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Working graveyards in a gas station seems a small price for Cory to pay to get her degree and get the hell out of her tiny town. She’s terrified of disappearing into the aimless masses of the lost and the young who haunt her neck of the woods. Until the night she actually stops looking at her books and looks up. What awaits her is a world she has only read about—one filled with fantastical creatures that she’s sure she could never be.

And then Adrian walks in, bearing a wealth of pain, an agonizing secret, and a hundred and fifty years with a lover he’s afraid she won’t understand. In one breathless kiss, her entire understanding of her own worth and destiny is turned completely upside down. When her newfound world explodes into violence and Adrian’s lover—and prince—walks into the picture, she’s forced to explore feelings and abilities she’s never dreamed of. The first thing she discovers is that love doesn’t fit into nice neat little boxes. The second thing is that risking your life is nothing compared to facing who you really are—and who you’ll kill to protect.




Note from the Author

 

 

THE ORIGINAL version of this book was dedicated to Mate and my three children. I have four now, but that’s not all that’s changed.

I also have to dedicate this book to Lynn West—who read these books and knew me when I submitted the first 750 words of Gambling Men in a fit of whimsy.

I must dedicate this book to Elizabeth North, who publishes my work—even the off-the-wall stuff—in the benign hope that I’ll eventually stop taking “left turns” and keep publishing what works best: two guys working shit out. And who loves me. And who, during one of the darkest, most painful moments of my life, said, “What do we have to do to make it so you never have to go back to that situation again?” Apparently the answer was “Have faith in me.” I cannot thank her enough.

And I absolutely cannot go on without dedicating this book to Mary-my-Mary.

Mary and I started publishing at Dreamspinner Press at the same time. She had already read the Little Goddess series, and she sent me an e-mail saying basically, “I’m so excited we’re both here together! I love your work!”

I was bemused. And clueless. I had not yet read her work or realized to whom I was speaking. When I did realize both what an amazing writer she was and how much we had in common? I will never let her go. Ever. Her friendship is such an amazing privilege, and if all this book ever did in its published life was earn me her attention, I would write it all over again.

So—

Mate, Big T, Chicken, Zoomboy, and Squish—yes, this one’s for you. But you need to share it with Lynn, Elizabeth, and Mary. They’re generous. They’ll share.

—Amy




FOREWORD

 

 

“We must be willing to get rid of the life we’ve planned, so as to have the life that is waiting for us.” ― Joseph Campbell

 

VULNERABLE MAY be the first book Amy Lane wrote, but in truth, it is the book that wrote her—and predicted a future she couldn’t have imagined back in 2005, when authorship was on her bucket list and most of her time was spent grading papers. In this earliest glimmer of Green’s Hill, she caught sight of a wild horizon and took off running toward it.

What began as a small story about a girl who was nobody laid the foundations of an unapologetic world rich with magic, humor, and details, and filled with unexpected relationships. It trumpeted for the first time the overwhelming theme of all her books: transformative family. Amy knows well that family is not the group you are born into but the people whom you choose to live with and love with authenticity and abandon.

Unconditional love, acceptance, tolerance, and—above all—hope is what she imparts in every story… and it started with the words in this book.

Vulnerable unleashed a paranormal world unlike any other: a chaotic, exhilarating cocktail of supernatural species and unfettered love. In Green’s Hill, Amy pushed her men and women beyond the bounds of traditional love stories for good. Imagine Amy’s surprise when characters she assumed were typical proved anything but, building their families of the heart without limits or apology.

Rereading Vulnerable, we can imagine how surprised she must have been by the unexpected twists in its pages. For Amy, this book gave a glimpse of something new and put her on the path to gay romance, and she embarked upon a career of exuberant world building, fierce soul searching, and raunchy beauty that has brought her fame, awards, and devoted fans all over the world. As Ben Sweetland writes, “We cannot hold a torch to light another’s path without brightening our own.” From the get-go, Amy invited us on her path with her, and we have all been privileged to watch her stretch as an author.

Without Vulnerable, Amy Lane would not be the iconic gay romance writer she is now. Her writing thrills so many people because it is unapologetically vulnerable and daring. Of its main character, Cory, Amy wrote, “She discovered that risking your life was nothing compared to facing who you really were.” Much like her main character, Amy discovered a world—and a path—that dared her to follow it and discover who she really was.

Take a peek inside and let it make you vulnerable too.

 

—Damon Suede and Mary Calmes

September 2014




PREFACE

 

 

I USED to be an English teacher.

In the fall of 2001, as part of the master’s program in creative writing, inspired by Anne Rice and the early Laurell K. Hamilton books, I wrote a twenty-five-page story called Vulnerable, about a little gas station clerk in the middle of nowhere. The story ended ambiguously—we didn’t know if her lover really was a vampire or if he was a serial killer and she was his next victim.

I dropped out of the program that semester. My kids were too small, and the world was too uncertain that year for me to spend any of their precious time on my education.

But I couldn’t stop writing. I couldn’t stop writing. When I picked up the story again, I included an elf of sexual healing, and in the subsequent chapter, I realized, “Hello… my male elf and my male vampire have a history. Uhm… a history.”

A history before their time.

In 2001, these are the things that hadn’t happened as I was writing the original premise for Vulnerable:

Marriage equality had passed in California, but it hadn’t yet been challenged by Proposition 8.

I hadn’t read the first Sookie Stackhouse mystery. (That happened in 2003.)

True Blood hadn’t yet arrived on cable.

I hadn’t seen Buffy the Vampire Slayer—although I watched the whole series in 2012 after someone told me Adrian reminded them of Spike.

Lover Revealed and Lover Unbound had not yet started the infamous Butch/V debate.

Twilight wouldn’t be published for six more years.

The e-book reader had not yet become a marketable commodity, and the e-book business had not yet made self-publishing into a legitimate form of business.

“Smart phone” meant a cordless phone in a pretty color.

My school district had not yet conceded that purchasing style manuals for students to reference while writing was a viable allocation of funds. (Trust me, this matters.)

“Romantica,” “slash fiction,” and “fanfic” were not yet household words.

But still I wrote. I called the story my “trashy vampire mystery” when speaking to my male-dominated staff room, and when I was done, I tried to publish in the traditional way.

Of course I got no love.

For one thing, the manuscript wasn’t edited. Oh, I thought it was edited, but what the hell did I know? I hadn’t seen a style manual or a grammar book since college. Grammar was considered passé at that moment in California—didn’t everybody get the memo?

But I’d written a book, and my husband wanted to see it in print, so paying the publishing company was my Christmas present, and hey! My family got to fondle an actual paperback copy of something I’d written.

