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To all the friendly ghosts I met in the haunted house...

[image: ]




Cole. Willie. Tristan.

Jessie. Snoopy. Yuno.

Abeer. Jasper. Zelda.

Kellin. Lumi. 

Liz. Zor.

And Gauge.



...
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“I’m not alone
 it’s just me and your ghost.” 
-blackbear

...

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1 
-Harker-
Don’t Go Bertain My Heart
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I changed my mind about this cage being better than my crypt. At least in my crypt I get alone time to gather my thoughts. In here I’m stuck listening to Cooper’s grunts and every damn dumb thought he has about my girlfriend. And somehow, he is worse at rationing blood than my mother. At this rate I’m never going to fully heal, and I’ll remain a locked up half dead zomb-pire forever. I bet Ellie would love to meet a zomb-pire. 

I prod at the divot in my throat knowing that if I apply enough pressure I’ll surely puncture the small film of new flesh that has started to stitch it close. If I ever wanted to scratch my tonsils, now is the time. I can’t believe Wyatt literally tried to kill me, and so violently too. He must be harboring a lot of rage.

I close my eyes and concentrate on Ellie. Sometimes I think I can hear her, but I’m too weak to see her, or she’s too far away. I wonder if she really thinks I’m dead, or if a small piece of her heart is holding on to a shred of hope that I’m still alive. Cooper stopped receiving calls from her a couple days ago, and as much as I wish he would just keep her name out of his mouth, I’m honestly worried that something has happened. 

I stare at the mangled chain link in my mind connecting me to Ellie, barely hanging on. The last thing tying me to her. I wish I could just bend it back, restore our connection, and feel her lying next to me. My right-hand floats upward, absentmindedly stroking the spot on my left arm where she has been falling asleep over the last few weeks. They were the best weeks of my life, even if I’d spent half of them just searching for her. Cooper hollers about something a few rooms over, followed by a pounding sound like maybe he’s punched something. I roll over and face the wall letting my hair fall into my eyes. Soon, I promise myself. Soon I will get back to her and she’ll know I’m okay and this whole mess will be behind us.

~

[image: ]


“Wakey, wakey,” Coopers voice says half a second before clanging something against the bars of my cell. I pinch my eyes close and hold my breath. Maybe he will go away if he thinks I’ve lost consciousness or have simply just died. A second later another loud clang erupts off the walls around me and I put my hands to my ears, groaning as I sit up. 

“Do you have to do that?” I rasp with a growl. I narrow my eyes at him, glancing down briefly at his cotton lounge wear. 

“I don’t have to do anything. I do whatever I want.” 

Cooper flashes me a smug grin, swirling around what looks to be 2oz of blood in a whiskey glass. I push myself to my feet, crossing the cell in three strides and reach for the glass. He yanks it back while shaking a finger at me. What I would give to bite that finger off, a fountain of blood arcing from the stump. Then I’d take that phalange and shove it through his eye. 

“Give it to me, now,” I say as calmly as I can. I try to catch his eye, but he’s not foolish enough to fall for my tricks. He’s spent way too much time with Ellie in his head, if I want to get in there it won’t be because he simply just lets me. He knows I need to hold his gaze for it to work.

“What’s the magic word?” he taunts, swirling the crimson liquid around once more. My eyes follow it as I grit my teeth. There is no way Ellie was putting up with this arrogant prick willingly.  

“Please,” I grind out. If I want to heal, I’m going to have to suck up my pride. If I want to heal, I’m going to have to play nice and at least try to convince Cooper that I’m his friend. There’s just this shadow hanging over me that knows real friends don’t try to sleep with their friend’s girlfriends, and that will be the only thing in my way from truly being able to play the part. I’ve never been one to beg another man for anything, not my father, not Mr. Turner; so I’m certainly not going to start with Cooper. I pinch my lips together in a firm line and muster up my best smile, hoping it doesn’t look like I’m constipated. 

