dangerous than cats," Jay reminds him quietly. "I'm no kitten."
"But you have ridiculously big eyes, my dear, and are unarguably waifish." Blake's hand leaves

Jay's eyes and moves down to the dip below his Adam's apple, where Jay's skin falls and rises with
each inhale and exhale. "Your pulse is speeding up."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



Jay stares at Blake, feeling nauseated. "How come you didn't kill him when you saw him do that?"
Blake shrugs. "I wasn't hungry. Would you like me to kill him now?"
Jay crosses his arms over his chest and fixes his gaze on their feet. "I guess," he mumbles. "Better

than if you killed someone who didn't deserve it, isn't it?"
Surprisingly, Blake laughs delightedly, kissing Jay on the cheek. "You are so terribly young, my

darling boy. Or perhaps I mean youthfully terrible. Nobody manages instinctive righteousness quite so
well as a teenager."

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

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

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

"He did the same thing to Timothy," Alexander tells Jay. Jay glances over at Timothy for
confirmation of the words, but Timothy is studiously ignoring them both, eyes fixed on the screen.

"It's one of his games," Alexander goes on. "Don't think anything more about it." He leaves the
room before Jay can reply, and Timothy begins another match.

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

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

"Did you kill him?"
"Yes."
Jay is quiet for a while. He doesn't care what Blake thinks of that. Eventually, his thoughts are

ordered enough that he can voice them.
"I remember him, a couple of months ago at school. It's a weird thing to remember, but I

remember that he had this amazing new camera that his dad had brought him back from a business
trip. It was way too good for a kid to have, really, and absolutely too good for anyone to bring to
school. But there he is, showing it off, bragging about what a hotshot his dad is."

Jay pauses, arching a little into the light touch of Blake's hand against his hair.
"Then as he's walking to class," Jay goes on. "The strap around his wrist, the camera strap, it broke

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

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

"A cruel universe is less frightening to think about than an uncaring one, for somebody your age.
At least cruelty has a kind of malicious meaning to it. Melodrama and theatricality can be great
comforts — I'm sure it hasn't escaped your judgmental eye that I like to exist with all the



metaphorical volumes turned up as loudly as they will go. Tragedy wants to be beautiful in ways
depression never dreamed of.

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

"Not that you've got an ego or anything," Jay cuts in, grinning in the dark.
"Hush." Blake stops stroking Jay's hair for a moment, then begins again. "A death like that's a

tragedy made for the stage or a dime-store novel, isn't it? It has a dark romanticism; the listener
thrills. The mundane heartbreaks of an ordinary life, those small disappointments, are devoid of that
terrible beauty. People can more easily convince themselves that an inexplicable horror has some kind
of greater meaning than they can when it comes to an everyday woe."

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

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

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

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

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



BETTE

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

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

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

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

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

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

"So that's it?" Bette's question is incredulous. "What about the dreams you had for yourselves?"
"What's that line in Lord of the Rings, about how sometimes to keep something important

protected, some people have to give up the things that are important to them? It's like that," says Lily.
Rose snorts.
"My brother and I are named after characters from that. I'm after a hobbit, the one who has a

million kids with Sam at the end. Tommy's named after the dude who sings the evil willow tree to
sleep when it captures Merry and Pippin."

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

"Whatever," Rose says, but there's a small pleased blush on her cheeks.
"When I was a kid," says Lily. "I was always trying to convince my mom to let me change my

name to Lara, like Superman's mother. I was totally obsessed with Superman's origin story. I don't
know why. I read every variation and retelling of it I could."

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

"Okay, two reasons," Lily counters, holding her hand up with two fingers extended. "One, origin
stories are, arguably — and note that I said arguably, because I don't actually agree with this reason
personally, but it's still worth saying — the most important story that you can tell about a character.
How they became who they are. I mean, think about it. When you're getting to know someone, what's
the thing the two of you are gonna reveal to each other as you get more comfortable with each other?



You're gonna talk about your childhood, and the experiences that are most important for them to know
about you in order for them to get you, aren't you? So that's one reason. Reason two is because the
origin story is like, I don't know, the overture in a musical score. It introduces you to the themes that
are going to show up later in variations, right? Like, okay, when you're reading a Batman comic, and
Batman's at the circus and he sees two acrobats die, and the only survivor is the acrobats' son, and
Batman adopts that kid... that story means, like, way more if you know that Batman was the only
survivor when his own parents died, doesn't it?"

Rose makes a face. "I guess. Maybe."
"That's why you get actors all saying that they only auditioned for some part because their friend

was trying out. Because that's a killer origin story. Origin stories can make or break a myth, Rose."
Bette catches Will's eye and shares a smile with him. It's nice to know that even people in

excellent bands are sometimes total weirdo geeks, too.
 

~
 
In the afternoon, Bette helps Will record their findings from that morning — the mixtures that

didn't work, and the one that seems to have held off the crappy hungry feeling Bette's had ever since
she got bitten, the one that notices every scratch and scrape on the skin of the people around her all the
time and wants to taste.

"If getting bitten doesn't make someone a vampire, what does?" she asks as they work.
"It's a combination of factors," Will replies, packing away ingredients and extracts methodically as

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

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

"Even having a strong case of it isn't enough to make someone a vampire. Some hunters have
recorded details of cases they've seen where a bite victim was drinking several pints a day, and with
careful detox they wound up perfectly healthy in the end.

"But if you've got a strong infection — one that's been fed enough blood to make it really
tenacious — and you die, it... reanimates you, I guess. We don't know how long that takes, but records
indicate it's an hour or two at most. Nothing like the three days most lore suggests.

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

Bette absorbs the new information. "So if I — and there's no way I'm gonna go this, so don't worry
or anything — if I ate a bunch of blood sausage for lunch and then I got hit by a car in the afternoon,



I'd... come back?"
Will nods. "Maybe. Not if you were on the very last day of your infection being present, I think.

But the day after you were bitten, probably. That's why it's so important that you have the barest,
barest minimum of blood product in your food while you're recovering from the attack. Anything
more, and the chance increases that you'll come back a vampire."

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

Will nods. "Yes. Keep an eye on your metabolism."
"The vampires have fangs, right?" Bette asks. "I mean, I didn't get a good look, but it looked like

they had little fangs. But people don't have fangs. What happens?"
"Yep." Will nods. "They have fangs. When people have become vampires, the hunters who

checked over the scene later found eye teeth. It appears that your two upper canine incisors fall out as
the infection begins to reanimate you. The new ones grow in before you wake up."

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

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



JAY

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

"Yes. Quite a lucky find, really. The girl I took it from wasn't especially remarkable otherwise."
The new trinket, waiting for dissection and reassembly, is a tiny gold locket set with diamonds and

a miniature watch. Jay looks at it for a beat, trying to work out why something so random would look
so familiar. Then he recognizes it.

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

Words start tumbling out of Jay, then, as if anything he says will matter.
"She... she was funny. And mean. And she wanted to be a famous singer but her voice was pretty

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

Alexander sighs. "I don't care who she was, Jason."
"I know," Jay snaps. "But I do, so don't be a dick." He grabs the diamond locket up off the velvet

cloth. "I'm giving this back to her sister."
"That's worth a lot of money," Alexander reminds him, tone cold.
"It's worth more to Ashley," Jay answers, and lets the door slam behind him as he leaves.
 

~
 
He catches the bus to the hospital, grateful for the mayhem and waiting of the emergency

department. There's a couple of headache tablets still in the blister pack in his pocket, and Jay pops
them out of their foil and into his palm. Holding them in the curl of his hand, he goes up to the
reception desk.

"I was told I could get a Ziploc baggie here, to put these in? I'm supposed to split the dose up," he
says, giving a friendly smile, holding out his hand with the pills in it. The nurse on duty hands a
baggie over, smiling back, and Jay slips the pills into the bag. "Could I get an admissions form, too?
Thanks."

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

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

"If you're looking for the Chamberlains, my parents are in there," she says, pointing at the wide
double-door which segments the hallway to the right of the elevators. Her voice is dull and slow, and



she doesn't look up at Jay. "I've never seen a dead body before. She looks like a fucking photograph."
"I'm from property collection upstairs," Jay says in the soft, impersonal voice doctors and nurses

use with the bereaved. "Can you sign for this?"
Ashley glances at the locket clipped to the re-purposed form, then gives a nod. She scrawls her

name across the signature line of the form, not really seeing it, and takes the baggie when Jay hands it
to her. Jay straightens, takes the clipboard back, and goes back to the elevators.

As he steps inside and presses the button for the ground level, he looks back at her one last time.
She has her head bent forward, red hair a curtain obscuring her face as she clips the necklace around
her throat.

Jay leaves the clipboard on the floor by the main doorway, and throws the crumpled signature
form in the trash can near the bus stop. It isn't even midnight yet.



BETTE

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

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

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

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

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

"We have a front door right there, you know," Rose and Tommy's mom says, flicking channels
with the remote.

"Didn't want to make you get up," Bette replies. Rose and Tommy's mom rolls her eyes.
"You kids, you're gonna be the death of me, I know it more every day. How've you been, kiddo?"
"All right. Rose and Tom downstairs?"
Rose and Tommy's mom nods, taking another sip of her drink. "Rosie's working on a new painting.

See if you can get them to decide on what they want for dinner, huh? They just shrug or say 'dunno'
when I ask them. I don't know how any of you manage to pass English with vocabularies like that, I
swear. All you ever say is 'dunno'."

"But it expresses everything we want to say so eloquently," Bette replies, grinning. "I'll ask 'em."
Down in the basement, Rose is doing planning sketches for a painting, and refuses to let Bette see.
"No, no. This one's not ready to share yet. You know how I get about that. But, oh! I know what

you can look at!" Rose pulls a loose sheet out of the cardboard pocket on the inside of the sketchbook
cover. "I've been scribbling down lyrics ideas, and so's Tommy. Give it a shot, and then pass it along
to Jay after you're done I guess."

Bette nods. "Okay. I'm pretty shitty at poetry, though. Just warning you."
Rose rolls her eyes. "It's not poetry, it's lyrics. Half the most important songs of the last century



had totally dumbass lyrics anyway. It's not make or break for our future careers."
"Yeah, I guess," Bette says, sighing. Rose pokes at her thigh with the tip of one sneaker.
"What's up?"
"It's dumb. Don't worry."
"I am the master at dumb problems. Spill."
Bette shrugs, curling up against the sofa-end of the folded out bed and hugging her knees. "You

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

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

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

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

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

Bette does mind. Right now she minds everything. Everything in the whole world is wrong.
She shakes her head. "No, that's fine."
 

~
 
And so Bette, without Rose, watches her first vampire hunt from a rooftop in the Fulton River

District. She feels like a character in a superhero comic. She's doing her best not to think about how
poorly young women usually fare in superhero comics.

Will has his phone, and a travel-sized first aid kit, and two hand-held Tasers — with some
modifications obvious on their small black handles, in the cracking arcs of electricity which whip in
wide arcs when he flicks them on to test. He has a pistol, too, a little snub-nosed gang piece which
Bette is more than a little awed by.

"I hate it," Will says, shoving it back in his pocket. "I only agreed to carry it because I wanted Lily
to have one, and she demanded I get one as well. So don't get all fetishy, okay? It's a gross, messy,
violent tool I use for gross, messy, violent jobs."

"You forgot stylish," Bette replies lightly, smiling. Will glares.
"You're such a teenager."
"Yeah, well, you're such a vigilante."
The insult makes Will snort, amused. "Yeah, whatever." He pulls his phone out, punches a few

buttons, and holds it to his ear. "Let's do a roach trap, 'kay? No, let Anna, your ankle's still weak
after... don't whine, it makes you sound like a brat."



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

"Little late for that," Bette points out. "I'm not, since you're obviously so concerned."
She leans over the cement rail bordering the roof, down at the narrow space of fire escapes and

garbage and hubcaps and grime. Lily and Anna come into view from the wider road at one end, the
other exit blocked off by the high wall of a canning factory.

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

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

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

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

Will snorts. "More like Jets and Sharks." He hits her on the arm, points down, and says "Show
time."

Anna's got one arm, bare to the elbow, held out over the air beside the fire escape. Across the pale
of her skin, on the outside of her forearm, is a long shallow cut.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"They burn fast," Will explains.



JAY

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

please write back.
The letter's already a day old. Timothy hasn't written again.
Jay sighs and scrubs his face with his hands. He doesn't know what to do. He doesn't know what to

say. He clicks 'reply' and puts his fingers to the keys, letting impulse guide him in his response.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"You're out early. It's barely dark yet."
"Timothy is demonstrating a heretofore undiscovered talent for extreme moping. It's a great

motivator for quick exits," Blake replies. Jay sighs, feeling guilty.
"I didn't mean to hurt anyone. I just needed a I just want to do ordinary things for a little while.

Like, buy some clothes or hang out in a food court and watch people, or put on a DVD and lie around
on the couch," Jay says helplessly. "I know that shit probably all sounds completely tedious and stupid
to you, but it's what I'm used to. Sometimes I like to remind myself of my predictable, boring life."

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

Jay shakes his head. "It doesn't matter what you believe. The fact remains that I need a normal
night tonight I want to spend it with you," he says, realizing it's the truth. He misses having Blake near
him. "But I need to feel like a person. Doing person things. Do you understand?"

Jay knows this is a hopeless request, but that doesn't stop him wanting it. He hates the idea that to
love Blake he'll have to give up all the rest.

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

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

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

Jay does compromise a little in the end, just enough to let Blake buy him three well-cut white
shirts off the rack at a high-end menswear store. Jay takes heart in the fact that it's not like he'll be the



only student at school wearing couture as part of the uniform. He's always thought spending that much
money on a few bits of clothes is stupid, but it's not his credit card doing the spending, and Blake
seems pleased that Jay is letting him take control.

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

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

"Let's see if we can manage a night out before we make any longer-term plans, ok?" he says.
"Come on, I want a Frappuccino."

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

It's really nice.
That is, until a heavily pregnant woman with soft red hair and a scattering of peach-colored

freckles on her face walks past, and Blake gets this look on his face that Jay knows far too well.
Jay scowls down into his drink, stirring the icy liquid with his straw and scowling. "Could you

not?"
Blake gives him a look of wide-eyed innocence. "What?"
"Look at people like you're daydreaming about what their insides taste like. It's..." Jay shakes his

head, putting his drink down on the table between them. "I don't know if I can do this. I feel like I've
gotta pick either you and Timothy and Alexander, or being a part of this." He waves his hand, hoping
the gesture adequately encompasses the coffee shop, the street, the city, the human race, the way he
means it to. "I. I just can't. I can't be one of you, and I can't be in the middle anymore. I'm sorry."

"Jason —" Blake protests, but Jay doesn't turn around as he walks toward the door, and Blake
doesn't try to stop him.

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

"No, that's —" Linda cries out softly, knuckles clenched white in the loose fabric of her shirt.
"Okay. Yeah. Okay." She hands over her phone.

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

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

At the emergency room they wheel Linda away before Jay gets a chance to say anything to her. He
sits out in the waiting area on a wholly uncomfortable chair, her phone still held in his hand. He
redials the last number in her call list.

"You've reached Linda and Paul. We can't come to the phone right now, but if you leave your name
and number we'll call you back. Here comes the tone!"

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

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

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

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

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

"I came in the ambulance with Linda," Jay says, handing Paul her phone.
"Thank you for staying," Paul says, sounding amazed that Jay has spent three hours in an

emergency room waiting area for someone he doesn't know. Jay shakes his head.
"Nobody should have to be alone at a hospital," he explains.