Self-publishing a book was my Christmas present for six years.

I cannot even begin to talk about the changes—in the publishing world, in the teaching world, in my life—that happened in the course of those six years.

Some of my fans have been around since the very beginning. The thought both boggles and humbles me. That first book defined “editing disaster”—but that’s not what they saw. They saw something original, and beautiful, and haunting. They watched me make countless marketing blunders (oh, the sins on my hands!), and they stuck with me. They watched me move from PNR to epic fantasy, and they stuck with me.

In 2009 I spent a night fooling around on the Internet. Lynn West of Dreamspinner Press sent out a vodka commercial (Ketel One: “The Table”) and tweeted, “Elizabeth and I want to see a story written about this.” In a fit of whimsy, I submitted 750 words to her. They’d taken me a half an hour to write, and after 220 thousand words—which is what my last three books had run—they were the writing equivalent of slamming cocaine and rum punch. The high was indescribable.

That was the year I started writing for Dreamspinner Press, and those fans who had signed on six years before, with vampires, elves, and sorceresses?

Most of them stuck with me for two guys working shit out.

The past five years have been awesome.

I’ve gotten to write books—just… just write. And after some tremendously painful moments and a cosmic kick in the ass that almost killed me, I do that for a living instead of teach. I’m so grateful.

But I miss my Little Goddess. I’ve wanted to write her fifth book forever. I’ve wanted to give her first book a makeover for years.

When Lynn West and Elizabeth North sat me down, in person, after an epic alpaca hunt, to tell me that DSP Publications would give me a chance to write that fifth book and rerelease what came before, I burst into tears.

I was so happy—and so terrified—but mostly so happy.

This is my Little Goddess. She’s my first published book. She’s the part of me who ventured out into the world and proved that I can—whether it was teaching English, mothering children, or writing stories, I can. To have her dusted off here, gussied up, reedited, re-covered, and hopefully rediscovered and seen at her best—

By Goddess, I can.




Cats come in a clowder

Whales come in a pod

Wolves come in a pack

And so do dogs….

Vampires come in a kiss….

There’s a flock of birds

A school of fish

A clutch of dragons

(Can you clutch a dragon?), but

Vampires come in a kiss….

Humans group in Elven halls,

Vampires love to see them fall….

We all come in a vampire’s kiss….




CORY: All Alone in the Big Bad World

 

 

IF IT hadn’t been for Arturo, I never would have known what Renny and Mitch were—and if I hadn’t known that, I never would have known what Adrian was. And if I hadn’t known that, I never would have met Green. I guess, then, I owe a great deal in my life—both joy and pain—to a six-foot-four South American elf, but Arturo doesn’t think like that, and I try not to anymore.

The gas station I used to work at stands between Ophir and Penryn, up on Gold Hill Road. It’s perched on top of a ravine, right near the road. It’s the only commercial building for a three-mile radius. When night falls and the whole thing lights up, it’s like a fluorescent sun in a galactic dark spot—superficial, man-made, a kind of pathetic island of civilization in what is still mostly a rural farming area. At around 10:00 p.m., when everyone else in the two nontowns has gone to bed, you can step out past the gas pumps and see the lights of Sacramento making the horizon glow red. It makes you feel like the city is an alien ship, and the rest of the world is really sentinel oak trees and the smell of new-mown hay and cow manure that’s especially present in the spring.

It’s a lonely smell, the kind that makes you think Hey—if I died under the blackberry bush about ten yards yonder, my body would rot, and you’d be able to smell it for a while, but eventually I would be just another part of the star thistle and the mosquito ponds, one with the decomposed granite. No one would ever know. It happens to cows and horses all the time, on the bigger spreads. It really brings home the idea that life is fragile, and Mother Nature doesn’t give a fuck one way or another.

I know it’s not safe for a woman to work graveyards—but the late shift freed me up for school, and that was my main priority. Besides, I got a fifty-cent-an-hour raise for working graves, and when you’re working your way through college and trying to save up enough to move out of the house, that twenty bucks a week counts. Anyway, it kept me away from the townies who thought going to junior college was just a pit stop on the way to the glamorous world of construction jobs and strip-mall retail. It didn’t make me popular to exclude myself from the people I grew up with, but I hoped eventually it would make me happy.

But I didn’t feel exposed or helpless or anything. I’m a big girl. I had the tough-chick thing going—you know, a pierced nose, a pierced lip, a line of silver rings up both ears. I wore my hair short and gelled a lot, and I went for the black lipstick. Anything to hide how really unattractive I felt, right? But I took the self-defense classes, and my dad took me out to the shooting range and taught me how to use the .22 that Danny, my boss, kept next to the cash drawer. It was actually a nice bonding moment. Dad told me he thought I looked all grown up holding that gun and he was proud of his little girl.

Working my way through school? Nothing. Shooting the hell out of a defenseless tin can? I’m Annie-fucking-Oakley. Life in the foothills stinks if you’re not rich. I was a semester away from transferring to a real college—couldn’t hardly wait.

So I sat behind the counter of the store (only occasionally fondling the .22) and did my reading or finalized my labs. I spent half my first year’s pay on a laptop and a printer, so I wasn’t just a tough-looking chickie, I was a tough-looking chickie with technology and a plan of escape. It’s absolutely hilarious what kind of mystique you can build in the goddamned witching hour by pounding away on a laptop like Beethoven on acid—except, for me, the need for freedom was burning in my chest like cold nuclear fusion and it didn’t feel funny at all. And it was in this atmosphere of absurdity and desperation, when I was partially hammered on Red Bull and Vivarin, that I first realized that the host of the supernatural were wandering in like the Disney light parade of the damned.

Before I met Arturo, I didn’t know they were supernatural—I just thought they were regulars. Arturo got off work at the Denny’s in Auburn at about one o’clock and showed up at my station at around one thirty. Cigarettes and a six-pack—every night. He amazed me then—hell, he amazes me now. He stands six foot four in his stocking feet, but he’s not gangly or stringy at all. In fact, he’s perfectly proportioned—wide chest, narrow waist, black hair just long enough to curl around his eyes, and omigod beautiful. Terrifyingly beautiful—too pretty to be a man, too macho to be anything else—so fucking beautiful I couldn’t even look him in the eyes for my first year or so on the job. And then one cold night in January, as I studied the counter and took his money, he purposely brushed my hand with his finger. I watched him; it was like drawing a line. My whole body jerked, and I was surprised into looking him in the eyes.