He smirks, quickly placing the glass on the ground through the bars. I grab it just as fast, sucking down every drop I can get out of it, turning my back to him as I shamefully lick the remnants in desperation. My heartrate spikes at the taste, and the most pathetic of whimpers leaves my throat as I have to accept that the glass is empty; the blood is gone. I drop the glass without care. It doesn’t shatter, but I do hear it crack. I crouch down and grip my hair in my hands, taking long slow breaths through my nose. I can get through this, I must be patient, I remind myself. I’ve survived much worse things than Cooper LeCristi. 

“What, are you gonna jerk off to the taste of the blood or something?” Cooper asks from behind me. “Those glasses are expensive you know, wouldn’t hurt for you to show my things a little respect.” 

Jerking off? What the hell is wrong with this man? I spring to my feet as quickly as my aching body will let me. I get right up to the bars, convincing myself that friends don’t spit in each other’s faces. “I always thought I was disgusting, but you? You are an absolutely vile, twisted roach of a human being. You know that right?” Its possible friends don’t speak to each other like this either, but what I lack in experience I make up for with enthusiasm. 

His face scrunches up into a scowl, glaring down at me from the other side of freedom. “Shut up,” he says in a firm tone. “You have no right to say that to me.” 

“You know what, I do have no right. I have no rights at all. I had five weeks where I finally got to live some kind of life with rights outside of the box I’ve always been kept in, but it was only a matter of time before I was forced back in. It’s where I belong, right? A cage? Trapped inside my own coffin for all eternity? Just you wait, you imbecile. I am the vampire king, and you better start treating me like it.” Friend’s surely don’t toss around these kinds of threats.

He gives me a blank stare. “There’s no vampire king.”

“I’m going to make sure you become food for the entire Vampire Court.”

“Shut the fuck up, there’s no vampire court.”

“How could you be so sure there’s no court when a few weeks ago you didn’t even know there were vampires.” I’ve got him pinned against the wall with that one. I’m sure I can get this fool to believe anything. He narrows his eyes at me clouded by a look of uncertainty.

“Whatever,” Cooper says harshly. He takes a seat in the only piece of furniture in the small room; a leather reclining chair. He sits aggressively, watching me with a furrow in his brow, saying nothing.

I take a seat on the floor in front of the bars, looking right back at him. I notice his eyes never quite meet mine. They’re always staring at my forehead or slightly below my line of vision. Smart. We both stay like that for a long time, in complete silence. Approximately 37 minutes if I counted correctly. Why doesn’t he just leave me alone? If he hasn’t figured out what to do about Wyatt yet, I don’t know why he insists on sitting here. It accomplishes nothing.

“I’m not a bad guy,” Cooper says. His tone is soft, like maybe he has decided this is how friends should speak. He cracks his knuckles and grips the leather arms of the chair. “I’m trying to do the right thing here.” 

“Oh yes, because starving me and locking me up is so the right thing.” He doesn’t like that I said that, I can tell. His nostrils flare and he looks down at the ground. His fingers grip at the leather again. Once again Harker Drake, you fumble by letting your emotions get in the way. Pity. 

“I’m not starving you, I just fed you,” he grumbles. 

“I’m a better judge of whether or not I’m starving, don’t you think?” Hopefully he’s smart enough to realize that question is rhetorical.

“Well it’s all I can offer you right now, okay? So just fucking bear with me while I figure this shit out.” He pinches his eyes between his thumb and forefinger like he doesn’t have the time to deal with my attitude right now. He needs to stop acting like he’s not the one that chose to lock me up. If I remember correctly, me being helpless in a wrought iron cage was not a part of our original agreement. 

“My my, somebody’s in a mood,” I say. “Maybe you’re hungry.” My tone is condescending and must hit him right where it hurts because that’s all it took to get him to finally lock eyes with me. I try to pull all my strength into my psyche, trapping him within my gaze. His shoulders start to slack, vision going in and out of focus, but he blinks a few times, then looks away from me while muttering curses under his breath.

“Don’t fucking do that, this isn’t a goddamn game!” he yells, standing up from the chair. “I haven’t heard from Lea in days and I’m losing my mind over it. I should be out there keeping her safe, but instead Wyatt went and fucked everything up and now I’m stuck here babysitting you. 