Then it's two of them, sitting and waiting. Eventually, the nurse returns, a smile on his face.
"Mother and baby are both resting comfortably. I can take you through now if you want."
Paul's eyes go wide. "Um. Yes. Right, right. That would be fantastic. Yes."
The nurse and Jay exchange a momentary grin at Paul's flustered babbling. "Are you family as

well?" The nurse asks Jay.
"You should come," Paul nods. "Come on."
Which is how Jay ends up in a private hospital room, an exhausted-looking Linda sitting up in bed

with a tiny bundle in her arms. There's a vacant clear-plastic crib next to the bed. The best word Jay
can think of for the expression on her face is beatific, as she looks down at her child and then up at
Paul. It makes Jay feel almost immeasurably sad and alone, but he doesn't want to ever look away.

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

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

"Jay."
"Yeah, it's me. Can you come pick me up? I'm at the hospital. There's nothing wrong with me," Jay

says, even though that's a lie. There's something terribly, horribly wrong with him.
"Of course," Blake says. Jay ends the call and crosses his arms over his chest. It's still very warm

out, despite the late hour, but he's almost shivering.
The elegant, almost predatory-looking black Maybach that pulls up beside him a little while later

is pretty much exactly the sort of car Jay expects the inhabitants of the townhouse to have access to.
Alexander is behind the wheel, wearing a pair of driving gloves made of soft-looking calfskin. Blake
is in the back, and Jay slides in next to him.

"I should have known you wouldn't be driving," Jay observes as they slip back onto the road.
"On the contrary, I enjoy driving very much," Blake replies.
"He's not allowed," explains Alexander, meeting Jay's eyes in the rearview mirror. "Even he can't

charm his way out of that volume of traffic tickets."
Jay smirks. Blake is looking at him with an expression that, on anyone else, Jay would call

worried. He doesn't know what it means on Blake's face.
At the townhouse, Jay walks through the ground floor to the staircase and then up to the top level

without pause. He's never felt less like interacting with strange vampires, and a number of members of
the gang whom he's never met before are at home tonight.

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I don't know how she did it. They'd had their system in place for years. For a nine-year-old to get



away, with a five-year-old in tow, must have been the luckiest combination of cleverness and chance. I
wish I could remember. It deserves to be remembered, however it happened.

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

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

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

"We were at the hospital for a day. When the doctor told us that our foster father had called, we
were terrified. We thought that they had found us. Liam came in and Sofie screamed. She'd been bitten
enough to be able to smell vampires. I hadn't. I couldn't tell. I can tell better now. I don't even need the
smell. It's not hard to tell if you know what to look for. I know what to look for.

"Sofie screamed so loudly. I'd never heard her make a noise that loud. She cowered in the corner
and kicked and fought when he tried to get near. The doctor offered to sedate her. He had a
hypodermic. I saw it in his hand and I wet my pants. I was only five, remember.

"Liam told the doctor no. He asked the doctor to leave us alone. We didn't know it then, how he
had heard about us escaping and already had all the papers he needed.

Liam had learned forgery many years before. It was the most useful skill he'd ever gained. That's
what he always used to say. The mechanics had changed from being able to mimic handwriting to
graphics manipulation but the basics were the same. The important details. That's what he always used
to say.

"We found that out later. Found out that the fostering documentation he'd made said that we were
prone to freaking out like that. It was all exactly what he needed for the doctor to trust him. He was an
excellent forger. The doctor left us alone with him.

"Sofie kicked and screamed. I was too afraid to move. I was sure that Liam was one of them. They
would kill us for sure. Liam crouched on the floor in front of her and held her arms still. She was
small for her age, and ate very little. She'd had a lot of bites already. It would not have taken much to
restrain her thrashing. For Liam it was no effort at all.

"Sofie collapsed into sobs. She'd given up. She knew she couldn't fight him. She'd tried to get away
but they had caught her. She was going to die anyway. Her crying was so small. So defeated. Her hair
was pale and lank around her face.

"Liam held her arms still carefully. So carefully. He looked at her and said 'I promise I will never
hurt you'. His voice was steady. Then he let her arms go and stood up. He waited for her to get up. He
could have lifted her but he didn't. He waited.

"Liam looked like he was thirty-five or forty. Most vampires look younger. His hair was. Is. Was
sandy. Tenses are difficult when describing vampires. He had a scar on one cheek down to his chin.
Past tense feels easiest for describing the dead.

"He was a killer. He loved killing. We had to change cities twice growing up, because the police
were close to catching the serial killer at large in the area. That was Liam, both times. He loved



killing. But not kids. It seems arbitrary to me, but it meant something to him. He never hurt kids. I
guess all morality is arbitrary, when you think about it.

"He'd known about them for a long time. He didn't do anything because it wasn't his to do anything
about. You guys don't tell each other how to live. He told me once that vampires don't even kill
hunters unless you consider the hunters a direct threat. But as soon as Sofie and I escaped from them
we were fair game for him to save. If he didn't take us from the hospital, they would. So he did.

"He was a good father. I have no basis for personal comparison when I say that, but I think he was.
We went to good schools. We had good clothes and good food. Sofie had the best doctors. I learned
the guitar. Children are resilient. I healed fast, body and mind. There was nothing wrong with me. I'd
never been bitten. Sofie was as healthy as she could be, considering. Body and mind.

"It would have been a good scene for a comedy movie. The vampire dad explaining the facts of life
to his mortal son, I mean. After one of Sofie's worst episodes, Liam decided it was time to talk to me
like an adult. I was nine. Sofie was thirteen. It got worse when she hit puberty. Nine meant something
much younger in my life than it had in hers. But it was old enough.

"Liam explained that kids always died from being bitten. Their bodies can't handle the toxin, even
temporarily. It's never temporary for kids. The condition sticks them in a kind of in between. Not
alive, not vampire. That's the best case scenario. Either you turn them into vampires, or they just... die.
Kids who get bitten can't stay human. They go crazy, and then they die. She was losing her mind, and
her heart was failing. Liam had always known it would happen to her, and maybe to me. Just because I
couldn't remember being bitten didn't mean I hadn't been.

"If she survived another year, maybe two, she'd be old enough. He refused to make her a vampire
before then. I don't know why. He was so arbitrary. I was probably safe. If I hadn't manifested any
indications yet, after four years of Liam watching for them, then I was probably safe.

"It sounds unhappier than it was. We were a family. It was wonderful. We loved one another very
much. Sofie and I fought, as brothers and sisters do when life is comfortable and safe. We raged
against the restrictions and curfews Liam gave us, because we were sure in the knowledge that he
would love us anyway.

"I wasn't scared of Sofie. Never. Even at her worst, even when she probably was a threat to me.
She never felt like a threat. Even when a boy she got into a fight at school with ended up dying in the
emergency room from his injuries. She'd bitten his femoral artery open. Even then I wasn't scared.

"On her fourteenth birthday, I wasn't even ten yet. I went to school and when I came home, they
were gone. They'd packed a suitcase each and they were gone. Liam had left me... he'd left me a lot of
money. I don't need to work, not really. But I try not to touch his money. It's all I have.

"I tried the foster thing for a while but I never fit. Now I just live alone. It suits me better. I'm
really too young for it, but. But sometimes I use his money. Money makes pretty much anything
happen, if there's enough of it. I've got enough money to get left alone. I tried the foster... I said that,
didn't I? I'm probably babbling." Jay looks at Blake, holding his gaze steadily. Blake doesn't blink.

"Tonight I saw a woman go into labor. I held a newborn in my arms," Jay tells him. "And I didn't
feel anything. Not awed, not amazed. The baby was beautiful, but that didn't I just didn't feel anything,
not at all. I say I want to be just an ordinary person but I don't fit there. There's no place for me in the
world. I don't even feel properly alive when I'm as close to pure distilled life as anyone can get. When
I'm holding a brand new person. The only place that's ever felt like home was with Liam and Sofie. I
don't want to be a vampire. I never want to be a vampire. But I can't stay with vampires any other way.
They leave me. They pack a suitcase each and leave. And so" Jay blinks down, mortified to feel the
hot fall of tears from his eyes as he does so, and the waver in his voice. "And so I'm lost," he whispers



to himself.



BETTE

Bette manages to avoid detention for once, so in celebration of actually haven an afternoon for a
change she takes the long walk home over the overpass bridge and down past the boutique stores. The
lightweight clothing in the windows of the boutiques still looks vibrant and hasn't started to sun-fade,
even though the displays haven't been changed in forever. It's like this warm weather is a special
bubble of time that doesn't play by normal rules, but Bette's mom says everyone feels like that when
they're a teenager. Whatever, Bette's mom is nearly forty, she obviously can't really remember what
being a teenager is like. She's just going off the same stuff all the self-help books say about it, and
they all believe in some stupid TV-movie type of teenager who always has big Consequences when
they do dumb shit.

Those self-help books are full of things about girls having sex and getting pregnant because they
don't have enough self-esteem to use condoms. The books don't say what to do if the boy you like is a
totally mean asshole but you want to hang around with him anyway, or what to do when he's horny but
you're on your period, or how mortifying it is when Rose and Tommy's mom could tell that Bette
wasn't a virgin anymore after last fall even when Bette hadn't said anything to Rose or Tommy yet or
anything. The books are all self-esteem, self-esteem, blah, blah, blah, blah, like that actually has
anything to do with bullies or detention or seeing bands or anything important.

Bette's phone rings in her schoolbag. She has a totally boring ringtone, because Tommy's always
stealing it and changing the setting to these awful, obnoxious songs he downloads especially. Bette's
gotten into the habit of switching it back as plain as she can whenever he's been near it.

"Hey, it's Bette speaking."
"Hi, it's Gretchen here." She sounds hesitant, and a little sad, though that might just be because

Bette's not used to the accent. "I don't know if you rememb —"
"Yeah, from the club, I totally remember," Bette says, trying not to grin too widely.
"Oh. Good. Uh​ How're you?"
"Same old, same old. What's up?"
Gretchen doesn't answer right away. "It's I, well. Can you come to the hospital with me?"
"What's wrong? Are you okay?"
"Yeah, I'm fine. My grandfather's a patient and I visit him as often as I can, but..."
"But sometimes it's too much on your own?" Bette asks, feeling sympathetic. Her dad had been

nursed at home, mostly, so it's not exactly the same as having someone in hospital, but she remembers
how much time she spent in Rose's room reading just because she couldn't cope with going back to her
own life. Rose had been glad of the company — that was the same year that Tommy was really sick.
Bette knows how comforting just having company sometimes is.

"Yeah," Gretchen says again. "I know this is a lot for somebody you barely know to ask of you, but
I don't know many people locally and —"

"No, it's cool, just tell me where and when to meet. I can call Rose, too, if you want. She's good at
cheer-up hugs."

"I'd like to see her... but perhaps after? Too many things at once, you know? Plus, what a shitty
way to spend a first date," Gretchen replies. Bette laughs out loud.

"Okay, sure. Gimme the address, and I'll come meet you."
The hospital's one of the small, private ones in the leafy old-fashioned part of town, with wrought-

iron railings and ivy and white stone walls making each of the stately townhouses on the block look
inviting and solid. It's really more of a hospice, as far as Bette can tell as they arrive, but if it helps



Gretchen deal for her to think of it as a hospital, that's cool with Bette. People do what they have to.
"Do you want to meet him? You don't have to. There's a waiting room on every level with books

and a TV and sofas. Some families sleep here overnight, sometimes, the ones with kids here,"
Gretchen says as they walk the cobblestone path from the gate to the front door. She's wearing a black
silk slip dress with crocheted lace around the hem and bodice, a dark grey cardigan which she keeps
fidgeting with, pulling the ends of the sleeves down over her palms and thumbs, and a pair of black
leather ballet flats. Her hair's pulled back from her face into two haphazard pigtails, and she doesn't
have any dramatic makeup on her small-featured face. Gretchen is acting and looking her age, letting
some vulnerability show in the low evening light.

Bette finds it easier to like this Gretchen than the one she met at the club. That Gretchen seemed
too cool and smart and sure to have any reason to hang around somebody like Bette, but this one's just
ordinary and fucked up and scared and sad like a normal person. It seems strange to Bette that this
secret, private Gretchen could live behind the spiky beauty of the other one.

"No, I can come in if you want me to," Bette replies as they step inside. The foyer is lit with bright
gold lamps, warmer than the stark white of hospitals Bette has been to before. The walls are pale
green. Upstairs is the same, and the room Gretchen leads Bette into is as welcoming to look at as any
in an ordinary home. A very frail-looking man is lying on the bed, which is raised into the upright
position. He waves hello at the pair of them.

Gretchen says something which Bette assumes is a greeting. It doesn't sound like German. Polish,
maybe.

"And this is Bette," she adds at the end, in English. "Bette, this is Artie."
"Hello," he says, smiling at her. "I was afraid my little darkling had no friends at all."
Gretchen's foreign words sound a little chiding, this time. Artie waves a dismissive hand and

responds. It sounds like they're retreading an argument they've had many times in the past.
Gretchen crosses the room and climbs onto the high sofa underneath the window, and the rain

outside looks so cold and gray against the glass behind her that Bette can't help but feel warm and safe
and comfortable, even if they are in a hospital ward.

"Come on, slowcoach," Gretchen says to Artie teasingly, patting the cushion beside her. Bette's not
sure if she should offer to help the old man get up from the bed or not, and shifts from foot to foot,
indecisive and feeling more than a little like an intruder in a moment she has no claim on.

As if she can hear Bette's awkward thoughts, Gretchen turns her gaze to Bette and grins. "Let him
do it himself. He's got all the nurses wrapped around his finger, the last thing he needs is you coddling
him as well.

Come try the rocking chair. It's got a massage panel in the back rest; the controls are on the arm of
it there."

Bette steps over, her sneakers making little squeaky noises on the linoleum floor as she walks. The
rain-sounds from outside are muted by the double-glass of the windows, which is just another of those
tiny touches that remind Bette that this room is designed for treatments and medicines and,
eventually, for dying. It's a place with a purpose, built for a particular kind of inhabitant, even if it
wants to pretend it's a normal everyday room with a normal everyday couch and rocking chair and a
watercolor print on the wall and a vase of flowers on the nightstand. It's not an ordinary room at all.
Gretchen's pretending like it is, but Gretchen's not who she pretends to be either.

Bette doesn't know what all of it means. Mostly it means she really hates hospitals a lot. It's funny
how she can even hate the double-thick glass on hospital windows, for no reason except that it is what
it is.



Strangely, her thoughts stray for a moment to Remember the Stars. She's not sure why. Maybe her
brain is pondering how some vampires can pretend to be people but they're not, just like a room
designed for people to die in can look like it's a room for people to live in.

Artie has shuffled across to the sofa, which he eases down onto to sit beside Gretchen. Bette
realizes that the cushions are plumped up higher than usual so that elderly people don't have to bend
their legs as much as they get up or down. Another tiny skew of perspective which, once noticed,
screams Different! Different! about the room.

Like how vampires seem human until they suddenly don't, when the differences all add up to a
different image.

"What're you thinking of so seriously?" Artie asks, leaning back against the sofa with an exhausted
sigh. Gretchen rests her head on his frail shoulder, lacing her hand with his. Bette's never felt that
close or comfortable with any of her own grandparents, and if they weren't in such a sad situation right
now she might feel a little twist of envy for Gretchen, for having that kind of familiarity and love with
Artie.