He smiled at me gently. His two front teeth were ringed in silver, and it only made him more breathtaking. And then, even as I looked, something odd happened to his beautiful features. His eyes… grew bigger, set farther apart, his face narrower and more triangle shaped. I blinked, hard, and let him distract my vision with his words.

“What is your name?” he asked. He had a little accent, Mexico by way of the UK, and it pretty much made my heart pound in my ears.

“C….” I almost said Crap, as in Crap, dude, you scared the shit out of me, but I was aiming at semi-moron this night (instead of the full-fledged type of moron?) so I tried again. “Cory.” Whew. Actually, my name is Corrine Carol-Anne Kirkpatrick—but that was so not coming out of my mouth.

“Pretty name… but it’s not yours for real, is it?” He leaned over so his elbows were on the counter, and his face was close enough for me to smell him. Denny’s, grease, and a hint of aftershave underneath it all. He scared me, enough to remember my common sense.

“It’s the only name you’ll get tonight,” I told him, the tough chickie back in place, thank heavens. I went back to studying the counter—or rather his hand touching my hand on the counter.

“I am Arturo,” he said back, touching my hand again, “and I see you every night. It is rude not to look at me when I come in.” He sounded angry, and I didn’t know how to respond. How do you tell someone that they intimidate you by being beautiful? It’s impossible, because to say that would be to call attention to the fact that underneath the white makeup and black lipstick are acne scars, lips that are too full, freckles on a large nose, and an extra twenty pounds that make a mockery of your chin.

“I’m sorry” was what I actually said. “I didn’t think it would matter.” He turned my hand over in his and began tracing a design. I was entranced by his touch on my palm, staring at his blunt, rough finger as though it were the center of my universe, and my universe expanded, attenuated, like his fingers on my hand, like the bones in his face. And then he put his fingers under my chin so I would meet his eyes, and I found that I was wrong. His eyes were the center of my universe. His eyes, that weren’t brown or black or anything that would match the dark skin and black hair. They were green. Dazzlingly, swirlingly, copper-lightning, bronze and jade green.

“Corinne Carol-Anne Kirkpatrick,” he murmured, “it always matters.”

“How did you know my name?” I asked, shaken by everything, from his sudden notice to his fingers under my chin, to his oddly shaped features that kept swimming in front of my eyes, to his own eyes that were not quite human.

“You told me,” he said, smiling. And then he left, just left, with me staring at his broad back and feeling like I couldn’t breathe now that his touch was gone from my skin. I didn’t look at the clock again for another half hour, and when I finally drifted out of a total daze, it was to realize that he had lied. I never told him my name.

I felt feverish for the rest of the night, restless, achy, almost in pain, right on down through the next day. I went to class, but I was distracted in the uncomfortable wooden desk, and even though I’d done my homework, I couldn’t participate in discussion because my brain was so very, very elsewhere. I heard his name in every side conversation I passed, in the wind, in the traffic noises as I pulled up to the school in my crap-brown Toyota. I saw the color of his eyes in everything from the spare patches of grass to the bronze roof on the theater building to the gray-green pallor of the frog that I was dissecting. And the whole time, I felt breathless without his fingers on my skin.

I felt like shit that night but went into work anyway just to see him. He didn’t show, and the next day was worse. I had to put my face in my hands to keep from hyperventilating all day. Even though it was Saturday, and I didn’t have to deal with class, I was still exhausted by my 10:00 p.m. shift just from the effort of not screaming. My flesh felt like it was trying to claw its way out of my skin.

By the time 1:35 a.m. rolled around, I had five people in the little tiny mini-mart of the gas station. When Arturo walked in, I was so happy I dropped one guy’s money all over the counter and almost sat on the floor and wept with relief. I could breathe again. I could smell his aftershave from the doorway, and I could breathe again.

I looked up at Arturo and met his eyes, and he had a practiced smile on his face when I did, but something in my face made his eyes widen. I shook myself, shivering like a baby, and ordered “Get out” to the people around me with enough intensity to make my throat burn hot. They fled, for no other reason than the look in my eyes and the sound of my voice, I guessed then. One girl still had her thirty-two ounce soda in her hands, but I would have paid for it myself.

I looked up at Arturo angrily, demanding with my eyes that he set me free of whatever it was that possessed me. Concerned, he leaned over the counter again and took my hand in his.

“My sincere apologies,” he muttered, doing the finger-tracing thing again. “I had not realized…. You do a good job, Cory, of masking who you really are. I did not mean to… distress you, by our conversation the other night.”

He stepped away from the counter, and I felt the tightness between my shoulders, the one that made the small of my back ache and pain and tremble for two days. Then I felt it go away. I sighed for a moment and looked up at him, angry.

“What the hell did you do to me?” I asked, practically spitting, I was so mad. “And how in the fuck did you know my name?”

He gifted me with a beatific smile. I’m only about five foot two—that’s a long way down for six foot plus. “Your name—this building practically shouts it. You are the only heart with any meaning that beats for long within its walls. And what I did… it was… unintentional. In fact, it could not have happened without that thing within you that you don’t recognize yet. You do not look, at first glance, susceptible to the night….” He shook himself, as though he was telling me too much, and said, “Again, I apologize. I will see you tomorrow, yes?”

“Fine,” I muttered. “What are you?” I asked after a moment, before he could turn away.

“I’m a child of the Goddess,” he said with amusement, and I blew out my breath in frustration. What the hell kind of answer was that? But before I could ask anything else, he left, without his cigarettes and six-pack for once, disappearing into the blackness beyond the gas pumps almost before I realized he’d walked out the door. I was left alone and feeling very tiny in the almost claustrophobic space of fluorescent lights and beer freezers.

I played it all through my head several times and thought about Arturo. Was I in love with him? After a year of staring at his shoes, and two nights of conversation, I certainly didn’t think so. In spite of that terrible fascination that he’d held for me, the feeling I got from him now was more… well, like an uncle, or an older brother. Yeah, he was beautiful, but, well, so the hell what? In fact, now that he had walked back through the door, I was losing more and more of my memory of even that terrible, inhuman beauty, or even any lingering tension from that breathless fever that had possessed me so thoroughly for nearly forty-eight hours. I could hardly remember the feeling. And that’s when ten years of reading fantasy literature hit me.

I had been elf-struck.

I didn’t believe it at first, but the next night when Arturo came in I could see that he looked different, other—something that wasn’t human. Don’t get me wrong. He was still beautiful, even more so actually, but now his nose looked a little sharp, and those glorious eyes were far too far apart to be human. In fact, the longer I looked, the more angular the curve of his ears looked.

“You’re not human,” I said bluntly, when we were in the store alone.

“Indeed not,” he said with humor. “Do you have a problem with that?”