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Yeah? Well if anything happens to you, and I mean anything, she will never speak to me again. It might sound outrageous to you, but I can’t risk that.”

“So, the truth comes out,” I mutter. “Well, you’re the worst keeper I’ve ever had, and my own mother used to electrocute me for obedience training.” With that, he looks away from me, eyes staring at the wall behind the cot just out of my line of sight. I’m not exactly sure if I’ve struck a nerve or if he’s just giving me the silent treatment. Maybe if we can’t be friends we can at least become allies.

I lay back on the ground, letting my eyes fall close. The darkness swirls around behind my eyelids. For a second I let myself pretend I’m floating in space. An echo of a whimper scratches at the back of my mind, standing the hair on the back of my neck straight up. Ellie, I think, Ellie please don’t cry. If it even is her at all. It could just be a memory, haunting me into submission. 

“Why her?” I ask. It’s so quiet I’m not even sure if Cooper is still in the room. I push up onto my elbows and see him glaring at me still from the armchair. “You can have anyone you want. There’s a whole city of men and women that would probably give their right arm to have your attention, so why my girlfriend? Why her?” His eye twitches at the mention of the world girlfriend, but I don’t care. What’s the point in keeping secrets anymore? Look where that got me.

“If you have to ask yourself why, then maybe you don’t deserve her in the first place,” he replies, sharp and precise. I’m really starting to despise his attitude even more than I already despise his face. 

“Oh, I know my why. I want to know your why. How can you claim to be in love with someone when you don’t even know her real name? Can you honestly tell me anything real about her, or is everything you know made up in your head?” 

His eyes finally fall on me, inspecting my face for some kind of slip up to indicate that I’m the one who’s lying to myself. Has it never really crossed his mind that her real name isn’t Lea? He managed to get a whole slew of information on me and my family seemingly overnight and it just never occurred to him that Lea was an alias? Oh, that’s rich. This guy’s screws are much looser than I thought. 

“It would be rude to invade her privacy like that,” he says sternly, getting up from the chair and storming out, slamming the door shut behind him.

“And I thought we were having an adult conversation,” I mutter. I sigh, pulling myself up off the floor, feeling the corners of my mouth turn down as I crawl into my cot. 
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2 
-Ellie-
Smells Like Mean Spirit
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“Mom!” I cry the second I lay eyes on her. I run off the train tugging Sal along with me, only releasing his hand to throw my arms around my Mom. She hugs me back just as fierce, and I feel like the stupidest, most foolish child in the world for ever having left her in the first place. No amount of other comfort resources could ever replace being hugged by your mom.

My head throbs. My mouth is dry, a metallic taste gluing my tongue to the roof. I try to sit up, my body being unresponsive. I try to remember where I am, but my eyes refuse to open.

I grip Sal’s hand even tighter as we approach the farmhouse. I think I might have genuinely thought I would never be back here. The truck rumbles to a halt and we spill out of the cab into the driveway. Mr. and Mrs. Drake descend from the front porch and Sal’s eyes go wide before he finds something very interesting to focus on down by his feet. I swallow hard, not wanting to look Mrs. Drake in the eye either, but keep my head up and try not to let my face contort completely into a scowl. 

“Salem?” Mrs. Drake says with mild surprise. She tilts her head back, giving Sal a once over. There’s a slight curl to her lip.

“It’s Sal,” he mutters.

I groan, the feeling of cold metal pressed firmly against my cheek. I’m surprised to hear such a raspy sound heave from my chest. Once again I try to remember where I am, my brain playing games with itself. The farmhouse? Yeah, I think Sal and I came back to the farmhouse. I try to open my eyes again, but they refuse, my lashes laying heavy against my cheeks almost as if they’re weighted.

Mrs. Drake grabs my hand from across the table holding it firmly in hers. My mother’s hand rests on my leg under the table while Sal lingers behind me, seemingly uncomfortable. His fingers flex along the back of the chair, his thumb scratching at the wood. The sound is too close to my ears, distracting me from staying present in the room. 