He's speaking to Bette, and she answers without thinking. "Vampires," she says, tracing the pad of
her forefinger around the edge of the brass control plate set into the armrest of the rocking chair. She
doesn't touch any of the buttons. Automated furniture is a totally weird and alien concept, as far as
she's concerned.

"What about vampires has you looking like you want to jump off a bridge, then?" His eyes are a
bright blue, and he's smiling. Bette's never really noticed the color of an old person's eyes before. If
anyone had asked her before now how she expected them to be, she might have said that their hue
would be washed out, faded from age and weariness. Of course, if she said that, then Rose probably
would have smacked her on the back of the head and given her a lecture about being more observant
and honestly, it wasn't like it was fucking difficult to pay attention to the world, Bette, why don't you
ever notice things properly and just always say what you expect to be true or what you think sounds
cool as an answer?

But Artie's eyes are vivid and young, even though his face is papery and age-spotted and wrinkled
and his body is thin and fragile and his hair is balding and white. His eyes don't look that different to
Bette's or Gretchen's, really. Not any wiser, or sadder. Bette doesn't know if that means he's had an
easy life, or if it means that she and Gretchen have already gone through a lot in their own
comparatively short lives.

"I don't know," Bette answers, shrugging. "I was just thinking that it must be sad to be a vampire.
Like being a room that wanted to be a home but was a mausoleum instead." It wasn't exactly what she
was thinking, but it was close enough.

Artie turns to Gretchen and says something in Polish. She answers, and they speak back and forth
in the language to each other for a few seconds while Bette sits and feels more and more out-of-place.
Then Gretchen laughs quietly, and looks toward Bette. "Artie says that you should think about happier
things," she explains. It's obvious that they were saying a lot more than just that, but Bette just nods
and tries to keep the smile on her face looking genuine.

"Probably," she agrees.
"Gretchen says you have band," Artie says to her.
"Yeah," Bette answers, feeling uncomfortable at being the center of attention.
"A band, Artie. Not just 'band'.  'A band'," Gretchen corrects.
"What, I should bother to clean up my English when I'm never gonna leave this room? You should

be schoolteacher, not singer," Artie gripes, glaring at Gretchen. Gretchen just rolls her eyes.



"You're not so sick as you want me to think. You want to talk English, I'm going to make you do it
properly," she counters. Bette giggles at the sparring between the two, the pretend-scowls they're
exchanging. They're still holding hands, Gretchen's white smooth one and Artie's yellow-pale lined
one, the fingers laced together.

"So you have A band," Artie says, speaking to Bette again and putting particular emphasis on the
previously missing word. "What kind of music you play?"

Bette shrugs "Just noise, at the moment." She'd mentioned it to Gretchen on their walk from the
bus stop to the hospice. She hadn't thought Gretchen was paying attention.

"Noisy bands are good." Artie grins. "The entartete kunst. Best kind of band."
"That's degenerate art," Gretchen translates. "It's what the Nazi Party called any art they didn't

like. Artie worked at a dance hall — a cabaret, really — during the Weimar years."
"Most degenerate of all of them!" Artie laughs. "We —"
Bette can see Gretchen squeezing Artie's hand in her own as he pauses for a moment.
"Me and my... you call it girlfriends, yes? Girlfriend? We just called it lover. Me and my lover, we

stayed in Dresden long after it was smart to be going to Poland. Or England. Didn't want England.
English comedy, is all men in dresses making farts.

"Went to Poland later, with my wife. My wife not the same lady as that girlfriend lover from the
cabaret. My wife was Lucia Schmidt. Such pretty hair, she had. Went white in the end of course. But it
was so pretty when it was brown. Curls, she had such curls." Artie sighs. "Such curls. But she was not
lover in Dresden. That was Gretchen. This one, my little darkling, gets name from her." Artie gives
Gretchen a cheeky-looking smile. She's looking at him softly, and with obvious love.

Bette raises her eyebrows. "You named your grand-daughter after an old girlfriend? Your wife
must have been a pretty cool character."

It's Gretchen who nods, and smiles at the memory of the departed Lucia. "Yes. She was. She was a
great lady."

"When the bombings came, the Dresden we knew was dead forever. Kurt Vonnegut — you ever
read him? Read him, his books are wise, wise books. Kurt Vonnegut was prisoner in Dresden when
bombings come. The Nazis, they kept prisoners in the slaughterhouse meat lockers. Gretchen and me,
we hide in old broken tomb in cemetery. Lovers go to kiss there sometimes in the dark. Think that
being so close to death is romantic. Kids are stupid. But we survived there. Vonnegut survived in
slaughterhouse. Forty thousand people, not soldiers, just lovers and babies and sisters and brothers and
the rest. All dead. Too many bodies to bury."

Artie blinks, shaking his head. His vivid eyes are bright with tears. "Vonnegut, he goes on to write
books. Good, brave books. He said music was proof of God. Even after what he saw, he still thought
there was beauty in world that was beautiful enough to be proof of a God. You play your noisy music,
Bette. Play it loud as it will go. Make joy. Make God. Make music."

Bette swallows. "I will," she promises, her voice quiet.



JAY

The townhouse is quiet when Jay awakens, and so he pauses to stretch and get his bearings before
climbing out of the bed. He's getting used to the lightheadedness, the way his feet feel far away from
his hips and body and self. If not for the soreness in his wrists and shoulder, he'd say he felt like a
loose-jointed toy, a dummy built of wood and wire. As it is, he just feels strange and a little dizzy and
a bit sleepy all the time. But he's getting used to it.

His watch says it's well into evening, but the house has the feeling of somewhere that's been empty
for a number of hours.

There's juice in the fridge, one of those expensive cartons with the fruit pulp left in and all kinds of
added vitamins. Jay drinks straight from the container without bothering with a glass — it's not like
anyone else is going to want some and object to getting his germs in their drink, after all.

There's bread but he doesn't feel like toast, and cereal, but the thought of milk makes him gag. He's
hungry but nothing looks appealing, not even the blood sausage in its clear plastic wrap on the smooth
transparent shelf of the smooth white fridge, a gory splash of red in the mostly-empty, cold space. Jay
makes a face and closes the fridge, noticing for the first time a note attached to the front with one of
the small stainless-steel magnets.

J — Sorry we aren't here. Pressing business. Boring, boring, I wish you could come along and
make it less intolerable. Leave your cell phone on and I will call you when we're done. Daylight
appointments are such a bother, requiring as they do that we linger in other people's waiting rooms
until the dark. — B

Jay smiles a little, pulling the note off and carrying it back with him upstairs as he goes to get
dressed. He likes Blake's handwriting, which is full of loops and flourishes and isn't all that easy to
read, actually, even though it's not messy so much as it is overwhelmingly ornate. It's like a written
equivalent of Blake's speaking voice, and so it makes Jay feel the same fond frustration that Blake's
habitual melodrama always does.

Once he's dressed, Jay spends a little while trying to read. He's been spending so much time out of
the sun lately that his usual light tan is fading to paleness. It won't be long before he looks like the rest
of the inhabitants of the townhouse. He likes that idea. He doesn't have the attention span for reading
today, though, and so decides to explore instead.

The staircase up to the attic, concealed behind one of the nondescript wood doors of the upper
level, isn't styled and decorated like the lower rooms. The carpet's just a simple dark blue, thick under
Jay's bare feet as he climbs the steps slowly.

He can remember playing in an attic when he was little, with Sofie. He remembers the bare wood
floors, once-upon-a-time varnished but not often polished since, and the high un-draped windows.
Storage boxes of holiday decorations and unused furniture, the white-sheeted shapes of tables and
wardrobes huddled together in corners. He doesn't remember why they were in an attic. They never
stayed anywhere long enough to accumulate that much of a stored life, so it couldn't have been theirs,
and they'd had few friends, so the location of the memory remains a mystery.

Jay remembers old steamer trunks with lids too heavy for their childish arms to lift without help,
and how they'd frightened him too much for him or Sofie to ask Liam for assistance. Some dumb
ghost story the kids told at school had stuck in Jay's head, about a bride playing hide-and-seek who
becomes trapped inside a trunk, her bones left undisturbed for fifty years.

Even now, too old to believe in stupid scary playground tales, Jay feels a mild shiver of dread at
the sight of three steamer trunks, just like those in his memory of that other attic, their leather straps



rotted away to crumbling tan remnants. Setting his jaw and straightening his back, he approaches
them, determined to ignore the way the skin at his nape crawls as he gets closer.

The hinges creak and threaten to stick halfway on the first trunk, but with a grunt of effort he
manages to get it open all the way. It's fabric, folded clothing, in charcoal shades of black and gray
and deep hues of color.

The second trunk is more clothes, with books and papers stacked neatly underneath. The third's the
hardest of the three to open, and is cluttered with the oddly-shaped items that obviously wouldn't fold
neatly into the others — corsets, walking sticks, painted paper parasols gone tea-brown at the creases
over their bamboo spokes.

Everything smells a little stale, but nothing's musty or moth-eaten. The first item Jay lifts out of
the trunks is a waistcoat of fine, dark wool. The buttons are dull, but gloss quickly to a shiny black as
he rubs at them with the sleeve of his shirt. There are a lot of buttons, all the way up the front, way
more than on most waistcoats Jay's seen on people at functions or in stores. This one looks a little
uncomfortable to wear, but very elegant.

There's a white shirt folded up in paper just underneath where the waistcoat was, and apart from
the fragile, vintage feel of the cloth — a bit like paper itself — there's not much to distinguish it from
the shirts which Blake wears now.

There are pants and coats, more waistcoats, a few more shirts with sharp-angled collars and crisp
cuffs. Some of the clothes are velvet, and these ones Jay lingers over, skating his fingertips over the
soft lines of the fashions. There are a few dresses, beaded bodices and bias-cut skirts, made for girls
with corset-curved bodies and shorter statures than most of the girls Jay knows.

In the second trunk he finds an opera cloak, wine red with ivory-colored lining, the drape reaching
from his shoulder to his ankle. It has a hood and he pulls this up, nose twitching at the locked-away
staleness of the smell. He feels like a character in a fairy tale, and considers for a moment spinning in
circles to make the cloak furl out around him like flower petals. The movement would probably make
him dizzy, though, so he doesn't. There's a matching bag, a little draw-string pouch, with a tangle of
bracelets and rings inside. Jay pulls a length of black ribbon free, a choker with a shell-pink cameo set
against the smooth inky satin.

Jay re-packs the choker, bag and cloak carefully, then rummages in the third trunk, hefting out the
hat boxes which crowd it. He tries a grey top hat first, very like the one Blake wore the first night Jay
met him, planting it rakishly at an angle on his head. He could pull the dust cloths off one of the
freestanding mirrors if he wanted a proper look at himself, but it's dark enough now outside that a
ghost-reflection of a boy shows up in the glass of the windows anyway.

He tries on a black bowler, and a peacock-green beret, and a black leather cap with a snubbed brim
at the front, posing for himself in the fading light. Part of him feels like he's a kid again, playing
dress-ups with Sofie and pretending he's an adventurer or an enchanter or an imperious prince, while
the rest of him feels like he's someone grown up, dramatic, a cabaret emcee in an old-fashioned club
full of smoke and catcalls, or a witty society lord inviting artists and vagrants to tea in his private
rooms just to shock the gossips.

One of the umbrellas has a sharp metal point at the tip of it, the end gone colorful with rust. Jay
reaches to pull it free, so he can get a closer look, then hesitates with his hand in mid-air. Suddenly,
being in a fairy tale doesn't seem as charming as it did a minute ago. He thinks of Sleeping Beauty's
spindle, and imagines pricking his finger on the umbrella's point and falling into an enchanted sleep
here, among the strewn remnants of another time. It's not the most inviting place to have a nap, that's
for sure.



Shivering a little, Jay pulls back, slamming the lid of the third trunk. The crack of noise breaks
him out of his disquiet, but now he's conscious of how dark it's gotten up here while he explored.

There are matches in one of the hat boxes, a little tin of them kept alongside a folded handkerchief
and a pair of gloves. Jay strikes a match against one of the window frames, surprised when the head
flares up as merrily as if it'd been put away only days, rather than decades, before.

The match pinched between his thumb and forefinger, Jay hunts around quickly for candles to
light. There are a few tucked away on top of a tall chest of drawers, made of heavy golden-cream wax.
They have the blur-edged, leaning look that tells him they've been up here through a lot of warm
summers and cold winters, the shape of them softening with the heat and going brittle with the chill
over and over again, but they light up just as readily as the match did.

"Jay?" Blake calls. Jay's certain that Blake already knows he's here — he'd be able to hear him, and
maybe even smell him; he'd sense him in one way or another for sure. It seems likely that the shout
was for Jay's benefit, so that Blake's silent footsteps wouldn't startle when he stepped into the room.

"Hey!" Jay calls in reply. Blake's dressed in slacks and a dark shirt, but his feet are bare and his
hair still has faint kinks in it from a hat and, as usual, the realness and solidity which such small
details lend him surprises Jay a bit. He likes Blake best like this, imperfect and unfinished. It makes
Jay feel like Blake's someone who might be able to love someone like Jay.

"I haven't been up here for years," he says as he joins Jay at the trunks, looking around as if he's
reminding himself of the lay of the room. "And I haven't had much to do with these trunks in even
longer."

"Would you have preferred I hadn't looked at them?" Jay asks.
"Yes," Blake answers after a moment, then smiles. "But now I'm glad you did. You're proving to

be rather a surprise like that."
In the last trunk, under a packet of yellow-grey envelopes, wrapped together with a now colorless

ribbon, is a carefully kept copy of The Picture of Dorian Gray. Jay eases the front cover open, mindful
of the fragile paper. On the title page, three extra lines have been handwritten under Oscar Wilde's
name.

To my dear Prince Charming —
May you live happily ever after,
As only fictions can.
 
A card falls from between two of the pages, onto Jay's lap. No, not a card, he realizes as he picks it

up. An old silver-plated photograph, of Blake in a dark suit.
"You look younger," Jay notes, tracing the line of Blake's jaw in the photograph with the tip of his

finger. Blake looks so still, stern and afraid, eyes frozen wide in something like terror. A lot like Jay's
been feeling since the last time he saw Liam and Sofie, really. Like the world fell away. The Blake of
the picture hadn't yet worked out where to find new footing. "I didn't expect... I mean, this is after you
were already a vampire, right?"

He's not sure how he can tell, but it's something about how his eyes catch the light and something
about the set of his mouth and something about the posture of his shoulders. The boy in the picture, no
matter how frightened he may be, is a predator nonetheless.

The Blake sitting opposite Jay on the attic floor gives a small nod in response to the question. Jay
keeps talking.

"But you look younger. It's weird."
"May I?" Blake takes the photograph from Jay's hands, looking down at himself. "This was just



after I'd become what I am. Only a few weeks after, if memory serves. I was still jumping at every
shadow." He chuckles. "Like a little frightened rabbit. That's what... it was my pet name for a while.
Little rabbit. You can't tell from this, of course, but my hair was quite green."

"Green? You had green hair, and you give me grief for my haircut?"
Blake rolls his eyes. "Must every story serve as a parable for what a tyrant I am against you? Your

hair looks awful, just as mine did then, and so I scold you from bitter personal experience.
"My hair had turned white when I changed. This is often the case, I've been told. Not always, mind

you, but often. It was thus with me — within a few hours of reawakening, my hair was white as paper.
"I was scheduled to return to my father's home in less than a month, and there was no way of

knowing when — or if — my hair's previous color would return. For some it takes years, or never
happens at all. So I dyed it. It was meant to go black, but it... didn't."