And the more we talked, the more avuncular he felt to me. “How did you ever pass for human?” I asked him, feeling comfortable with him now that I realized fully that he was no threat to my nascent libido.

“Glamour,” he said evenly. “It’s a trait we have—the ability to disguise ourselves.”

“We… who’s we?” I asked, because I seemed to amuse him and he let me be nosy.

“We’re called sidhe,” he said.

“She?” He was most obviously a he.

Arturo laughed, looked over my shoulder at someone at the window and shook his head at them, then turned to me. “S-i-d-h-e,” he spelled patiently. “I bet we’re in a book somewhere.” And then he waved to yet another beautiful someone outside the station and was gone.

I scrambled for literature—fairy tales, pagan research, Celtic myths, W. B. Yeats, Laurell K. Hamilton. Everything I had been told was fiction was fact in the flesh in my Chevron mini-mart. According to everything I read, they were the leaders of the elves or fairies. Those cute little pictures of the tiny winged children or the tiny naked women that we see a lot when we hear about fairyland were nixies or sprites, and most of my books told me they were lower in rank than the sidhe. The sidhe themselves were the leaders of this fantasy world that had invaded my Chevron station looking for a six-pack. They were the warriors, or the scholars, or the poets. And they were tall for mortal men, with attenuated features and pointy ears and long, triangular faces. Just like Arturo. Oh yeah, he was a full-fledged member of the sidhe… right down to the whirling eyes.

I tried to dismiss that first impression—and my hysteria after I researched it. I mean, I read plenty of books, and it was a little creepy being all by myself at night, but eventually I started noticing more and more of my customers who were, shall we say, a little more than human. That short homeless guy with the grime encrusted on his fingers who came in every night for the big can of Schlitz Malt Liquor? His skin was actually gray—not just dirty. And, swear to God, under all that stringy green hair? There was a third eye. My boss said it was just some sort of big boil, but I knew better—no zit is that big!

Danny, my boss, tried to talk me out of all that bullshit. He kept telling me it was sleep deprivation from too many all-nighters, and he had a point—a working student averages about four hours of sleep a night, and that ain’t nearly enough. I told him about the elf-struck thing with Arturo, and he said it was just a girl-crush thing. Like he would know! But it was more than just Arturo. There were just too many other people… things… creatures… whatever that didn’t look human or act human or even smell human.

Like the little wizened woman who came in for the shelled sunflower seeds every night? I didn’t notice before, because she wore like a dozen coats and she stank, but I thought she had another set of arms underneath those coats. Her face was puckered and brown, and the gloves on her hands puffed up underneath. I’m totally serious. It looked like fur. She had, like, two-dozen eyes, too—she was, like, part spider—but she wore a big floppy brimmed hat that got in her way.

I was sure Danny could explain her, too, but I never asked him since that one conversation. For one thing, I was so damned tired of being laughed at. For another, the more I talked to him about it, the weirder he started to look—shorter, more wizened, and more green than swarthy, and I was sure enough that I was right to not want to look any closer. I mean, it’s not like there’s a place out here for real homeless people. When you go out past the pumps at night and look around, all that’s there is a moonglow expanse of silver-lit fields and sleeping cows. Where would these people sleep and eat, if not under the shadows of the big granite boulders that pepper the foothills like marbles after an insane throw? Or the blackberry bushes that take over a property if it’s left vacant for even a year? No—they were definitely trolls or goblins or something. If they were human, they’d be dead. Human beings are fragile—they couldn’t survive, just wandering around the back fields crazier than starlings drunk on acacia berries.

And not all of the wacko nightlife was homeless people. There was a group of kids, ten or so of them. Not runaways or anything, but small, feral. They had that heroin-waif thing down, along with lots of black clothes and goth jewelry—but they were really werecats, of the tom/tabby variety. They came in frequently, especially on the weekends, often after going to parties out in Folsom and Granite Bay where everybody was doing drugs that were far too good for anyone to notice a few extra hepcats hanging out. They were actually very nice, when you got to know them—and I found out later that the drugs were a sham. They thought I was pretty okay, since I had the hair and all—but chalk up another subgroup of the weirdass community that seemed to have built up around the Northern California foothills.

Mitch and Renny were part of that group—homegrown, like me, but somehow they escaped into this weird preternatural “ghoulash” and carved a niche of their own. They were funny to watch. Mitch was unconsciously beautiful; he moved with the furtive grace of the feral cats that my mom liked to feed and fix. We’d grown up in the same small town, so I knew a little something about his home life. Everybody knew he’d been expelled from high school for drug abuse—but it didn’t take a genius to spot someone who had been beaten from childhood and couldn’t believe the beatings had stopped. He looked at everything sideways, as though expecting bad things to jump out and get him—everything, that is, except for Renny.

Renny had been an honors student, one year below me in school. It was common knowledge that she had loved Mitch since they used to ride the same school bus together, and that her parents had kicked her out of the house when she told them she wouldn’t leave town to go to college because she wanted to stay with Mitch. She was a tiny, plain girl, with medium brown hair, a pert little nose, and a mouth that drew itself in at the sides—much like the giant, one-hundred-and-ten-pound tabby cat she turned into as soon as she and Mitch cleared the brush in back of the station and bounded into the night. When they were tabby cats, they frolicked. They played. They bounded.

The first time I saw them turn into cats, I was literally knocked on my ass in surprise. I wouldn’t have seen it, I thought, if it weren’t for that extra sense Arturo gave me with that one extra-casual touch. The second time I saw them, I had to swallow past the lump in my throat. Some people wait their whole lives for the happiness these two had when they weren’t people. Maybe, I thought, it was worth it to live outside the world, if you could just be that happy.

I almost missed my chance for that with Adrian.

He’d been driving his glasspack Harley to the station three or so nights a week since I’d started working, and I’m sure the locals just loved all that noise, but I really just ignored him. Too high-class tough for the likes of me, right? I first noticed him about a week after I realized that Arturo’s eyes were too far apart and his ears were pointy.

I remember that night—Mom had been ragging at me all day. Clean your room. When are you gonna get a boyfriend? Get some sleep for cripes’ sake—you look like a drug addict! I’m not here just to do your laundry. (Like I’d asked her!) You’ve got to let something go. You can’t do this forever! The usual. Some of it was well-meaning, I know, but when I tried to explain to her that it was worth the crappy hours to go to school, she got this look on her face like she got when I was ten years old and still believed in Santa. Like she didn’t want to disappoint me or hurt my feelings or anything, but Santa wasn’t real and I didn’t have a rat’s chance in a cat factory of getting out of this suckass town.