“Ellie dear,” Mrs. Drake says. “Where is my son?” Her voice is eerily calm, like a ghost whispering through its house, birthing the word haunted. I can hear Sal swallow, but not loud enough for anyone else’s ears to notice. Why is he the one that’s nervous?

I look up at her, waiting to see if she falls victim to the trance trap I lay out for her. Maybe if I calm her down before I tell her the news she won’t try to cut off my head. Her shoulders don’t slump, and the expression on her face never changes. If the effects of the allure are working, there’s no way for me to tell. Ah, crap. Being Harker’s mother, she probably has some of her own tricks up her sleeve. It was a foolish attempt, but it never hurts to try. The Queen of Hearts reigns on. 

“He’s dead.” The words are soft as they leave my lips, tumbling through clenched teeth like sand. The hour glass is broken, time has run out, and I try to weigh the air left between us. Her lips quirk up at the corners, a humorous chuckle as she runs her thumb across the back of my hand. Apparently she finds this funny. 

“Now really,” she replies, apparently thinking this must be a joke.

“Really,” I say. “He’s dead.” Out of all the people that knew Harker, I thought his own mother would find this news a little more devastating. The smile perched on her lips never falters. The curve of her mouth cuts me like a knife.

“Impossible,” she says, lightly laughing again to herself. “Salem, please tell me what’s going on.”

He visibly stiffens, knuckles going white on the back of my chair. I can hear him suck in a deep breath through his nose. “It’s. Sal.” His voice is hard, and I can tell he is clearly fed up with her attitude already. “He’s dead, Mads,” he says, his tone more irritated as he calls her a nickname I’ve never heard before. “I watched him get ganked in the throat and tossed off a roof. Ain’t no surviving that.” 

Mrs. Drake blinks a few times, looking up at him, narrowing her eyes to assess if she really believes him. I sniffle, trying not to cry. The tears well up to the brim of my eyes. I will them to stay in place. I beg them not to fall. She looks back at me, scanning my face, my clothes, the wet streaks inevitably running down my cheeks. She clears her throat.

I groan once again, forcing it out of my body as a yell, pushing off the metal with my achy arms. The pounding in my head begins to subside as I roll on to my back. I rub at my eyes with my hands until they finally open, their heavy lids still threatening to slam shut. In seconds my stomach twists and turns in, and I force myself into a sitting position as I vomit all over the floor. 

“Ellie?” I hear a muffled voice, followed by a low knocking sound. 

I wretch again, listening to it splatter against the metal, clutching at my sides. What the fuck is happening to me and where am I? My eyes adjust to the darkness and I look around at the room I’m in. No lights, just metal in all directions. My stomach heaves again, emptying more of its contents, making a disturbing shlop sound against the floor. The sound alone makes me more nauseous. 

“Oh no,” I mutter. “I’m in Harker’s crypt.” 

A low hum fills the room, getting increasingly louder the more my brain focuses on it. I try to tune it out, I try to find that muffled voice calling my name. It reminds me of a dog whistle. Unfortunately, I’m the dog. The burning of vomit stings the inside of my nose as the hot bile rises up my throat again, the feeling of it slipping over my tongue alone is enough to make me beg for the return of unconsciousness. This, undoubtedly, sucks.

“Ells?” I hear, even more dull than before. 

The humming sound somehow drops an octave or two, getting deeper and more menacing, causing my stomach to churn whatever is left inside of it. The sound reminds me of the low rumble of a gang of hornets. I’ve only had one experience with hornets in one of the less than ideal apartments my mother and I lived in, and I’d like to my best to not get stung. Again. I try to push myself up, but my hand slips in my own vomit, sending me crashing back to the floor. The density of the liquid against my face instantly cause me to spiral.

How did I get here? I made it back to the farm; that was the obstacle I needed to clear for things to start getting better. Tears sting my eyes as I lay there with my hot cheek pressed against the cold metal. This is somehow more awful and embarrassing than when my legs wouldn’t work in the shower, and this time Harker’s not here to fix it. Harker, I plead, I need you. 