"I bet dark green looked wicked cool, though," Jay teases.
Blake's tone is dry. "Quite. In the end I simply shaved it off and told my assorted cousins and aunts

that I was recovering from fever. I felt terrible for worrying them, but at least it gave me an excuse to
keep to my rooms in the daytime and a reason for never displaying much of an appetite."

Jay looks at Blake, suddenly thoughtful. "So you kept seeing your family after you got turned into
a vampire?"

"Yes. For several years. It takes some times to extricate oneself from life. Even being murdered
doesn't always make the process instant."

"Did any of them ever guess?"
Blake's gaze drifts over to the dark panes of the high windows. Faint lights of the city beyond

ghost against the glass.
"Yes. One of my cousins."
"What happened to him?"
The lids of Blake's eyes drop, and he lowers his chin, breathing slowly. His eyelashes are very dark

against the thin skin above his cheekbones. Jay wonders if those lashes went white with his hair. It's
difficult to tell in the photograph.

"The same thing that eventually happens to most people," Alex answers quietly. "She died."
Jay swallows, letting his own eyes blink closed for a second. Death's like the bad punch line that

ruins every joke, it seems to him.
"Not you, though," he says in the silence. "You haven't."
Blake looks at Jay curiously. "Is that what you think?"



BETTE

After Gretchen and Bette leave the hospice and say good-night to each other, Bette catches a bus to
as close to the warehouse as the busses go and then walks the rest of the way. It's dark, and late, and
she's alone, but she's pretty sure that there's not enough irony in the universe for her to get attacked by
vampires on the way to the home of a gang of vampire hunters.

Russ is the only one there when she arrives. He's drinking tea and watching a movie on the TV, but
he turns the set off and offers her a cup as soon as she's inside.

"Yes, please," she answers. "I'm starved." The hunger's getting worse, every hour. At this rate she's
going to be eating raw hearts from the butcher before the week's over. The thought is actually starting
to sound very appealing.

He boils the kettle, shooting her searching looks as he adds a teabag to a second mug and then
carries everything to the low-set table near the couches. "Bette, I'm glad you came. I wanted to have a
talk to you. The others don't know I'm doing this, but... I think it would be best if you stopped coming
here. If you went on with your life."

Bette stares at him, her thirst and the tea both completely forgotten. Russ glances down at the cups
and then gives her a small smile. "I know, let's have a beer instead, shall we?"

Without waiting for an answer, he takes the newly-brewed tea back into the kitchenette area,
leaving the cups on the countertop by the sink and retrieving two bottles of beer from the fridge. He
keeps talking as he does all this, not looking at Bette.

"I know you're probably angry at me for saying this. But I've only got your best interests at heart.
All of us here... we've all lost someone very close to us to these vampires. It's a terrible, terrible price
to pay, but I think it's necessary in order to treat hunting with the gravity it deserves. Otherwise you
won't —"

"Fuck you," Bette cuts him off as he returns to the sofas and sits down. "I know more about dying
than most kids my age. I know about the smells of it, and how people look when they're scared of it,
and how people look when they're secretly pleading with God in their heads that they'll do anything if
they can stay alive."

"But you don't know vampires. You aren't part of this world. In a few more days, your infection
will wear off —"

"No it won't! Drinking those mixes with Will made it stronger, I can feel it! I feel thirstier than
ever, I —"

"And then you'll never have to think about vampires again," Russ continues, ignoring her outburst.
"You can go back to your life, Bette. Don't you want that?"

"What makes you special? How come you're allowed to do this and I'm not?" Bette challenges,
sticking her jaw out. She feels like she's being kicked out of a party because she isn't cool enough.

Russ shrugs. "I was born on a Saturday. In some cultures, that means I was destined to be a
hunter."

"Yeah, and I was never baptized, so in some cultures that means I'm destined to be a vampire,"
Bette retorts without missing a beat. "What's the real reason?"

"It's really none of your business."
Bette glares. "Fine, it's none of my business. That means it's none of your business why I do or

don't want to be here, either."
Russ looks at her for a moment, then takes a long swallow of his beer and nods. "All right. It was

my little brother.



"He was on the local soccer team... my theory is that the vampire who attacked him was watching
the evening practices and night games. That's what other kinds of predators after kids do, so it makes
sense."

Russ takes a deep breath, pausing in his story for a moment before going on. "Whatever the
specifics were, he barely made it home. It sometimes presents like a very bad flu, the kind of fever
any child might get. There were eight of us, so my mother never bothered getting too worried when
one of us was sick — in the colder months, at least one of us was always sick." He smiles a little at the
memory and raises the bottle to his mouth again. Bette takes a sip of her own drink, trying not to
wince at the gross taste of the beer.

"My sister knew what it really was, though. I don't know how. I wish I'd had the chance to talk to
her about it, to find out how vampires had become a part of her world. She was sixteen. I was fifteen,
our brother — the one who was bitten — was twelve. We had an older sister and brother but they'd
already left home, and the other three were still very young. We were the ones in the middle, and tried
to watch out for each other.

"She found the bite. That's how she knew for certain. It was on his upper arm, disguised as a
scrape. Nothing remarkable on a sporty little kid, unless you already knew. I wish I knew how she
already knew.

"Sometimes on weekends, if Dad let her have the car, the three of us went to the drive-in to watch
the horror features. They terrified my brother, but he loved them." The memory earns a small smile of
nostalgia from Russ. "My sister and I would be in the front seats and my brother would climb through
and curl up on her lap, wrapping her arms around him like a safety belt.

"That's how I found them that night. He looked so sick... pale, horribly pale, and his eyes were so
shadowed it looked like bruises. He skin was clammy and it would have been obvious to anyone that
he was really ill. Dying." Russ stops and scrubs his eyes with the back of his hand, breaths shaky.
Bette looks away and swallows a mouthful of her beer, just for something to do. After a few seconds
Russ collects himself and starts speaking again.

"He was on my sister's lap on the floor, and she had her wrist pressed against his mouth, and he
was holding it there, and there was blood on his mouth and these... slurping sounds. She looked up at
me and just said 'I had to save him'. Simple, like it was all she had to say. Maybe it was.

"I stood there and stared. It was the strangest and most frightening thing I'd ever seen. My little
brother, gulping my sister's blood like he was starving.

"Then she told me to put the kettle on and make her a cup of tea. Of all my sisters, she was the one
most like our mother. When she told you to do something, you couldn't help but pay attention.

"I went to the kitchen and I put the kettle on, just like she told me. Our kitchen window looked out
into our garden and I can remember staring out at it while that water boiled, like I was in a trance. The
dark trees, the sky. It all looked so quiet and normal.

"After a while my sister came in. She'd wrapped her wrist and was holding it up against her
shoulder to slow the blood flow. She looked pale and exhausted but otherwise just the same, just my
sister." Russ blinks again, his eyes bright, but he doesn't stop talking. "'He's going to wake up,' she told
me. She didn't explain anything more than that. She sat down and drank her tea, then made another cup
and drank that too. Neither of us said anything until she was finished, and then she asked me if I had
any money.

"I had forty-seven dollars in a shoebox out in our garden shed, where none of my siblings would
find it. She had twenty, and we found another seventy-two in our father's wallet and mother's purse.

"I'd been out late. On a date. That was why I'd been awake, why I'd found them. I shared a room



with my brother but my sister, as the eldest still at home, had a room of her own. If she'd taken him in
there I never would have known, I never would have come home and interrupted them. Sometimes I
think that it was just bad luck — it was an emergency, and she didn't have time to move him. Mostly I
think she did it on purpose. She needed someone in the family to know the truth of what happened.
She didn't want to do it all alone.

"She'd shut the door to my room with my brother still inside, before she'd come out for her cups of
tea, and I didn't try to open it. I helped my sister take linens out of the cupboard and out to the car, and
make a bed on the back seat with my brother's Star Wars  sheets, fresh from the laundry. I helped her
stuff her schoolbag with her clothes and my brother's. I suggested she take some tea bags, just in case
she couldn't find the kind she liked in stores right away, and she cried a little then, but we kept on
working.

"When the car was all packed up we went back inside and my sister said 'help me carry him,' and
opened the door to the bedroom. My brother was sprawled across his bed, arms and legs at strange
angles. He looked like a forgotten doll, a GI Joe toy discarded on the carpet after one of his games. His
eyes were closed and his mouth was slack and open, the lips bloodied, the smears starting to go dry
and rusty.

"It was horrific.
"I lifted him, glad for a moment that he hadn't gone through a growth spurt yet and so was still

light and small enough to carry easily. Then I realized that I didn't know if he'd ever grow, now, or if
he'd be stuck just as he was in that moment. I'd seen a dozen films about vampires, at least, but I'd...
this was nothing like a movie. It was nothing like anything.

"He wasn't breathing and his head lolled over my arm as I carried him to the car. We laid him in
the back seat and my sister covered him with a blanket — completely covered him, toe to forehead.
He looked like a dead body. I started shaking then, and I couldn't stop. My sister hugged me and held
me, and we cried. She said 'I wish you could come too, I wish you could come too' over and over, but
she pushed me away just the same before she got in our father's car and drove away.

"It took a long time before things went back to anything like normal at home. I never told my
parents that I'd played any part in what happened. The mystery was kinder than any lie I could think
up.

"I started watching the evening soccer practices. Photographing them for their league yearbook.
My parents thought it was because I missed my brother and maybe part of it was, but it was also
because I needed to protect the kids who were still there and make sure nobody hurt them.

"I noticed that there was this lady who watched them a lot, too. Not how the moms who sometimes
came along watched, either. There was something sharper in her eyes." Russ huffs a laugh. "We
almost had knives at each other's throats before we worked out that we were both there for the same
reason. Her name was Charlie, short for Charlotte, and she'd heard about what happened to my brother
and put two and two together. She'd been hunting vampires for a long time; she could spot a pattern
where most people wouldn't see a thing. She started training me, and that was that.

"I asked her once why my sister had done what she did. Not saving my brother, that I understood,
but leaving me behind. Charlie told me it was because that was the only way my sister could stand to
do it, that it was the same reason why Charlie's daughter lived with her dad. Because hunters have to
believe they're keeping somebody safe. That someone, at least, gets to keep on having all the ordinary
happy stuff they have to give up."

"But you became a hunter anyway. It didn't work," Bette points out quietly. Russ nods.
"Yeah. But that's because I'd lost my brother, same as her. The fight was already personal for me,



there was no way to keep me from it. But you and Rose both got out safe from that fight near the
overpass, Bette. You've got no stake in this war — and don't tell me that you're in it because you want
to help, because that's not enough. I won't let it be enough. I can't keep on if I believe that everyone I
save winds up a soldier. I need to hope for better than that."

Bette shakes her head. "But it all feels like bullshit. It's all such stupid shallow crap, now that I
know that all this real stuff's going on."

"Then don't let it be shallow crap. Become a scientist and make new medicines. Teach kids to read.
Be in a punk band and start a revolution. There's a thousand important things you can do. Do them for
the ones who never got a chance."

"Okay," Bette says, because Russ is looking at her like she's a living embodiment of all his
aspirations. It's the same way Rose and Tommy's parents look at them, or how the art teachers look at
Rose sometimes. People don't look at Bette like that very much.

"Okay," she says again. "I will." She clinks the neck of her bottle against his, and they drink
together in silence. She feels like she's been making promises to everybody lately. She's got a lot of
people's dreams to live up to.



JAY

Amusingly enough, Jay is using Timothy's laptop to check his email when he receives the letter
from Alexander, and Jay knows that Alexander is just downstairs in the recording studios, transferring
more of his old records into digital format.

Timothy's playing Silent Hill on the flat-screen and Jay is, in theory, watching him in order to
appreciate what a master he is at games or something ridiculous like that. Jay's mostly using the time
to catch up on stuff on the internet. He opens the message from Alexander.

Jay —
One of the things Blake has mentioned during his frequent listings of your virtues — and while I

have no doubt of your worth as a person, I feel it's only fair to tell you that you are an exceedingly dull
topic for extended conversation — is that you like things which are, in one way or another, quaint. I
hope you don't mind, then, that I'm writing to you in a more formal style than I imagine your inbox
usually sees. Be at least a little grateful that I am sending this by email and not writing it with a
fountain pen.

(To tell the truth, I have done exactly this. I like my fountain pen, and hate keyboards. Blake's
scanner can translate written pages into text on the screen, and I shall transfer this message in that
manner when I am finished.)

I don't like to talk about what happened to Timothy. Twenty years may seem like a long time to one
not yet sixteen, but for me the wounds are still quite raw. But I think you should know it, if you're
going to be his friend — and you are already his friend. Also, I think I am better equipped than Blake
to tell the story clearly and coherently, and I know that if I don't tell you, you'll just ask him what
happened. Blake is too given to letting the poetry of the memories overwhelm sense and logic, though.
It's better if I grit my teeth and get it done myself.

To begin: I met Timothy and Blake in the winter of my twentieth year. It may have been my
nineteenth, or even my eighteenth, but I am fairly sure it was my twentieth. My father, who had been
doing the counting to calculate my age, had been dead some years, and though I did my best to keep
my tally accurate after he was gone I cannot be certain.

I was born in San Francisco during its first boom from town to city, during the gold rush. Some say
that's when America as we know it now began, too: the idea that there is a fortune to be sought and
claimed, somewhere out past the edge of the familiar. That started with the gold rush.

I cannot remember if we were rich or poor, which most likely means we were not especially one or
the other. They died and I spent a few difficult years without very much except my feet and a road to
put them on. When I was twenty I worked at a rail yard in Nevada, and this is where Blake and
Timothy first caught sight of me.

Blake had distractions of his own — his tendency to be bewitched by lovely people is a lifelong
weakness, and I'm sad to say his taste has not always been as discerning as it's proved to be in the
case of yourself. He'd fallen starry-eyed for the daughter of the local doctor, a young newlywed with a
fiery temperament.

The less said about Cora, the better.
Timothy hated the desert climate, especially for the way seasons blurred together in the heat and

dust. He bought the rail yard from the old owner and would come down at sunset to spend time with
the workers and hear stories of the places we'd come from — Madrid, Venice, Sydney, Cardiff. All the
rail workers were foreign save for me, who simply looked foreign. Since I'd grown up in San



Francisco, and couldn't offer stories about strange and distant worlds, Timothy would tell me about
where he was from. He told me about thick dark trees, growing so densely together that woodsmen had
to chop paths between them and out into the clearings around houses and towns.

Those woods were so packed tight, he said, that daylight never truly filtered in. The light was
green and dim and one day became another almost without notice, except that different birds made
sounds when the sun was down. That was where he'd come from, but he'd been so many other places
too. He told us about the music in Vienna and the intrigues of Russia and the majesty of India, sitting
there at our dusty campfire in his finery as if he wasn't the owner of the yard.

Some recognized him for what he really was, and warned the rest of us, but nobody cared. We'd
seen the greed and cruelty that ordinary living humans could carry inside themselves, and Timothy
was no worse, and kinder than some. He'd beat workers for stealing or lying, but not for being ill as
the last one had done. Those of us within the rail yard had no reason to make use of this vulnerability
of his we knew of. If he ate no food, that meant more for us. If he appeared only at night, it left us
uninterrupted by visits in the day.

We would hear about terrible murders in the city, but there were always terrible murders in the
city.

But this is not the story I set out to tell you. The abortive sweetness of first courtship, and the ways
it was thrown off course into emergency and my death, is a story for another time. The important tale I
wish to recount is how I lost that Timothy forever.

Ah, but now I remember why I began to tell my own beginnings. I wanted you to know the end: the
first night I awoke as a vampire, I found myself held in Timothy's arms on the thick feather bed he
shared with Blake.