So into all of this, Adrian walked. That night I was pounding out a paper on Edgar Allan Poe for my English 1B class, and I was nailing the keys hard, because I was going to get a fucking A on this paper just to prove to her that Santa is real, and I was getting a bus ticket for Christmas. It was February, and I had three months until graduation with my AA in Liberal Science, which doesn’t sound like jack when you’ve got a real degree, but nobody I knew from high school was getting one, so I was pretty jazzed. The last thing I needed was another supernatural demigod like Arturo to come in and give me shit, so the last person on the planet I was prepared for was Adrian.

Where Arturo was Latino and lovely, Adrian was…. My God, how do I describe Adrian? His hair was white blond—Nordic looking, right? Six feet or so (goodness and glory, must they always be tall?) and wiry, with a face so fine and sharply featured he looked like he’d been carved from ice. He had Roderick Usher hair, gossamer around his face like a spiderweb I could pet, and his eyes were blue. Autumn-sky blue. The kind of blue that needs gold to set it off, but silver to shine by itself.

He came in frequently, always with a flavor of the week. He was pale and looked strung out in an appealing I can stop when my angst evaporates kind of way. I found out later that this was an act. It’s easier for a vampire to fit in with humans if he looks doomed. He talked with a British accent and looked as though he had no way of making a living but leeching the substance out of whoever offered up their resources to him. He wore a shiny black leather jacket that went well with the motorcycle, and treated his flavors of the week like shiny toys that he’d give away when their batteries died. He was bad. Not good bad. He was frightening and attractive and a little bit evil. He was bad bad.

A month before the night Adrian first spoke to me, before Arturo called me on being rude for not making eye contact, I would have wasted all that beauty by looking exclusively at his lace-up boots and his tight black jeans. But I didn’t want to be rude anymore, so when he put the money in my hands for his usual pack of gum I looked him in the eyes and smiled.

He stopped dead in his tracks, grabbed my hands, and leaned over the counter. I should have been scared. I should have reached for the .22 and held it under his chin, right? I was tough. I’d been working graveyards for over a year. We’d been robbed twice, and one of those times I’d fired that gun over the head of an escaping thief to get him to stop until the cops got there. I should have been scared, but damn—Adrian’s eyes were just so lovely that I couldn’t look at them enough, and then what scared me was that I wasn’t terrified.

I closed my eyes, swallowed, and then recovered my smile. “Did you need something else, sir?” I asked, my voice like silk on raw wood. He blinked lazily, leaned in, and smelled me. Really—like Hannibal Lecter smelling Clarice through the glass—put his nose in the air by my neck and sniffed.

“You don’t smoke?” He made it a question. An odd, awkward question, but I answered it.

“Nope. Too bad, huh? It would go with the image.” I was babbling. I had just gotten used to Arturo—I certainly didn’t expect this other nonhuman man-god to chat me up out of nowhere.

He sniffed me again, gave a languid smile that didn’t quite show his teeth, backed up a little, and nodded toward his current flavor of the week. I’d seen this one before. She was a pretty town girl who wouldn’t be pretty for long after she got married at twenty and started squishing out puppies. If I were not very careful, I could be just like her. I nicknamed this one Cherry Ice Cream because she always wore red, but looking at her now, I remembered that I knew her from high school—Kim something-or-other. She was wearing a red party dress that night, and the fluorescent lights with the red dress did not do good things for her skin tone—she looked almost green. “That one smokes. Not a good… taste, you know?”

“Wow,” I said, feeling more and more of the tough chickie coming back now that he’d backed away a little.

“Wow, what?” When he spoke, his eyes were half-closed, as though he scented my words, too.

“Wow—that was way too much personal information from someone whose name I don’t even know.”

He extended a lean hand with a better manicure than I will ever have. “I am Adrian. No Rocky jokes, please.”

I didn’t want to shake his hand, but Arturo’s words about rudeness still jangled on my nerves. Smoothly his fingers slid over mine, and my hand felt both cool and warm at the same time—like I’d slid it into water just a little too warm for a swim, but perfect for a summer bath.

“Cory,” I told him.

Again, that smile that didn’t show teeth. “That’s not your real name, is it, luv?” he said.

“What is it about you guys and my name?” I asked, frustrated. Cory had been my name to my parents and through nearly fifteen years of public education, thank you very much, and now these jokers wanted to quibble with my identity like the last nineteen years of my own work didn’t mean a damned thing. Besides, Cory was a boy’s name. A tough name. Corinne Carol-Anne? It sounded too much like someone I didn’t know how to be.

His eyebrow arched, and I noticed that the hair of his eyebrow was only a little darker than his skin. Just one more thing on the laundry list of loveliness, I guess. “You guys?” he asked. He still had my hand in his, and suddenly his flesh was cold, and then so was my hand. I didn’t like his voice now, I realized. It froze my breath in my jaw and made my teeth hurt.

“Arturo,” I hissed, and I could swear my breath frosted as it emerged from my stiffened lips. “He asked me my name, and he didn’t like it when I said ‘Cory.’”

Adrian’s hand warmed as soon as I mentioned Arturo’s name. “Arturo,” he echoed, in a beige voice.

“Yeah—he comes in every night… in fact…”—and the thought made me relax again, which was probably a mistake—“in fact, I’ve seen you two together….”

He dropped my hand abruptly and captured my gaze easily. I wondered if he could read the bumps on the back of my skull, he was looking so hard into my brain.

“Yeah—Arturo and me are mates, of a sort.” With his name out there a third time, the whole of my entirely platonic encounter with the not-quite-human man flashed through my head on fast-forward, and Adrian cocked his head like he was viewing the film and reading the subtitles to make sure he caught everything. After an hour, or a second, or a year taken out of the ticking of the loud clock on the sterile white wall of the mini-mart, he smiled again, a full-fledged smile this time. I had to blink twice before I accepted the fact that his eyeteeth were very, very sharp. Omigod—had he really read my mind? Had I just let a vampire roll my mind? No. Couldn’t be. Danny would commit me if I ever told him this.

I swallowed loudly, and I think he heard me, because his smile both widened at the ends and narrowed over the middle, so I could only see those remarkable teeth protruding a bit over the lip. Cherry Ice Cream walked over and pouted, pulling at his elbow. He gave her a dark look and she subsided, looking as though she would cry. Then he turned his frightening focus back on me for what felt like another full, breathless moment. Because God couldn’t make human men that beautiful? Is it because humans already procreate like hamsters, and more beauty would only make it worse? Everything in my body, parts I don’t even have names for, tingled when he looked at me.