As the humming gets louder, so does the pressure behind my eyes. My skull begins to throb once again, a cry of pain leaving my lips. I grab my head, curling into myself, gripping my hair in my fists as I sob. This is a punishment if I’ve ever seen one, and I can’t even be mad about it. I can’t tell if the pounding is coming from the door or the inside of my head as I slip out of consciousness, blacking out from the pain, welcoming the break from reality. 

~
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“What do you mean it’s too heavy?” he asks. He slams the shovel into the ground, a sharp scraping noise against the dirt and stone pierces through the still air. 

“The dirt, it’s too heavy. I can’t breathe.” I cough and a puff of brown dust expels from my lungs, leaving a thick residue around my nostrils. I try to wipe the feeling of crust from my lips, but I can’t move my arms, they’re already buried pretty deep. 

“Isn’t that the point?” he says, crouching near the edge of the hole. He looks like he’s going to hop in, but he doesn’t. “Suffocating, Eleanor. It means you can’t breathe.”

“I can’t breathe,” I reply, more as a statement. Harker stands back up and grabs the shovel, dumping more dirt on me. 

“Well, you’re going to have to learn how. All on your own,” he says. Another shovel full of dirt, this time a stone bounces up and hits me in the eye. 

“All on my own,” I repeat back to him. My voice sounds muffled and distant. I inhale through my nose, the granules of earth and stone making me sneeze. I force my mouth above the dirt and he stops shoveling, looking down at me with a puzzled expression. “How are you here right now?” I ask. A memory of his face fades in and out behind my eyes. Harker glitches, an annoying static sound zaps all around us. He smiles at me with his too perfect teeth.

“I’ll always be here, Eleanor.” He taps his temple a couple of times before swinging the shovel up over his shoulder. In a flash the metal comes crashing down towards my face.

“Eleanor!” I hear a shout. 

My eyes flutter open, my hands still curled around my head, my breathing so fast that I’m surprised I haven’t had a heart attack in the seconds that I’ve returned to consciousness. My hand is wet. My cheek is wet. Why are my hand and my cheek wet? The smell of battery acid and melted pennies hits my nose and I remember it all at once. I’m locked in Harker’s crypt and I’ve vomited all over everything, including myself. Great.

“So help me God, if you’re dead in there I’m going to have an aneurysm, or worse, annihilism. I’m gonna take out everyone that’s left in this house because I am not buddy bonding with Harker’s wack ass mother!” It takes me all of three seconds to realize it’s Sal, talking to me from somewhere outside of the crypt. 

Somehow I manage to get myself to my feet, still clad in my shoes from earlier, thankfully. I’ve already got puke all over my everything else, I don’t need to add it between my toes. With a grunt I force my legs to carry me one foot in front of the other. From the sounds of it, Sal is in my room. 

“How do I open this thing? Who the fuck designed this shit?” 

“Sal?”

“Yes, and I’m freaking losing my mind, tell me how to get in.”

“Push on the wall,” I groan, feeling another wave of nausea. “And unlock the door.” 

After a couple minutes of taps, knocks, clicks and silence, the door swings inward and the light floods into the crypt. I squeeze my eyes shut, turn away from him, and vomit up the rest of my guts, which isn’t saying much. What the hell did that bitch do to me?

“Oh my God, you’re disgusting and I’m so glad to see you,” Sal says, scooping me into a hug. He makes a garbled, desperate noise as he realizes he, too, is now covered in my vomit. 

“What happened?” I mutter against his shoulder. 

“Harky boys mom is a nut job, that’s what happened. My dad has been going on and on about this woman my whole life, and to find out that she’s crazier than two cats in a sack of full of mice was disappointing to say the least.”

“I know, I just mean how did I get in here? What happened? How long have I been out?” 

“Oh, she needle necked you bro. Straight up caught you by surprise, and your mom had a whole fit. And then she tried interrogating me like I’m some common criminal, can you believe that? I told her to call my lawyer and locked myself in your room, and that was three days ago.”