Panic gripped me. Even the bravest of my kind have gone through that first horror, when they wake
up and find their body dead. But Timothy held me still, and stroked my hair, and whispered "It's all
right. You are safe, and you are loved."

He needn't have bothered with the words, really. Past the initial moment of dread I was already
calming down just from his scent. Vampires who are kin can recognize each other, though 'recognize'
is a poor approximation for the sensation. Perhaps there's no true equivalent in the realm of human
experience, for this sense is not familial, nor erotic, but it does contain elements of how those
connections feel. It is the pack. It is knowing you are close to another of your pack.

Other vampires can scent it on you, Jay. That you belong with Blake, and Timothy and myself, and
Raoul and Sebastian and Mikhail and Carrillo and the rest. You are marked as Blake's pack, in your
blood, though you yourself will only become aware of it once you are turned. If you aren't turned, and
your blood is given the chance to revert eventually to normal, the scent will fade. Or, at least, so I am
told — it's highly uncommon for a marked human to do anything but become a vampire, sooner or
later.

"You are safe, and you are loved." He didn't need to say the words, but they were a comfort in the
beat of time before I recognized him and recognized the room and remembered what had happened.

Vampires are creatures of packs, and we are highly territorial. Population densities have made the
situation far worse in this last century — now border skirmishes between the packs are almost as
common as battles with roaming groups of the wild misfits.

It was during one such border skirmish that Timothy was killed. We lost members from time to
time, but not as frequently as some packs, for Blake is a smarter, stronger leader than his frivolous
heart might suggest. We lost members but I had never thought for a moment that Timothy could ever
be among their number. A silver crossbow bolt had punctured through his right eye, into his brain. We



are a difficult creature to kill, but it can be done.
Damage the brain, remove the head, destroy the heart — we are not all that much less fragile than

humans, in the end, just a little more durable.
Blake tells me that an apt modern metaphor you will understand is that of a ruined computer. A

dead vampire's body heals itself if it can. This is, after all, what vampire bodies do. Provided the
remains are mostly intact — not ashes, or too badly dismembered; some things even we cannot rebuild
from — the body will repair. It will even wake up, and go back to its previous state of robust undeath.
But — and here is where I rely on Blake's proffered computer analogy — the memory banks are
restored to the factory defaults.

To elaborate: I am twenty. My face is twenty, my body is twenty. If I take this fountain pen and stab
it into the back of my hand, my clever skin will knit and regrow to the pattern it's locked to: me, aged
twenty. It did this when I was twenty-one and, should I live this long, it will do it when I am twenty-
one-thousand. I stab my hand and it grows back to exactly as it was the day I died, when I was twenty.

The same is true for brains.
I wept for Timothy, of course. He was, and is, the love above all loves for me. And then, when I was

done weeping, I readied myself to begin again. I held him carefully, cradled him, as his body healed
itself. I waited for him to wake up. And then he did, with a violent start, looking at me with terror and
no recognition in his beautiful eyes.

"It's all right," I said to him, doing my best to smile. "You are safe, and you are loved."
His brows furrowed in confusion, and he answered me in a language long-ago lost to time. He was,

it seemed, far, far older than either Blake or I had supposed. He knew none of the languages our
Timothy had, not even the dusty cadences of Latin and ancient Greek.

He has never told us what memories he has, what life was his in those years before he first became
a vampire. He learned English quickly, and other languages as well, but even once we could converse
with ease he would never say.

I know he loves us, but I know too that our love is a heavy burden for him to bear. He feels he has
no claim to it, since he is not the Timothy who earned it. He is, in many ways, scarcely older than you
are.

And so I am sincerely grateful for you, and for the role you play in our family. You are the brother
he needs very much. I regret deeply that I gave you cause to pull away from him, and I am glad that
you returned.

As a token of my gratitude to you, I have asked a number of those who owe me favors to find out
whatever they can about Liam and Sofie. You must never doubt that you are a part of the home here in
this modest townhouse, but the faraway look I see in Timothy's eyes sometimes has taught me the
importance of knowing what has become of the family one grew up within. I will let you know as soon
as I have answers to give you.

With respect and fondness,
Alexander
 

 



BETTE

It's distressingly easy to go back to ordinary life. Bette does extra shifts at work, and gets into
fights at school, and everything's just boring and normal for three days. When her cell phone rings one
evening and the display reads 'Gretchen', the mere fact of something different and unpredicted excites
Bette enough that she answers before the second ring.

"Hey, it's Bette."
"Hi Bette. It's Gretchen. Are you busy tonight?"
"Nope. All homework is successfully procrastinated until a later date. What're you up to?"
"Well. This probably sounds like the dumbest idea ever, but a friend of mine has a tattoo studio,

and when I mentioned that I had a friend who wanted to get a tattoo done, she said I could borrow it
tonight. The studio. She's out of town this week, so it's all shut up. Do you still have the drawing Rose
did for you, of the bird?"

Bette's smile is so wide it practically makes her face hurt. Thank goodness her ordinary-life rut
didn't last long enough to send her crazy. "I certainly do indeed."

Which is how she winds up in a tattoo studio downtown, sitting as still as she can manage as
Gretchen transfers the bird design carefully onto her arm with a pen as a template for the needle.
Gretchen is meticulous and careful, and the design looks exactly right. Bette's glad of that, but it's not
like she would have kicked up a fuss if it was slightly wrong — sixteen-year-olds getting tattooed
illegally by their friends probably aren't allowed to bitch about things like that, Bette figures.

The tattoo needle makes an earsplitting sort of whir as Gretchen begins to ink the design on
permanently, but even over that din Bette can hear the beauty of Gretchen's voice as she sings softly to
herself.

"You should make an album," Bette says when Gretchen pauses to load more ink onto the needle.
"Or at the very least record one of your shows. You have an amazing voice. It's really beautiful."

Gretchen gives Bette a small, almost sad smile. "Artie always used to remind me that not all
beautiful things must be preserved beyond their moment. I sing because I love to sing. I have no
reason to keep a record."

Bette opens her mouth to argue, but Gretchen keeps talking before she's got a chance to say
anything.

"Have you heard the story of Elena's Tomb? It was a story, but it really happened. In the 1930s.
There was a man, a Count. From Dresden, actually. He fell terribly, terribly in love with a girl named
Maria Helen, though his pet name for her was always Elena. She was twenty-one and the most
beautiful girl in their village. The Count showered her with jewels and clothes and riches and his
undying devotion, but none of that mattered. It didn't matter if his devotion was undying, because she
was not. Elena had tuberculosis, and in those days that meant certain death, and so she died.

"The Count built a beautiful tomb for his beautiful dead love, and visited it every night. She was
still the only thing that mattered to him and, though she was gone forever, he could not let her go.

"Two years later, the Count stole her away from her tomb and kept her in his house. He rebuilt her
face with silk strips dipped in plaster, and made her body lovely again with disinfectants and perfumes
and stockings and jewels and wire loops to hold her bones together. For seven years he held her every
night, close in his bed, until her family discovered what he'd done and took her back to be buried once
more. So then he took a death-mask casting of her face as it had once been, when her flesh was lovely
and her spirit only just gone. Out of the mask and silk scraps and wax and ribbons, he remade his
twice-lost love again, and lived with her until he died. Now his bones are on display, alone, in a



Believe-It-Or-Not hall."
Bette mimes a retching motion. "God, no wonder Rose has a total girl-boner for you. You're as

gross as her. Gross, gross."
"Do you know what the moral of that story is?" Gretchen asks, head tilted to one side, staring at

Bette intently.
"Uh, that you're totally disgusting, and that some people are freaks?"
"That there are some lovely things that perish no matter how much we wish that they would

remain, and that trying to hold onto them when they're gone kills a part of us in the process."
Bette rolls her eyes. "You've made a mountain-metaphor out of a molehill there. I suggest that you

tape a couple of songs and you give me a parable about corpse-fucking. A sense of perspective might
come in handy, you should think about one."

Gretchen nods seriously, like Bette's given her a piece of genuinely useful advice, instead of Bette
just being a sarcastic jerk as per usual.

Bette scrunches her face up and fidgets in her chair, squirming around as much as she can without
moving her arm. "I hate all that stuff. Sick guys doing awful things to girls. I guess that sounds weird
from someone who likes violent movies as much as I do, but that's how it goes. The only monster I've
ever had nightmares about is Jack the Ripper."

"No." Gretchen shakes her head. "He wasn't a monster. Do not make him one. He was just a man
with a sickness. There is true evil in the world, yes, but there are no monsters. Just people, and when
they are dead they are dead. No need for nightmares. He's gone and his mad thoughts and deeds are
gone with him."

"Do you really believe that? That... are the dead always completely gone?" Bette asks awkwardly,
looking at Gretchen's dark bangs and paper-white skin and even, sharp little teeth. Gretchen's elegant
eyebrows furrow in confusion at the question, her eyes with their forest-green contacts and inky
mascara narrowing.

"Are you talking of ghosts?" she asks Bette. "There's no such thing, I promise."
"No. It's silly. I just thought... I don't know, sometimes with you I think... it's dumb. Never mind."

Bette looks away, blushing.
"It's all right." Gretchen turns off the tattoo gun and rests a cool palm on Bette's forearm. "What is

it?"
Bette swallows. "Vampires."
"Hm." The sound Gretchen makes is non-committal. She folds a paper towel into quarters, wets it

with disinfectant, and wipes excess ink and blood away from Bette's skin. The bird's wing and face are
colored, a brilliant vivid blue, and the paper towel comes away patchy and purple. Bette's skin feels
like sunburn, tender and hypersensitive.

"Do you remember the first time you discovered something terrible about the world?" Gretchen
asks, still carefully cleaning Bette's arm. "That all things age and wither, or that your parents had
human flaws?"

Bette nods. "Sure, I guess."
"Do you remember how, once you knew this thing, you could never un-know it? How you felt a

little part of who you were die, and re-grow as someone older and sadder for the wisdom? What you
speak of now holds that threat. Be certain it's a price you truly wish to pay before you ask."

Gretchen turns to the work table and begins refilling the ink dishes with fresh splashes of color.
Bette swallows nervously, then shakes herself to clear her spine of shivers. Gretchen really is just as
bad as Rose with all this crazy diva stuff, acting like this is some big dangerous threshold that Bette



should hesitate at. She already knows that vampires exist, and Gretchen's reaction makes it pretty
clear that she does too. Bette's got more than a hunch that Gretchen might even be one herself. It's not
like there's much innocence on the subject left to get crushed if she asks questions.

"So you're a vampire?" Bette asks. Gretchen doesn't look at her. Bette's arm is beginning to sting.
"Yes."
Bette breathes in. "Sorry to disappoint, but that doesn't really compare with finding out that Santa's

not real."
Now Gretchen does turn, and her expression is rueful and fond and frustrated and sad. "What a

young darling you are, Bette. You have no idea how young."
Bette scowls. "I'm not a kid."
Gretchen hefts the needle gun in her hand once again, and wipes away the newest blood welling on

Bette's little blue swallow. "You don't even understand yet what it means to have a vampire as your
friend."

"Tell me, then."
Gretchen tilts her head and looks at Bette silently for a long, long second. "There's only ever one

reason for a vampire to notice a human, or spend time in their company."
Bette swallows nervously, and feels her heart rate kick up to a faster beat. Her voice is quiet and

breathless when she speaks. "Because you want to bite them?"
Gretchen's smile is sad and old and strangely gentle. "No. We bite so many that we hardly notice

them. They're shadows flickering on fireside walls. But you are so sweet to think that."
Bette swallows again and feels a little bit like she did the day she realized that dragons only

existed in stories. It's awful to think that Gretchen doesn't think of people as people, doesn't notice
them. It's sad and horrible and okay, maybe Gretchen kind of had a point with her warnings about what
this would feel like to know. Bette forces herself to speak normally. She's not going to get dragged
into this melodramatic crap.

"Okay," she says. "What, then? What's the reason for a vampire to notice a human?"
Gretchen smoothes a lock of hair off Bette's forehead with soft, soft fingertips, the whorls of her

fingerprints ghosting coolly against Bette's skin before Gretchen drops her hand down to hold Bette's
wrist in place.

"We notice those we long to turn," she explains, and then the whir of the tattoo needle cuts,
abrasive, through the quiet, and Gretchen goes back to working on Bette's design.

"Is this difficult for you? Being next to somebody who's bleeding, I mean," Bette asks, to fill the
noisy silence.

Gretchen makes an 'mm-hmm' noise. "A little. We get used to it as we get older. Accustomed. At
first it's harder to resist... like teenagers with sex, I suppose." She gives Bette a teasing smile. "It's
such a new sensation, and it overwhelms. But I haven't been a teenager for a very long time. To be
quite honest, the smell of your blood is very pleasant for me. Much like the smell of coffee or pizza
might be for you when you are only a little hungry and can wait."

"Does music sound different?"
"No. Music is the one thing which remains the same."
They're quiet after that, until the tattoo is finished. It looks absolutely beautiful, and Bette is awed

by the idea that this is a part of her now, something Rose designed for her will be on her skin forever.
She can't stop smiling.

The night is cool and quiet around them as they leave the tattoo studio. Gretchen seems distracted,
caught in her own thoughts. Bette lights a cigarette and they linger together, neither suggesting that



they should go anywhere but where they are.
"I've seen... it doesn't feel like so much, not really. It all fits inside my head," Gretchen says after a

long time of quiet, tilting her head back to look up at the stars. "I suppose it is a lot. I don't feel the
wiser for it, most of the time. Just tired. I remember when these stars looked different, you know. I
used to be so scared of them. That sounds silly, but I was. I was so scared of the stars, because they
were such a long, long way away, and so terribly huge. It was impossible not to feel hopeless and
small beside that kind of scale.

"But now I find them a comfort. They take so long to move that I can reconcile myself to the
passage of time. People..." she sighs, and closes her eyes, her head still tipped back. The shadows
beneath her lower eyelids are very deep and dark. Those bruise-like purple smears come from a lack
of oxygen in the blood. Bette remembers that from science class. She wonders if such marks happen to
vampires when they need new blood in them, or if exhaustion governs that thin skin for them just as it
does for people.

"People are so fast," Gretchen says quietly, her voice terribly sad. "They're too fast. I can't keep up.
I can't run the treadmill of days and nights and months and years. I fall behind. The stars, I can almost
keep up with. And sometimes... sometimes the idea of being tiny and unimportant and meaningless
is." She pauses and straightens her posture, glancing at Bette for a moment and then shaking her head.
"I was going to say a comfort, but it's not. It's never a comfort. But it's an absolution. Everything I
feel, no matter how overwhelming... it's just tiny. Conquerable, compared to the stars."

They walk a little, along the cobblestones of the gutter to the corner of the street, where the lights
are a little brighter and there is intermittent traffic. Bette's glad of that — Gretchen's slow words and
the quiet darkness of the road were beginning to send shivers up Bette's spine.

"I've been married five times," Gretchen says, her tone more conversational now, as they pass the
late-night shops with fluorescent windows and the dark glass of those already shut up for the night.
"Not all of those had ceremonies, of course. I didn't have a wedding with Artie. But there have been
five, five people that I've spent time with. Until death do us part. The vows would mean less from me
than from most other brides, I think." She smiles, her eye teeth dimpling the plump of her lower lip.
"There have been others as well, of course. So many others... but those five are the five that hurt the
most. I carry those five holes inside me. Artie is the newest and the rawest, but the others ache as well.
I..."