His final smile was dazzling, and I felt my face go slack with the force of all that preternatural charm. “What color is your hair really, Corinne Carol-Anne Kirkpatrick? What color are your eyes?”

“Red-brown,” I rasped then, embarrassingly, “and the eyes are septic-tank green. The brown’s a contact.” I was suddenly so scared I could taste my heart beating in my throat. He licked his teeth as though he could too, and smiled that heavy-lidded, sniffing smile.

“Sounds… delicious,” he said throatily. “You should let me see you sometime.” Then, too quickly for me to draw back, he pulled my hand to his mouth and touched a pointed tongue to the center of my palm. I gasped audibly and snatched my hand back.

“I’m not a Snack Pack,” I said, trying for anger.

He met my eyes, and now that lovely blue looked just as beautiful but not nearly as scary. “No, Corinne Carol-Anne Kirkpatrick. You’re really quite a dish.” And then he was gone, Cherry Ice Cream trailing behind him woefully.

He came in the next night, around 2:00 a.m.—sans Cherry Ice Cream—and bought a thirty-two ounce Diet Coke, which he never drank. He then proceeded to chat me up for about an hour. It was hard to talk to him. He was beautiful, and I wasn’t. He had that accent, with exotic British expressions like “luv” and “bird” and “is terrific,” which did funky things to my knees, and I knew that my voice was sharp, often shrill, characterless NorCal, and that I frequently used outdated expressions like “dude,” “as if,” “whatever,” and “like.” And, to make things even more awkward, he had this look in his blue-sky eyes like there was something crucial he needed from me, and I would never ever see what it was.

But talk to him I did. I told him about school.

“I don’t understand,” he said bluntly, when I talked about getting out of the California foothills and going someplace big and exciting and new. I was working on a paper at the time, and I found my fingers stilling on the keyboard. I looked at him with humor and exasperation.

“Haven’t you ever felt trapped?” I asked. “Haven’t you ever felt like your entire life was one little tiny dust speck in the universe, and if you fought hard enough you could make it the whole universe?”

His face twisted, then clouded, and I didn’t know what he was thinking, and at the time I was glad that I didn’t know, because that kind of pain made my palms sweat.

“Yeah,” he whispered, “I know that feeling.” He swallowed, then shook his head and blinked his eyes; whatever it was he’d been seeing before disappeared. “But not here,” he added. His usual self-assurance slid back in place, and I was left shaken by what lay within this man-god and was never revealed.

At that moment, Renny and Mitch came in. I’d just seen their giant tabby-cat act a few nights before, and I was waiting for something in me to recoil from them, because now I knew they weren’t entirely human. Didn’t happen. What did happen was that both of them looked at Adrian and smiled, a warm, genuine-though-deferential smile, and then they… well, they bowed.

And Adrian bowed back.

I was pretty sure my chin hit the counter. Then things got weird. Renny turned to kiss Mitch on the cheek, and then grabbed Adrian’s hand and took him outside. My head swiveled, and if anything my jaw dropped lower when Adrian stopped her short and looked deliberately at me. His face was changing. His teeth grew, his forehead grew, and his eyes began to whirl. Renny closed her eyes, smiled, and raised her chin. They were close together, like family, not lovers, but then Adrian met my eyes and lowered his head to Renny’s neck and even that changed. Adrian sank his teeth slowly into the sleek, white flesh above the tiny girl’s carotid, and he began to suckle. Renny made a groan that I could hear through the bombproof Plexiglas and gave herself to the feeding, writhing against Adrian without inhibition.

I felt blindly behind me for my high-backed swivel seat, because my knees were going to give out. There was a horrible, empty ache between my thighs, and I couldn’t look away to save my life.

“Christ Jesus,” I blasphemed, and I heard a feral, hungry noise close to me. I spared a glance sideways, and I could see Mitch holding the flower he habitually bought for Renny with rolled pennies and staring out the window with adoration and naked desire.

“It’s something, isn’t it,” Mitch growled next to me.

“This flower’s better, Mitch,” I said automatically, reaching for the special flowers I bought just for the two of them. I had already taken the price tag off, which was good, because Adrian’s feeding was nearing its completion, my panties were flooded, and I still couldn’t look away.

“I love it when he feeds from her,” Mitch continued, as though relieved to have someone to tell.

“How can you….” I couldn’t even finish asking the obvious question—how could he bear to watch the woman he loved writhe and moan in the arms of another man.

“She’s totally turned on when he’s done,” Mitch said wolfishly. “For that matter,” he admitted, “so am I, when he’s done with me. It’s a vampire thing.”

Okay. I could believe that. Finally, after the mind roll and staring curiously at his teeth for the last hour, I could believe that.

“Why do you feed him?” I asked hoarsely. Mitch handed me four rolls of pennies, and I mindlessly put them in my drawer. I would be two dollars over at the end of the night and have no idea why.

“We’re werecats,” he said simply. “All were-animals answer to him. Something to do with the change in our bodies—it cleans out our blood, replenishes it quickly, and makes us in tune with the vamps. I think it’s the Goddess’s way of taking care of both of us—it’s damned hard to drink us dry.” He smiled, a sexy, assured smile that suddenly made me see what Renny had apparently seen since the third grade. “So we feed them. And care for them. And in return, they protect us.”

He looked up to where Adrian held the limp and laughing Renny in his arms and lapped casually at the blood on her neck. The wound was already closing, I saw, but it was a tender, almost brotherly gesture, and my brain was knotted from trying to wrap itself around the relationships of vampires and their dinner.

“Why… why him?” God, I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t stand. A little voice in my head was screaming for Adrian to touch me just like that. Another voice was saying that if he ever touched me at all, I’d melt into a puddle and die.

“Because he’s our leader,” Mitch said, as if that explained everything. Then, with a wholly sweet smile, he ran outside, swept Renny up into his arms, gave a perfunctory bow to Adrian, and scooted her out to their old four-door Nissan. After which, I presumed, he would hustle her home and they would mate like lemmings.

Adrian stood outside the Plexiglas after they were gone and looked at me with a combination of yearning and fear. I looked back, with probably the same expression, and then he turned and vanished into the night.

 

 

A WEEK came and went. Then a month or so. The day I usually dyed my hair came and went as well, but I let it pass by. I still saw Arturo every night, and now, at different times in the morning, I saw Adrian too.

He made it a point to say something nice to me every damned time. Often he’d make small talk, try and get me to talk about my family and my dreams and stuff. Sometimes—well, most times—it even worked, and we’d go on for hours, but I told myself it made my skin itch. I knew what I looked like. I knew who I was. I was an average-looking, averagely intelligent woman from a lower-middle-income family who grew up in a hick town. There was nothing exotic about me. I had never been out of my state, much less my country. All I knew about the world I had learned from books, and my imagination was so dim that I didn’t know a six-foot-plus elf until he’d damn near bespelled me. My one chance—my only chance—of becoming anything interesting, anyone exciting, was to get the hell out of the Sierra foothills and see what was out there. If I wasn’t going to put out for any of the other town guys who came in every so often just to see if I was easy, I sure as shit was not going to let someone who had done more, seen more, than I ever would convince me that he saw something in me that was at all “special.” If I did that, I would get sucked right into this teeny-tiny world that I was struggling too hard to get out of. One night I told him point-blank that he didn’t have a chance.

I had seen him earlier that night, roughhousing with another elf who was trying to pass for a townie. I might have bought the disguise, but as Adrian held the much taller, dark-haired man in a playful headlock, something about the way they were touching each other caught my attention. In a scant heartbeat, the other man’s dreadful mullet melted away, as well as the saturnine lines around his mouth—and although I never got a good look at his face, I could see that he was gold and silver, with a waterfall of onyx-colored hair trailing down past his hips, almost to his knees.

And the touch—it was supposed to be that rough, testosterone-laden, who-gives-a-fuck kind of beating the crap out of each other that really confident men do with masculine grace, but when my heart lurched into my throat, I could taste something more in the touch. It tasted like Adrian feeding from Renny. It tasted like Adrian feeding from Mitch—which he had, come to think of it, made a point of letting me see. Adrian’s hand in the other man’s hair was casual, knowing, sweetly intimate. These two people had known each other for a long time. And they had known each other often.

I swallowed hard and waited for the knowledge that Adrian had slept with this man to destroy the nascent desire growing in the pit of my stomach since Adrian had first walked into the Chevron station.

It didn’t.

In fact, the idea that Adrian had sustained a relationship that lasted longer than a week and continued it with respect and admiration made the attraction burgeon uncomfortably under my ribs. And with the attraction came jealousy.

I watched, fighting the swelling in my gut as his friend looked at me from outside, nodded in my direction, and raised his eyebrows at Adrian’s happy nod. He looked at me again and his eyes widened, and he nodded again, this time thoughtfully, and then disappeared abruptly. I mean, in-the-blink-of-an-eye disappeared. Nope, I thought, trying to get a handle on my anger and dismay, definitely not human.

“Was that Green?” I asked Adrian when he came in. He had mentioned Green often—“I need to ask Green” or “Green told me” tended to pop into his conversation like a “Steven Spielberg” would fall out of the lips of the key grip on a movie set. Green was someone big. Green was the person Adrian looked to, when all the shape-shifters and vampires looked to Adrian. Green would need to be called in to check me out, I thought, to make sure I was good enough for everybody’s favorite bad/good man-god.

He looked surprised that I would ask. “Not at all.” He shrugged. “That’s Bracken—that’s my mate.” I had to struggle with that for a minute, because he meant “mate” in the British sense of “buddy,” but I had seen, with my own eyes and the weird sense plaguing me since Arturo touched me, that “mate” took on a new meaning with the two of them.

“And Green?” I asked, still trying to straighten out how Adrian related to the world.

“Green’s more than my mate,” he said bemusedly. His eyes took on the haze of hero worship. “Green’s my savior, luv. He’s my resurrection, my redemption. No Green, no Adrian, right?”

I swallowed, hard. Wasn’t that how I felt? No degree, no Cory? I’d just disappear, the nameless gas station clerk for the rest of my life? “There’s more to us than that,” I whispered, wanting to touch him and resisting the urge. “There has to be.”

There was a quiet then in the station, which didn’t sit well with either of us. Adrian had entered happily, and I’d come at him all bitchy, and now neither of us knew how to be.

“You’re letting it grow out,” he said after a moment, pulling his careless, jovial smile out of my frightened whisper. He brushed pale fingers along the ends of my awful hair. “It’s looking nice, luv.” And strangely enough, I believed that, to him, the black ends and the weird roots of my hair really looked better than the dye itself. I should have known then that I was lost, but I never go under easy.

“I bet your eyes are lovely too,” he said, putting his finger under my chin and trying to get a fix on their color. My eyes looked swampy, like the quarry by our house in the spring. Even my mother couldn’t get a fix on what color my eyes were. I looked away from his autumn-sky loveliness and didn’t let him see them—but I hadn’t worn my color-only contacts for days, either.

It was inventory night and I was counting Cheetos, so I had the excuse of staring at my clipboard to avoid his gaze. To his credit, Adrian wouldn’t let me get away with it. Everywhere I looked, to the side, to the clipboard, to my shoes, Adrian was there—fingers on my chin, hand on my shoulder, pretty, plaintive blue eyes hovering in front of me. But then, so was the vision of Adrian and every beautiful, preternatural person who had ever walked in my station.

“Go away, please, Adrian,” I said after a moment. “When I’m done with this, I’ve got a paper to write.”

He blew a pink bubble of gum through those extremely sharp canines, which is no mean feat. “Why do you do that, Corinne Carol-Anne?” he asked after a moment. “There’s a whole world beyond your books.”

“Yep, and I’d like to see it someday. School is my ticket out.” Without looking, I could tell Adrian had moved from in front of me to behind me, so close I could feel his breath on my neck. He smelled like bubble gum and leather and something coppery that I couldn’t place—and a little of werecat and masculine cologne. Huzzah for Adrian.

“That’s not what I meant.” He shook his head. “I see students all the time. They use books to open up their world, not shut it out.” He touched my hair again as he said this, and I made a vow to dye it just as soon as I got home. I had a smorgasbord of feelings swirling around in my stomach like fog, and I found that the one that surfaced when I lowered the clipboard and finally turned my gaze to Adrian was anger.

“Maybe the world expects more for those people than it does for me,” I snapped and turned back around to finish my inventory.

“Well, maybe you need to find someone who expects the world for you, babe,” Adrian said, and it sounded so plausible, so sweet, and I just wanted to cry.

“What are you doing with me, Adrian?” I asked, finally meeting his eyes. I was miserable—I wasn’t even smart enough to go to college, or so my parents and my friends and my teachers told me, and here was this man-god, telling me that I had the world at my feet. And I just wasn’t worthy enough to take it. “I mean, really.” My eyes started to tear, and I had to look away. “You’re gorgeous—I’m sure half the state is lining the block to blow you—and you’re here with me, and I’m too plain to fuck and too ordinary for food!”