Gretchen stops walking mid-stride, outside a closed store with woodblock prints and cards and
calendars on display in the window, and takes Bette's face between her hands. Her palms are
trembling.

"Are you another Virginia Poe, Bette?"
Bette makes a puzzled noise. "I don't kn —"
"Edgar Allan Poe's wife," Gretchen elaborates. "He was a hopeless romantic, more hopeless than

most. He always fell in love with the dying, with doomed and beautiful girls, thin and pale and already
sick with what would kill them. She was playing the piano and he thought she'd burst a blood vessel in
her throat because the blood just came and came, past her lips and down her chin, but it was
tuberculosis. She took such a long time to die.

"She was only one of the pattern, the one we know the most about. There were other girls, right
back into his childhood, other women who were just the same. It was like he had some compulsion to
repeat the pattern, to fall in love with the dying as if eventually he'd find the secret to saving them. He
never just fell in love with a healthy girl, one who'd stay at his side for the whole of his life.

"And it sounds so stupid when we talk about it, so self-indulgent and ridiculous, but I'm no better



than him, am I? I'm just another Edgar Allan Poe, forever chasing the chilled Annabel, the lost Lenore.
I fall in love with those I would spend forever with, but I never fall in love with anyone who'll stay
forever. I can't.

"If Artie had been a different man, a man who would have let me save him and turn him into
something lasting, then he wouldn't have been the man I loved. For him to be who he was, it had to
end the way it did. And it always ends that way, it always, always ends, and I'm so tired..."

Her eyes are bright and wild, and Bette feels sure that if Gretchen were capable of blushing then
her face would be flushed, pink with the same half-mad emotion that makes her voice quiver.

"The critics said that Edgar killed Virginia. Hastened her death, at least. He didn't give her the
tuberculosis, but he didn't save her as he might have, either. They said he'd done it so he could write
his odes to her memory. His lamentations. Do I do that? Do I let them die where I might have kept
them if I'd wanted it enough?"

Bette's blood runs icy. "Gretchen, don't..."
"You and Rose would be such beautiful vampires, Bette."
Bette shakes her head, tears welling in her eyes. She tries to pull away but Gretchen holds her still.

"Please don't do this," Bette whispers. "I don't want to die. I'm still just a kid."
"So was I." Gretchen hangs her head and lets Bette go, but she looks so small and alone that Bette

can't bear to run like she knows she should. "I'm leaving this city. If I stay, I'll fall in love with you
and Rose. I think I have already." She gives Bette a twisted, rueful smile. "And so I'm going to go. I'll
let you have a life. I can give you that. I could give you so much else, but I think that is most
valuable."

Bette nods. "Thank you," she replies, her voice a whisper.
Gretchen's smile softens, becomes resigned and sad. "Goodbye, Bette." She turns, walking away.
"Wait," Bette says quietly, knowing she won't have to raise her voice for Gretchen to hear. "You...

I mean. I can't give you that. I wish I could, but I can't. I'm going to grow up and make music, like I
promised Artie, and start a revolution, like I promised Russ. I have a hell of a lot of life left to live
before I'm ready to die. But I... I can give you tonight?" She bites her lip, hoping the offer doesn't
sound as pathetic and lame to Gretchen as it does to Bette's own ears.

But Gretchen steps back to her side, and takes her hand, and then leans in and kisses Bette gently.
If Rose ever hears about this, Bette is so totally a dead woman.

"I'd like that very much," Gretchen says, and smiles.
 

~
 
Bette goes to school the next morning with the ghostly memory of Gretchen's teeth in her neck

making her shiver whenever she thinks of it, and the ghostly taste of Gretchen's blood on her tongue
whenever she swallows. She's distracted all day, even when Rose and Tommy and Jay come home
with her and they all mess around in her garage on instruments. They've almost got something
approximating a song already, even if it does have totally crazy lyrics.

"They're about a story a friend told me," Jay answers, when Tommy asks about the verses that're in
Jay's looping scrawl. "They went to this little country in Europe where there was this giant golden
statue of an egg, and the idea was that someday something beautiful was going to hatch out of it, you
see? And my friend was there with his friends and they all thought yeah, whatever, it's a nice idea but
it's really just a big lump of metal, you know? Metaphors don't mean anything in the real world.

"And they were out walking in the snow one night, and Alexander — that's the friend who told me



the story — heard this howling, because the wolves were coming back. They'd been wiped out from
the area years and years before, but now they were coming back. And that seemed like it meant
something, to him. More than the statue, even."

"Cool," Rose says, smiling. Bette just shrugs. She's feeling punchy today. Spoiling for a fight. If
she hadn't been so distracted at school all day, she might've been able to get into a brawl with a jock
asshole or something, but she didn't think to and now she's got no outlet.

Tommy and Rose's mom calls Tommy's phone and summons them home for dinner. Jay starts to
pack up his stuff, too, and Bette is trying to untangle and wind all the cables and cords but they're
knotted and they just get worse as she tries to pull them apart.

"Hey, calm down," Jay says, and she realizes she's been grumbling to herself out loud. He puts a
hand on her shoulder and she shrugs it off, feeling furious for no particular reason except that she's
thirsty and cranky and she wishes that people wouldn't touch her without permission.

"Bette?" Jay looks a little wary of her, and takes a step back.
Before her brain catches up with what her fist's planning, Bette's already landed a punch square on

Jay's mouth. His lower lip splits against his teeth, leaving a streak of blood on her knuckles as she
pulls her arm back and blinks at him. Jay looks more surprised than hurt.

Bette's never been some kind of sadistic freak who gets off on fighting or anything, mostly
because she usually really hates, loathes, whoever she's trying to fight with, and she might be fucked
up but she's nowhere near fucked up enough to get turned on by the bullies at school.

Plus, she might be a teenager and all, but she gets in a hell of a lot of fights, and even teenagers
aren't mindlessly, totally, fuck-or-die horny that much of the time. It'd make getting through a normal
week pretty tough, not to mention how expensive her condom budget would end up.

The point is, clocking a guy in the jaw for being an asshole doesn't typically make a bolt of want
and need hit Bette in the belly and shoot down, doesn't make her breath go raggedy and her arms and
hands ache. But Jay's staring back at her, looking just as shocked and wild-eyed as Bette feels, and
when he sucks his wounded lower lip into his mouth Bette growls, this weird choked groan noise she
had no intention of making, and then she's grabbing Jay's stupid poser hair and pulling his head down
so she can kiss him hard, rasping her tongue against the tiny cut so she can taste the blood.

She is a creepy, creepy, fucked up freak. So is Jay, apparently, because he's kissing her back just as
hard, one palm grazing against the edge of her breast as he pulls her closer, the other sliding up her
arm and over her shoulder to her hair. On the way, his hand brushes over her collar and the bruises
underneath and Bette shivers hard, groaning softly against Jay's mouth.

Bette doesn't even care if this is a bad idea or if it screws up the band or anything. She just doesn't,
doesn't care. She breaks the kiss for long enough to take a step back and wrench her shirt up and off.
She's wearing one of her older, kind of scummy-grey sports bras underneath, but she doubts Jay even
notices her bra at all with the way his eyes are fixed on her bruises. His cheeks are flushed a hectic
red, expression curious and dazed.

"Those look new," he says. His fingertips reach out to touch the cut and Bette tilts her head,
encouraging him.

"They got reopened last night."
"Oh," Jay says, and Bette gets the feeling that she could have said anything and he would have

reacted in the exact same way. Before she can tell him he's a jerk who doesn't pay attention to what
people are saying, Jay leans in and swipes his tongue against the bites, and Bette gets another sharp
hard jolt of want through her bones.

She manages to get his shirt off, and finds the little dark bruises on his own neck, with little pale



fang scars in the middle of them, like makeup from a horror movie.
"Did Remember the Stars save you, too?"
"Huh?" Jay asks, still nuzzling at the soft pulse below Bette's jaw, his hands roaming over the bare

skin of her lower back.
"Were you attacked? Did the hunters save you?" Bette specifies. As wild and unlikely as it is, she

can't help but hope that Jay has met another vampire like Gretchen. To be able to talk to someone who
understands how confusing and crazy something like that is would be a weight off Bette's heart, but
she's not stupid enough to expect that it's going to happen.

Jay moves away from her throat and steps back, a strange and almost ashamed expression on his
face. "Nobody saved me. I'm, um. Kind of dating one. A vampire, I mean."

"Oh," Bette answers absent-mindedly, because apparently sometimes she's just as vague as him.
Then, the words sink in, and she blinks. "Wait, seriously?"

Jay takes another step back, looking around the garage floor for his shirt. "I guess I'd better, um,
go."

"Are you —" Bette starts, words tumbling over themselves in her nervousness and haste. "Are you
exclusive? Because my mom isn't home and there's condoms up in my room and I think that if I don't
have sex my vagina's going to explode, which would be a shame because I love my vagina most of the
time, but I don't want some vampire pulling my arms and legs off for molesting their boyfriend."

Jay looks back at her, not picking up his shirt, and swallows. "No. No, not exclusive."
Bette breathes out in relief and grabs his hand, leading him toward the door into the house.

"Good."
 

~
 
Weekends where Bette's mom wants them to see family are the absolute shittiest weekends of all

the kinds of weekend there can be. These meetings are never on actual occasions, like a birthday or
Christmas or Thanksgiving or anything. They're just whenever Bette's mom gets an attack of the guilts
for not seeing them and calls everybody and arranges a lunch at Bette's grandparents' house.

This is Bette's mom's own family, not the people still alive on Bette's dad's side, and Bette's mom
has like a zillion sisters and cousins and brothers and sisters-in-law. When Bette was going through a
really awful awkward stage when she was thirteen, all of her boy cousins teased her and made her
miserable. Now they try to see down her top and ask her if she's got a guy and that's all even grosser
and stupider and more awful than the teasing was.

Bette's mom always makes her dress up really nicely for these family things, and that part is very
closest to being the shittiest part of the whole thing. Today Bette's got a light blue sun dress made of
linen, printed with darker blue little stars, and it practically starts creasing as soon as she looks at it.
On someone else it might be pretty but Bette feels dumb and she knows that Darcy will be able to tell
that Bette's dressed up in a fake version of herself.

Darcy is the worst part of the family days.
"How's school?" Bette's grandfather asks as they eat. It's leg of lamb and Bette's just eating the

vegetables and not making a fuss, because back when she first decided not to eat meat anymore her
cousins gave her heaps of shit and her grandparents sniffed and grumbled that kids didn't know how
spoiled and greedy they were, turning their noses up at good food, and Bette's mom had frowned and
looked disappointed. So now Bette just shuts up and eats lots of pumpkin, imagining that it's the pulpy
orange flesh of a grinning, fanged, fiery jack-o-lantern, and that eating it gives her dark demonic



powers.
"Good," Bette answers, wishing that'd be enough of an answer to satisfy them. She knows from

experience that it's not, though, so she searches for something family-friendly and cheerful to say
that's not about detention or getting beat up or freaks leaving dead puppies in the gym. "My friend
Rose is in the school musical. I'm doing good in Chemistry, so my teacher wants to put me in this
achievement program for high schoolers that the university runs. It's more homework, but it looks
good on college applications."

Darcy makes a noise that only Bette will think is anything but random and accidental.
Darcy has pumpkin in front of her too, in a little plastic bowl, and she's spooning little mouthfuls

of it to Kristina, the plump dark-haired nine-month-old wriggling on Darcy's knee. Darcy's not going
to college any time soon, or even going back to high school any time soon. She has a pretty good job
as a receptionist at an industrial laundry company, so it's not like she's miserable or hopeless or
anything. Her life just went a different way to Bette's.

Bette heard about the laundry job from her aunt Sara, who's Darcy's mom. Bette and Darcy don't
talk to each other much anymore, but Bette can remember when they were kids and the only two girls
in a generation of boys and they would play dolls together. The stories they told with their dolls were
always violent and weird, full of rapes and kidnappings and murders and other fucked up shit. Darcy
had always gotten cranky if Bette mentioned something she'd done with Rose and Tommy, so Bette
would do her best not to mention them, or to remind Darcy that they were family, and that was always
gonna be as important as any other friends Bette had.

Then Bette's dad got sick and Bette remembers the wake, all of her family dressed up in black and
crying and standing around Bette's house holding uneaten ribbon sandwiches full of disgusting stuff
like egg and herb mayo and cucumber puree. Bette had felt so angry about that, that even now that the
really awful sick-sad-waiting part was over, and they'd said goodbye and sang hymns and said prayers
and everything, everyone was still miserable.

Bette had been so tired of being miserable. She wanted to be able to remember her dad for the
good stuff, the way he hugged and how he told stories and the gross things he'd make for dinner if
Mom was out in the evening. Bette wanted to have a party and yell and laugh and celebrate how great
her Daddy had been and how much she was always going to love him, but instead everyone was still
looking just like they had in the church for the funeral.

So Darcy and Bette had snuck upstairs and put on swimming clothes — Bette in the new bathing
suit her mom had bought her for the trip they'd taken with Dad to the beach just after the last round of
chemo failed, and Darcy in Bette's older suit because Darcy was skinnier. Then they'd put on lipstick
and blush from Bette's mom's makeup table, and set up the sprinkler in the front garden of the house,
and ran back and forth under the sharp cold spray, yelling and yelping at the shock of the cold on their
sun-warm skin.

The grown-ups came outside, drawn by the noise, and Bette had heard some of them muttering
about 'disrespectful children' and 'too young to understand death or grieving', and 'irresponsible'. Rose
and Tommy had come over but Tommy was too sick to get wet like Bette and Darcy were, so Rose and
Tommy just stood off to one side like pale big-eyed freaky gothic children from a weird picture book
and watched while Darcy and Bette shrieked and screamed and ran around. And if Bette cried, the
sprinkler washed away her tears and left her fresh and cool and strong.

But it was after that day that things had started to go shitty. Well, sort of shitty. That was the
problem. Some things got better, and so Bette can never work out properly how she feels about all of it
in her head. The compensation and insurance Bette and her mom got from Bette's dad dying turned out



to be more than they thought it was going to be, and Bette's mom decided that a big chunk of it should
be used to send Bette to the prep school that Rose and Tommy had their names down for. Even though
the school wouldn't take them until eighth grade, this decision made Bette relieved and happy, because
she'd worried all the time about what was gonna happen when they were stuck at different schools,
Rose and Tommy at one and Bette at another, and how that was going to ruin everything. Now it
wasn't going to be a problem at all.

Bette and Darcy had never been in line to go to the same high school, because their families lived
on totally opposite sides of the city and everything, so Bette had never imagined for a second that
these new plans would affect them at all. But it had meant something to Darcy, something bitter and
lonely and quiet, and they'd drifted apart and apart and now it's almost like they're enemies or
something, which is awful and crazy.

The bird tattoo on Bette's arm — peeling a little, and rough to the touch, and so itchy she wants to
amputate the entire limb, oh god seriously — has necessitated a navy cardigan over the linen dress.
Her mom doesn't know about the ink yet, and it's going to be bad enough telling her without their
entire family there too. Bette fiddles with one of the buttons of the cardigan, staring down at her plate,
and tries not to think about Darcy or her dad or anything else until the whole horrible visit is over.

On the drive home Bette stares out the window, distracted, thinking about Darcy's baby and Bette's
dad being gone and how sad and crazy and complicated ideas about good luck and bad luck actually
are. At one point, as they're waiting at a stoplight, Bette's mom reaches over and gives Bette's arm a
squeeze and says "I know it's rough sometimes, baby".

But if Bette's mom knows how much Bette hates these family gatherings, why does she always
pitch such a drama fit when Bette says she doesn't want to go?

"Can you drop me off at Rose and Tommy's?" Bette asks and god, even her voice sounds miserable
and tired. Her mom gives her a worried, small smile.

"Sure. You don't get enough wear out of that dress. It suits you."
"I feel more comfortable in my normal clothes. They suit me better on the inside," Bette protests,

still sounding to herself like a worn-out and unhappy child. Bette's mom sighs with a bit of weary
frustration of her own, and that makes Bette feel guilty, so she adds "But sure, I'll wear it out tonight.
The dress. I think Remember the Stars are playing. Don't wait up."

Bette's mom shakes her head. "I know better than to try to with you, kid. I consider it a victory if
you make it home alive within the week."

Overcome with a sudden wave of affection for her mother, Bette leans over and gives her a peck
on the cheek. "Okay, boss. Come back alive. Got it."

 
~

 
Rose and Tommy are both down in the basement, Rose painting that secret project she isn't letting

Bette see, and Tommy's getting killed badly on the X-Box.
"Seriously?" Bette asks as she reaches the foot of the stairs — she came the normal way for once,

figuring that rosebushes and windows were most likely not all that linen-skirt-friendly. "Who gets
beaten by the computer?"

"It's on 'hard' setting," Tommy objects defensively. "Let's see you do better!"
"Soon as you hand that controller over," Bette promises with a smirk. She suspects her face still

looks a little wobbly and morbid from all the moping (her mom would call it sulking) she was doing
before. Luckily, Rose and Tommy are just about the least socially observant people on the face of the



earth, and don't notice.
After proving to Tommy that computer-controlled opponents are easy as shit to beat and seriously,

he plays like a girl, Bette stretches her legs out in front of her and wiggles her bare toes, visible
through the crisscross straps of her black sandals. "I had to do family stuff today," she says.

"Need a drink?" Rose asks, and Bette knows she's just being helpful but Bette fucking hates it
when Rose is drunk, she's sick of it, and it just makes her mood worse. She gives Rose a hard look, but
can't be sure if Rose was drinking before Bette got there — she might just be happy because it's the
weekend and it's warm and she's painting and hanging out with Bette and Tommy. Rose's needs in life
are simple, if specific.

"Nah," Bette shakes her head. Then, on an impulse, because she hasn't actually been thinking about
this at all, "I'm thinking of going straight-edge. No drinking, no substances. I feel like that would
leave me less shit to worry about all the time, you know?"

"Like when Billy Corgan shaved his head," Tommy agrees, because sometimes Tommy is just as
random and weird as Rose can be. Bette gives him a look, but he just nods. "No, for real."

"That guy in The Smashing Pumpkins?" Bette asks.
"Yeah. He shaved his head so he didn't have to think about his hair anymore."
"Hah," Bette replies. "I figured he was just going bald."
"Okaaaay​ done!" Rose says suddenly. "Bette, come see. I made you something."
The picture is of a pair, a man and a woman, in old-fashioned clothes. They're holding a baby

between them, a tiny beautiful little girl, and all three of them are smiling joyfully. Beneath the hem
of the baby's lacy dress are a dozen long, waving tentacles, like those of a pink octopus.

At the bottom of the canvas, in uneven calligraphy, is written 'For sale: Baby shoes. Never worn.'
"To remind you that there's usually a more hopeful way to look at things," Rose says, putting her

arm around Bette's shoulders. Bette continues to stare at the picture, unsure of what to say to express
how touched she is by the gift. The picture is brilliant, the best Rose has ever done, and it was done for
Bette.

"I love it," she manages quietly. "Thank you."
"I think I'm gonna dress up tonight," Rose declares. "A skirt and everything. Tommy, you gonna

come out with us?"
"I can't. Going out with Michelle. Want to invite Jay instead?" Tommy asks. Bette shoots him a

Look.
"What?"
Tommy holds out his phone. "Invite Jay. Don't give me that look. I know you think we just stand

around being cooler than everybody, but he's my best friend. We do talk about things occasionally. I
know you two hooked up."

The look of happy pride on Rose's face crumbles. "You hooked up with Jay?" she asks. Bette
doesn't know how to answer that, so she grabs Tommy's phone and goes upstairs to get good reception.

"Tommy?" Jay answers.
"No, it's Bette," Bette says, then bites her lip. She doesn't know what else to say. "Um. We're

maybe going out tonight. Just me and Rose. And you, if you want. Do you want to meet up? We're not
going anywhere special. Just hanging out. But you can come if you like. But you don't have to. But —"

"Bette, it's cool," Jay says, and even in his deadpan tones she can hear the smile. "That would be
nice. Where should we meet you? Oh, is it okay if my friend Timothy comes too?"

"Yeah, sure. Is he from school?"
"Um. No. He's... kind of a night person," Jay says, putting ever-so-stealthy emphasis on the final



phrase. Bette snorts.
"Oh, right. I'm pickin' up the subtext that you're puttin' down there, you code-talker you."
Jay laughs. He's got a nice laugh. Oh god, when did Bette turn into a teenage girl.
"We'll see you two at the mall, okay?"
"Okay," Jay says. "See you there."



JAY

The mall isn't eerie when it's closed. Just vacant, empty.
"Like a doll when it's not being played with," Timothy says, in response to nothing in particular,

and Jay smiles at him because they're on such a similar wavelength, it's kind of creepy and cool at the
same time. Jay doesn't click that well with many people, and when he does it's usually people who
don't talk much. Like Tommy, and Michelle. Jay loves them, but they're introverts, like him. Timothy
is an extrovert. Or, at least, he might be an extrovert when extenuating circumstances aren't screwing
him up five different ways at once.

Tonight Timothy's dressed in one of the weird formal outfits that the vampires sometimes wear
when they go out, like they have to periodically play a role of a member of their pack in public or
people will forget. Jay doubts anybody could forget how dangerous Blake's gang is, no matter what
they're wearing, but nevertheless tonight Timothy's sporting an ivory-colored brocade coat over pale
grey pants, a matching vest, and an off-white shirt. There's a silver pocket-watch chain on his vest and
a silver pin holding his dark grey silk tie neat. He even manages to make it all look cool, somehow,
which Jay finds very impressive.

"They leave the pets in the store overnight? Seriously?" Bette yelps, pointing at the faint glow of
night-lamps in the glass window-pens at the pet store. Sure enough, there are a few kittens in one case,
and a lone puppy in the other.

"Hey there, little guy," Rose says to the puppy, which is a mongrel of white and black, with out-of-
proportion ears and paws and dark, wet, mournful eyes. "I think this might be my spirit animal.
Seriously."

"Please." Bette snorts. "If someone locked you in a box with food and toys and somewhere
comfortable to sleep, there's no way you'd be making little whimpery noises in the hope that someone
would let you out. You'd wanna stay in there forever if you could."

Rose kicks her in the shin without much malice. "You're a douche."
"You're a double-douche. With, like, baking soda and feminine deodorant and thrush medication in

it."
Jay makes a disgusted noise. "Can't you two at least pretend a little feminine mystique? For the

sake of the menfolk present?" The protest would probably sound more convincing if Timothy wasn't
cooing gently at the kittens in the next window over.

"I wish I could get him," Rose goes on, still having a staring contest with the puppy through the
clear Perspex barrier. "But —"

"But he'd probably get lost under a pile of Tommy's old T-shirts and end up as the first of a race of
mutant filth-dwelling hell hounds?" Bette guesses. Rose tries to kick her again, but Bette skitters out
of the way and takes cover behind Jay.

"But, I was going to say, before I was so rudely interrupted," Rose huffs. "I don't think it's a good
idea to have puppies in our neighborhood right now. Apparently there are a couple of total sickos
doing awful shit to dogs. I overheard Mom talking about it on the phone, one of her customers lost
both her schnauzers."

Jay and Timothy exchange a brief look, and Jay clears his throat. "Uh, that won't be happening
anymore."

Rose looks confused for a minute, and then comprehension dawns across her face in the form of a
wide smile. "Really? You're not just shitting me, right? Really? You killed that guy?" The last
question is asked of Timothy, who shakes his head. "Oh, uh. Bette told me. That you're a vampire. We



don't care. I hope you don't mind I know. We knew some vampire hunters but they were sort of jerks, a
bit. So we're neutral on the whole thing now."

Timothy blinks. "Oh. Okay. No, it wasn't me. It was someone Jay and I know."
"That is so fucking cool!" Rose's smile manages to get even brighter and broader.
Bette has edged away from Jay, away from the pet store and the three of them and further into the

stark crowdless open area of the dark mall thoroughfare. She looks at Timothy, Rose and Jay with an
unreadable expression.

"That's kind of fucked up," she says uncertainly. "I mean..."
"He was killing dogs, Bette. Puppies. In really awful ways —" Rose starts.
"I know that!" Bette snaps, cutting her off. "But it's still... I'm not really okay with hearing about

people getting killed, you know? It kind of doesn't jive so great with my worldview."
Timothy looks miserable. "I'll go."
With a shake of her head, Bette holds her hands up in a 'no, stop' gesture. "You don't have to do

that. I'm... we'll... let's just talk about something else, ok? We'll just pretend that this whole
conversation happened to some other people. Some people who are living in a Wes Craven movie or
something crazy like that."

Timothy nods. "Got it." He takes a deep breath, with Jay knows is just for show, just to make
Timothy seem more normal. Jay appreciates that he's making the effort, and he gets the feeling that
Bette and Rose do too. Timothy's not really fooling anyone with the whole "normal" thing, not under
half-dim fluorescents in an empty mall, anyway. Maybe it would be a more convincing act in a crowd.

"Let's go out," Jay suggests. "To a club or something."
"Tommy said he and Michelle were going to go see Remember the Stars at that little downstairs

place," Rose says. "The one with the mural."
Jay feels bad that he didn't know what Tommy and Michelle's plans were for the evening, but the

feeling passes soon enough. They're a couple, after all. He shouldn't be expected to hover around being
a third wheel every time to two of them felt like a night out.

"We could go do that, then?" Rose asks, sounding uncertain, giving Bette one of those weird mind-
meld silent conversation looks that the pair of them do, like, all the time. Jay doesn't know if they're
aware of it or not.

"Remember the Stars were a band I liked before I knew any of the members as people," Bette says
decisively, like she's settling a complicated argument with herself, or maybe with Rose.

"Yeah," Rose echoes with a nod of her own. "Let's go see them. It'll be like old times."
Bette glances at Jay, then at Timothy, and her mouth curls up in one of her smarmy, smartass

smirks. "Well, no. Not really that much like old times," she says.
They catch the train into the city centre, Jay and Bette in one double seat and Rose and Timothy in

the one in front of them. Jay thinks that the seating arrangements probably ended up like that because
Timothy and Rose are trying to give Jay and Bette a chance to hang out and talk to one another, but
what actually ends up happening is that Jay and Bette sit and eavesdrop creepily on the conversation
Timothy and Rose are having in front of them.

"I don't feel like I'm not meant to be a girl," Rose is saying. "I just... I've never felt like I am meant
to be one, either. I'm just sort of... me." She shrugs helplessly, twisting her fingers together in her lap,
plucking at the dusky velvet of her skirt idly. "Then, I don't know, this probably sounds super-lame,
but when I was thirteen I got some money, because I won some stupid essay competition about the
environment or something pathetic like that. And it was nearly Halloween, and we always do kind of a
big deal for Halloween because it's badass and silly all at once, you know? Everyone gets to dress up



awesome and eat candy and watch horror movies, and Bette always ends up getting in trouble for
TPing the trees of all the teachers who've given her detention.

"So I spent the money I'd gotten on this Jedi costume. You know, from Star Wars?" Timothy is
nodding. Rose smiles. "Of course you know Star Wars. Everyone knows Star Wars, even vampires. So
anyway, I put on the robes and the cloak and everything, and... I felt really powerful. Not in, like, a
Jedi way, obviously, but in a way where I was suddenly fearless about what people might say about
me, or what they thought about how I was dressed. Suddenly it didn't matter what they thought about
it, because I knew I looked awesome and I felt kind of, I don't know, invincible or something."

Rose gestures emphatically, like she can make her point clearer through forceful movement. "It
was this totally insane feeling and I'd never felt anything like it before. It was amazing. And... this is
going to sound so dumb and lame, I know it. But I kind of feel like that when I wear this dress? Like,
it doesn't matter how I look to anyone else, just like it didn't matter if people were smirking at me
when I went out that night in the Jedi costume. Because I feel so beautiful, and so I'm completely
fearless and invincible. It's like I'm playing a character. This is my costume. My Rose-as-a-girl drag."

Timothy waits for her to finish, and then nods. "That's cool. That you're so aware of the ways it
makes you feel. Most kids aren't that self-perceptive."

Rose laughs softly. "I spend a lot of time in my own company," she says in a quiet voice, and then
glances away from Timothy and out the darkened window at the light-lit city rushing past. "Do you
ever start forgetting who you are?"

"What?" Timothy sounds taken aback by the question. Rose looks away from the window and back
at his face, as if she's surprised by the sharpness of the way he asked the question.

"Well," she says, screwing her mouth up in a lopsided scrunch as she searches for the right
phrasing. "What you're wearing is a kind of drag too, isn't it? And sometimes, if I wear this for too
long, I start feeling like I'll forget what makes the real me who I am. The person I stay underneath
when I dress up. It's like I get... blurry. That's not the right word, but I don't know what the right word
is."

Timothy doesn't answer immediately, and when he does the pace of his words is measured and
deliberate. "Yes. I know what you mean. And it does happen to me, sometimes. But... I don't hold
together properly except when I'm letting myself get blurry. The character I'm playing is realer than
the me underneath, most of the time, so if I took him off I'd be nothing much of anything."

"But, but, that's not true!" Rose protests. "You're... you're you. I've only just met you and I can tell
that. People who are more pretense than truth are horrible. You're not horrible."

"I'm not even actually a people, either," Timothy points out, a little twist of sadness in his tone and
the set of his profile. Bette and Jay are listening so intently that Jay suspects they would both stop
breathing, if they could, in order to hear the conversation better.

"Oh, like I give a shit if you're a vampire." Rose snorts. "I don't like most people, and I don't even
have the excuse of being a different species to them. I'm way worse than you."

Timothy reaches across and squeezes her hand. "No. I think you're pretty cool, actually. I love the
way you wear your makeup. It's very old-school kinderwhore, like early Hole or Babes in Toyland."

Rose's eyes get comically wide, and Bette digs her nails into Jay's thigh like she's trying to distract
herself sufficiently that she'll avoid bursting out laughing. Jay's not sure exactly how causing him pain
is going to act as a useful distraction for Bette, but it seems to be working well enough.

"Oh my god, you are the first person to get that! That's totally what I was going for!" she says
delightedly. Timothy grins, the happy effect only spoiled a little by the fact of his fangs.

"I love all that stuff. My cat is named Bikini Kill, after the zine and the band. I still have the



original issues of the zine from when it came out, somewhere at home. I could dig them out, if you're
interested?"

The noise Rose makes in the back of her throat might me politely described as a yelp, or maybe a
squealy squeak.

"Timothy manages to find the one girl for whom 'come see my collection of vintage riot grrrl crap'
sounds like 'you must come up some time and see my etchings, my dear'," Jay whispers softly in
Bette's ear. She giggles, turning a little, and suddenly her face is very close to his, and Jay can see the
light pinkness across the bridge of her nose where sunlight has given her a very mild burn.