I was barely over five foot two—to me, six feet was hella tall—and I’d said that whole speech to Adrian’s chest because I didn’t feel like tilting my head back. It wouldn’t have mattered—I can’t imagine that the choices I made later would have been any different if I’d seen the devastation in his eyes at that moment. I don’t know if there was a force in the world that would have changed Adrian’s choices for him.

There was another silence then, and I felt like complete crap. This vampire… this man had been nothing but nice to me, ever. I was pretty sure he’d given up Cherry Ice Cream—and probably even Onyx-haired God—to come in and chat me up. And I’d been a complete bitch. I felt worse than crap. I felt like a maggot. Of course he wouldn’t want me. I was not only stupid and plain and ordinary, I was mean. What he said next didn’t help my guilt any, either.

“How do you know the world isn’t wrong, luv?” he asked gently, as though he was asking himself the same thing. “How do you know that the only thing keeping you from being extraordinary is the way you see yourself?”

I stood there with my heart beating in my chest, wondering if I should respond to that. He was really a vampire. I had seen him feed. He could smell my blood as it coursed beneath my skin—he told me once that he could even hear my heart beat in my chest from outside the store and know that it was mine. Could he really see things in me that the rest of the world missed? Or did I just need a few more hours of sleep?

I finally looked him in those autumn-sky eyes, not sure what I was going to say. “I’m sorry,” I said simply, meaning I was sorry for what I had said.

I don’t know if that’s what he heard, and before I could gauge his odd and vulnerable expression, Arturo walked in, looking pissed off. He said Adrian’s name shortly, sharply, and as Adrian turned away, I could swear the look on his face, finally, was regret.

The two man-gods had a whispered conference back by the beer cooler, and I studied the inventory as though my life depended on it, listening intently the whole time. Phrases filtered to me over the vague buzz of the stereo I kept on after twelve—things like “innocent,” “susceptible,” “untapped power,” “not your place,” and “can’t exploit her.” These were mostly from Arturo, who appeared to dominate Adrian with age, an extra four or so inches in height, and something like authority. Did night creatures have a pecking order? If so, Adrian’s rank in the pecking order sat somewhere under Green, and now apparently under Arturo.

It looked almost like a conference between a teacher and a student, or a boss and an assistant manager. I wondered when Adrian would get promoted, and if I’d still be working in this little gas station on the edge of nowhere when he did. Or maybe it wasn’t a supernatural thing at all. Maybe it was just the same street-gang leadership that popped up all the time—the meanest and most amoral sons of bitches rose to the top. But Arturo had been nice to me, and so, for that matter, had Adrian. And they were both obviously other than human, and this must mean more than just “back off from the ugly little gas station clerk.” When Adrian began to defend himself, I forgot that I ever had any doubts.

“Fascinating” and “free will” came first, and finally, most clearly, “I won’t stop courting her, because it’s not like that at all.”

There was a frustrated silence, and then Arturo asked clearly, out of the blue, “Is that your handiwork out by the blackberry bush?”

I finally looked up and saw Adrian looking surprised and horrified—and hurt.

“God and Goddess, Lord and Lady, no, Arturo.” And then he did a curious thing—a thing that cemented his identity with me forever. He dropped to one knee, lowered his head over it, and bared his neck. Right there by the beer freezer, three feet from the Slurpee machine. His elbow brushed the rack of Funyuns as he did it.

Arturo stared in pained astonishment, and when he spoke, his voice was hoarse. “Get up, Adrian.”

Adrian raised his face to a man who was obviously a superior of some sort. He had a look that was both raw and defensive on his face. “I fancy myself a lady-killer, Arturo—not a killer.”

Arturo looked away, unable to meet his eyes. “I believe you, but you will still need to answer to Green.”

Adrian looked stricken—but he nodded his head in acquiescence, then stood up to his full height and walked out of the store. I heard the motorcycle revved to a maximum rpm and the peel of rubber as he shredded out of the parking lot. I said a quick prayer that he would drive safely—the roads out here are still curvy, in spite of renovation, and there are still one-lane bridges that people speed through in big step-side pickups. So I said my prayer, and then wondered who would listen to and answer a prayer for a creature of the night.




ADRIAN: A Vampire Is Not an Island

 

 

IF I’D realized what Cory was going to discover that night, and all the trouble it would cost her, I would have made arrangements to have someone else find it. As it was, I roared out of the Chevron station feeling like shit—a failure at the one thing I’d proven really good at in my life: getting someone into my bed.

But this wasn’t just someone; it was Cory.

She couldn’t know, in a million years, the sunshine fascination she held for me. There was power in her—something preternatural. I could feel it. And there was all too human passion. And she wasn’t swayed by beauty, or fooled by show. She had no idea how rare it was for a mortal to just look at me and not be afraid, or not follow me like a bird follows a pretty light. But even beyond that, there was more—there was a heart to the girl that defied description.

And all that was lost to me when Arturo said no. Because Arturo was older, and more responsible, and because Green would listen to what he said. Yes, Green would give me anything I wanted, but Arturo’s judgment mattered. I was like Arturo’s wayward son—his judgment mattered, but it rarely swung my way.

I was in a foul mood when I got back to the hill, and Bracken—who had blown off a date with a pretty townie to look at a gas station clerk through a window—was not much better. We snapped at each other and pounded on each other in the living room until Green called us on the bleeding goddamned carpet, using the power that he rarely cloaks himself in.

“What the fuck, you buggering assholes?” he asked, exasperated, righting a lamp across the room with a thought. “Don’t you have something better to do than destroy the house?”

I looked away from him. When he was this bright with his own power, it hurt to look at him anyway—and his human disguise slipped. His eyes grew wide apart, his face narrow and triangular within its curtain of pretty yellow hair. His long body, which seemed natural with his glamour, became attenuated and otherworldly, and I was reminded, yet again, that for all that I loved him, he was something I was not. And even that was not entirely the reason I looked away.

I was hiding Cory from him. I loved him, but Cory wouldn’t understand me and Green—not growing up in this place, where the wrong haircut is barely tolerated, Goddess help the wrong sexuality. I’d give Green up for a mortal lifetime, if I had to—but I didn’t want to hurt him if I didn’t have to. And it was hard, telling Green I was in love with a girl. I mean, I love women—I know I’ve been loved by them. But I didn’t know women when I was young. And even when I knew them, it was like knowing another language—you could speak it fluently, flirt with it, swear in it, but you could never really think in it. Well, suddenly I was thinking in Cory. And not just what it would be like to be in her, but what language she spoke, when suddenly you could see into the raw parts of her that she hid with the dye and the piercings and that hideous crap she put on her face.
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