Her eyes are dark, the pupils dilated wide.
"I thought we were supposed to be the young lovers here," she quips, voice very quiet and a little

breathless.
"No reason it can't be a double date," Jay points out, and kisses her. She tastes like spearmint and

the stale crackle of cigarettes.
At the club they meet up with Tommy and Michelle, the six of them cramming into a booth off to

the side as the band set up. After a second, Bette says "hang on", and walks over to Remember the
Stars. They pause in their setting-up to chat to her, but their postures all seem tense to Jay. He shakes
himself and turns back to look around at his friends. A smile spreads across his face.

"Get Rose's phone off her," Jay orders Tommy in a whisper, nodding in the direction of where
Rose and Timothy are talking. Their topic of conversation seems to have moved to the work of Francis
Bacon. Or Kevin Bacon. It's hard to be completely certain. Either way, they're talking animatedly,
obviously enjoying themselves.

"Rosie doesn't carry hers. The battery's always dead," says Tommy. "Why?"
"I was gonna put Timothy's number in it. Couldn't hurt, right?"
Tommy quirks his eyebrows, readjusting his glasses on his nose. "I have a whole bunch of friends

who are teenage girls already. You don't have to fulfill that role."
Jay punches him in the arm. "Cockface. They're having fun, aren't they?"
Tommy looks over just as Rose starts giggling at something Timothy said. They look so much like

ordinary love-struck kids that Jay thinks it's kind of nauseating.
"That's kind of nauseating," remarks Tommy. "Okay, okay. When Bette gets back, I'll give you her

phone and you can put Timothy's number in. She'll help us find a way to get Rose to call it."
"See, you're practically a girl too. It's not just me."
Bette comes back and the plan is carried out, Timothy's number added into the address book. Jay

will explain the plan later. For now, there's music to listen to.
"Maybe it'll be us up there one day," Bette muses, nodding at the stage as the band's short set

comes to an end.
"Do you have any songs yet?" Michelle asks. "Once you're really a band, I'm so going to be your

manager. That would be cool."
Tommy whispers something in her ear, and she smacks him. "No, I'm not going to be your groupie,

loser. God."
"We've got one song. Sort of," Rose confirms, hunting around in her purse before drawing out a

folded-up sheet of paper, which she hands over to Jay. "These are the lyrics."
Timothy and Michelle both lean in to read the paper, and Jay, sitting between them, scans the

words he already knows.

In a distant country



There's a statue of an egg
And the shark dies in the final reel
But that just means we don't have a name and face
To put to fear anymore
She scented my blood in the water
But I never wanted her to die
(And even if I did, I didn't kill her)
In a distant country
The wolves are coming back
And even so, I'm still unformed,
And even so I'm out of focus
And in a distant country your baby's going barefoot
But she's fine, she's fine, she's fine
Death is not your friend
Death is not a confidant
But in the dark Death holds you
When you cry beside the beds he emptied
In a distant country
That's how stories end
And the way some childhoods will
The haze distorts and throws mirages
When I grow up I will be more than you can dream
And in a distant country
There's a statue of an egg
And a sign that says
Something beautiful is coming
 
Timothy finishes first, and gives them all a wide and blinding grin, fangs flashing. "That is so

cool. I'd love to hear it, as soon as you have a demo."
Suddenly half the band isn't over by their stage, packing their stuff up. Anna and Lily are both

crowded in near Timothy, looming over the still-sitting group.



BETTE

The point of Anna's long, thin knife is over Timothy's breastbone, a fraction of an inch from
slicing through the crisp cloth of his shirt, and Lily's got her menacing little gun held to Timothy's
temple. He is completely still, still as stone, but his eyes are wide and afraid.

Michelle and Tommy look confused. Rose and Jay both look terrified, like Timothy. Bette doesn't
feel scared, though. She's just so angry and worked up and they wouldn't let her fight with them and
now they're threatening someone she has laughed with, with a blade and a gun. Bette is tired of this.
She's had enough.

"Put the fucking gun down," she snaps at Lily. "And the sword." This to Anna. They don't move.
"There are no good vampires," Lily says quietly. "Whatever he's told you..."
"Fuck you. If you hurt him, you will regret it. I will make you regret it," Bette says evenly,

standing up and beckoning for the others to follow her. "Come on, we're going."
"I can't let you do that," Anna warns.
"You can't stop me," Bette retorts.
Lily fires.



JAY

The gunshot is loud. World-ending loud. It's an eternal, horrifying split second before Jay realizes
that the wet splatter of gore on the side of his face isn't Timothy's brain. It's just blood and bone
fragments. Timothy is still alive, his palm a mess where it was pressed over the muzzle of Lily's gun.
There's a dark stain spreading over his pale jacket from a wound on his shoulder, too, where the
diverted bullet ended up entering. Timothy must have moved at the very last possible moment.

"Run!" Bette orders, and the six of them are already moving before the first commotion of people
looking around for the source of the noise has stopped. All four members of Remember the Stars are
following them as they push through the back door of the club and out into the evening air.

"Split up!" Jay says. "Scatter!"
Tommy and Michelle, still looking bewildered, dart off in one direction. Bette and Rose head in

another. Timothy, despite his injuries, hoists Jay onto his back and runs, faster than any human
following them could keep up with.

When they're miles from the club, Timothy slows and lets Jay down again. Then he doubles over
and vomits into the gutter, the blood leaving a viscous, dark splash on the ground.

"I ruined his music," Timothy says, voice cracking on the final consonant. "We had another — I
tried to have another fight with him, but he never gets angry. I grabbed his records in their sleeves and
I snapped them in half. All of them. Because I'm not who he needs to be and he's still pretending I am.
That's what I said to him. Just before you woke up. That's why I was so keen to go out when you
suggested it."

Jay is already scrolling through his phonebook to find Alexander's number. "It's okay. You're okay.
That'll heal up fine," he says as he dials and waits for Alexander to answer. "Shame about the jacket,
though."

He's trying to keep things light, but Timothy's face is pale and shocked and pained, so instead Jay
just hugs him close until the car arrives to take them home.



BETTE

Jay calls her just before dawn.
"Blake's on the warpath. So's Alexander. Stay far, far away from Remember the Stars, okay? In

fact, stay inside completely for a couple of nights. Days, too, if you can. I'm going to skive off school
a bit. Be a good idea if you all did, too."

It's cool for the first day. Bette fakes a stomach ache and watches a whole heap of bad daytime
television, keeping in touch with the others through email. Rose keeps sending her bits of really awful
fan-fiction based on Tim Burton movies, but Bette's not sure if this is stuff Rose is finding online or
stuff Rose is writing herself, so she tries to keep her replies neutral.

On the second day, it's boring, boring, boring. Bette's going crazy. By the time night falls she's
ready to climb out of her own skin just to get some freedom. For someone whose best friend is
basically a hermit, Bette really doesn't deal well with being an enforced homebody, however
temporarily.

She'll just got for one quick jog around the block. It's barely even dark out. No way any vampires
would be this close to so many houses, especially not while the light of the sun is still painting gold
and pink shades on the undersides of the clouds.

She's gone two blocks, reveling in the freedom and the air around her, when she hears a noise from
behind her.

Bette turns. It's Lily, her face pinched and pale, her clothes rumpled and stained with dark
splotches of blood. As she stares at Bette she tilts her head to the side in a graceless jerk, the
movement uncanny and strange and completely inhuman.

"Hey, Bette. I'm kind of pissed at you," Lily says. Her teeth gleam in the low light, especially her
fangs.

Bette runs.
No, no, no, it can't end like this, not when she's still got so much to do and not when she doesn't

even know the story, how Lily got away from Jay's friends and how she woke up as a vampire at all
and no, this isn't how it ends, oh god.

Bette runs, and runs, and then Lily catches her arm and Bette stumbles to a halt, sobbing in fear.
"Great tattoo," Lily says. Her hands are holding Bette's arm too tightly, squeezing to bruise, and

then she pulls so fast that Bette cries out in surprise at the same second that Lily sinks her teeth in.
Bette wants to scream properly but her throat's not working, the same way it doesn't when she

needs to cry out in her nightmares. She just makes a gurgling, choking sound, and that makes Lily bite
even deeper.

Bette has never felt so sad. She thought she'd be scared, or angry, or — best case scenario —
sensible and clever, in the face of a life-threatening situation. She'd keep her cool about her and find a
way out and survive. But now she's here and Lily is gnawing and slurping at her arm, ripping the skin
open wider, and Bette just feels sick and tired and sad and wishes she could tell her mom that she
loves her and see Rose and Tommy again and kiss Jay and Gretchen, oh she's so sad about Gretchen,
and she never even got to be a rock star or see the school musical or anything and it's not fair and she's
so tired and sad and her tattoo must be ruined now and

"Poor bird," Bette murmurs, and then everything's gone.
 

~
 



She wakes up aching on cold-damp cement, with a serious case of cotton-mouth. All preliminary
evidence suggests that she's at Rose's place and fell asleep on the floor during a movie. When Bette
opens her eyes, though, she's in the docking bay next to the grocery store. Groaning, she sits up
slowly. There's something in her mouth, and she spits into her palm as she shuffles over to lean her
back against the bare bricks of the wall. The little pale shapes look like teeth, the roots whiter than the
lightly nicotine-stained tips, but Bette's mouth doesn't hurt any more than the rest of her and when she
runs her tongue along the top row of her own teeth inside her mouth they're all there where they
should be. Her incisors feel a little weird, more tender than the rest, a little longer and sharper than she
re —

Fuck.
Bette stares at the teeth in her palm for a while, not thinking anything, her mind blank. Then she

throws them down in disgust and skitters away a bit, shifting down the wall like she's just discovered
that she's been holding a piece of human remains at a murder scene or something. Exactly like that,
actually.

Bette chokes on another groan, closing her eyes and breathing in deeply so she doesn't start
freaking out. She feels sick and scared but her heart rate and breath are still slow and steady, so she's
not about to have a panic attack or anything. She feels strangely grateful and surprised at how
reassuring the feel of her heartbeat against her palm is. If she's still got a heartbeat, maybe being a
vampire's not the end of the world.

Bette's next groan is mostly a sob.
Okay. Not time for a freak out. She needs to call somebody to come help her. Her legs won't hold

her steady, she knows that without trying. She's got no energy at all. Rose. She'll call Rose.
The thought of Rose makes something greedy and ravenous flare up inside Bette, some new part of

her brain that was lying dormant as she woke. She thinks of Rose's basement-pale skin and the coarse
tangle of Rose's hair, imagines pushing that hair away from Rose's throat and leaning into the soft
warm human smell and then biting and then drinking and drinking, and how Rose would try to fight
and how Bette could hold Rose's arms down at her sides so easily and stop her struggling while Bette
drank and drank and drank until there was nothing left.

Now Bette's heart rate has perked up a little.
Okay, so calling Rose is a really bad idea. Even if she really, really wants to, the new and snarling

bit of her brain waiting eagerly for the rest of her to stop resisting.
Bette pulls her phone out of her jeans and stares down at the numbers. Rose wouldn't even demand

to know what was wrong, she'd just come as quick as she could if Bette said she needed her. Maybe
she'd bring Tommy, too. Bette wonders how similar the blood of fraternal twins tastes.

Rose's phone is turned off when Bette tries to call. For a second she's thankful, but then the
predator-part of her takes over again and she knows that there's no way Tommy's phone will be off;
he'll answer for sure.

She scrolls down to T. Above Tommy's number is one Bette can't remember adding: Timothy.
Timothy was the name of Jay's friend. The vampire. She hits 'call' before she lets herself reconsider.

It takes four rings for Timothy to answer. "Elizabeth?"
"Bette," she answers out of pure habit. Thank god she hasn't developed that weirdo love of full

names vampires have. "I'm next to a grocery store near that mall we went to. Do you remember?"
"Yes, I remember. What's wrong? Are you all right?"
Bette takes a deep, shuddering breath. He sounds so kind. She didn't realize how alone she felt

until she heard someone kind. Maybe, if she asks, he'll bring Jay with him. Bette remembers Jay's



blood, the warm slick of it against her lip, the feel of his body against her in her bed. She ends the call
before she can let herself beg Timothy for Jay.

She throws the phone away from her, as far as she can, and curls her face down against her knees.
She's shuddering, but she doesn't cry. She's too tired to cry, and the night is loud around her.



JAY

The concrete ground around the grocery store is already stained with the drips and splotches and
marks any outdoor ground like that gets — gum, fuel drops, grease. In the late-night puddles of
streetlight yellow the blood doesn't look all that different to the other marks, just another dark smear
of something soaked into the parking lot.

Bette is curled up against the wall, rocking back and forth and making choked, whimpery noises,
like a baby animal in pain. Her arms are crossed over her knees and Jay can see her tattoo on the bare,
blood-smeared skin. There's a long, ragged scar slicing through the ink, already healed and white and
flat. It makes one wing skew badly, like the hollow bone of it's been broken, and that throws the whole
tattoo off-balance and makes it strange.

"Bette?" Timothy asks, touching her shoulder. Her head snaps up, expression wary. Her eyes are
wide and catch the light like a cat's. She looks at Timothy for a second before shifting her focus to Jay.
Jay's seen that look on her face before, that wild-with-wanting expression, but never so bare and
uncomplicated.

"You should run," she tells him in a bleak voice, dropping her head down against her knees again.
"I'll kill you if you don't run."

"No you won't." Jay steps away from Blake and Alexander, who are watching everything with their
careful sharp eyes, and over to where Timothy and Bette are against the wall. "You're my friend."

"Am I?" Bette asks her knees. Jay doesn't know if she means that she didn't know that they've been
friends for ages, that Jay doesn't go around joining bands and sharing secrets with just anyone, or if
she means that she doesn't know if their old friendship still counts now that she wants to tear him
apart and gulp at the wounds. Either way, Jay's answer is the same.

"Yes," he says, and crouches beside her. Jay gives Timothy a look, hoping it conveys 'seriously,
you'd better not let her kill me, okay?' clearly enough, and holds his wrist out. "You are."

There's nothing human about the hungry, desperate noise Bette makes as she bites through the
vein. Jay's used to the feeling it causes, and can push the promise of oblivion away with only a bit of
effort. He squeezes Bette's knee with his free hand, but doubts she notices.

Jay expects the others to react badly, instinct telling them to fight anyone outside the pack
showing interest in his blood, but when he looks over at Timothy there's a strange calm look on
Timothy's face, almost serene but more like awe. It makes Jay think of Linda's face when she had the
baby in her arms. Timothy reaches out to stroke Bette's hair and she leans instinctively into the touch,
making a wordless contented sound against Jay's skin.

"It must have been that hunter of yours," Jay hears Alexander say to Blake.
"Lillian," Blake confirms.
Alexander's tone is dry. "I'm too old to share a home with this many teenagers. They'll want to

watch their rock music videos at all hours and play those computer games that encourage sex and
violence."

"Heavens. We'll have to start setting a good example for them," Blake replies, equally deadpan.
Jay takes his hand off Bette's knee long enough to flip them off, then leans in close to Bette's bent
head.

"You're part of their family now. They'll take care of you," he promises her, even though he's
absolutely sure that this is by far the most fucked up clusterfuck in the history of clusterfucks and is
probably going to lead to deep, deep shit for everyone involved. God, vampires are all such fucking
idiots.



"All right, stop now," Timothy orders Bette, prying her off Jay's arm and helping her to stand up.
She looks completely wrecked. Jay can sympathize. Alexander guides Jay to his feet and lets him lean
his weight against him.

"Come on," Blake says, leading the way back to where the car is parked. "Let's get home before
first light."
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