“Three days?!” Panic. Panic is the only word fitting enough for this situation. Holy hell, three whole days? Cooper is probably losing his mind. If he didn’t think I was dead before, he definitely thinks I’m a goner now. I grip Sal, who is getting increasingly more uncomfortable in my grasp the tighter I hug him. Three days?

“I had to befriend your mom in your absence, or else I would have starved up here,” he gasps out. I release him from my hold and he takes a deep breath. “Oh my lanta, Ells you smell gnarly.”

“Sorry,” I mutter, scrambling out of the door and into my closet. All the clothes are neatly hung in rainbow color order, or at least as much of a rainbow as you can get out of mostly black, pink, and earth tone. I turn to Sal, raising an eyebrow and he shrugs.

“I got bored, sue me. If there’s one thing I learned from Naji it’s how to organize a closet,” he says casually. 

I shake my head, holding my breath as I walk into my room. Immediately I am overwhelmed by the presence of too many memories that feel like even more time has passed. I try to stop myself, but I’m already thinking of him before I have the chance to shut him out. My laptop sits on the nightstand. Harker and I watched a lot of movies on that laptop. I wince, like my mind just touched a hot memory stove. My copy of Needful Things sits on the desk along with all my other copies of Stephen Kings work, and I wince again. My eyes dart around the whole room taking in all the awful and wonderful memories I didn’t ask for. I don’t want them back. I wish the room kept them burned into the walls instead of my heart. I hold my breath; I will not cry.

“Does Mrs. Drake know? About H-,” I pause before forcing myself to say his name. “About Harker? Does she know what happened?” 

I can hear him audibly swallow before he lets out a sigh. “Yeah, she knows. Before she jabbed ya, you two were kind of talking about it? I think you broke her brain a little. I tried to explain it again, but she doesn’t really believe me. She says that’s completely impossible, and she wants to hear it all from you. Your mom flipped, saying she could have heard it from you more in depth, but she didn’t really give you the chance after she freaked out and sedated you.”

I huff, “Yeah, yeah. I think. . .I remember. Well, can you blame her?” The words are out of my mouth and out into the universe before I can think them through. Did I really just defend Mrs. Drake? Would I have knocked me out too if some teenage girl my son was chasing just told me he’s dead? Sal just shrugs, pursing his lips.

“I can name a hundred better ways to react than that harpie.”

“Harpie?” I reply, a teasing smile on my lips.

“You know what I mean?”

“What are the chances she knows I’m out of the crypt?”

“The what?”

I gesture back toward the closet, my nose twitching at the smell of my vomit wafting into the room. Someone is going to have to clean that up, and it’s not going to be me. I’m not the one that chose to be locked in a box pumped full of who knows what kind of drug. Not my fault my stomach wanted it out. I look down at myself, the stains of my own stomach bile dried on my clothes. Maybe the smell isn’t emanating from all the way back there. 

“I feel disgusting,” I mutter. Sal barks a laugh, giving me a once over.

“Correction, you are disgusting.” He looks down at himself, crinkling his nose at his own shirt. “And you made me disgusting.”

I give him a pointed look, sighing as I think too hard about that word. Disgusting. I remember telling Harker he was disgusting on multiple occasions. He always just smiled at me with his too perfect teeth. The memory of his face grinning before swinging the shovel down onto my head causes me to shudder, jolting back in a violent twitch. Sal catches me reluctantly, caught off guard by my adverse reaction to something he can’t see.

“Harker. . .killed me,” I mutter, rubbing my eyes with my palms. I shake my head, but I can’t get the image of his smiling face out of it, or the shovel.

“I think you might have that one backwards, lassie,” Sal says. He looks at me with a sympathetic smile.

“It was a dream. . .never mind.” I shake my head hoping to disperse the image of him like an Etch-A-Sketch. Unfortunately, it’s not that easy. I close my eyes and he’s still there. “I need a shower.”

“Understatement of the year,” Sal replied with a whistle. “I wasn’t gonna say nothin, but. . .”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I wave him off. I turn around to face him, chewing on my lower lip. He narrows his eyes at me, crossing his arms over his chest like he knows I’m about to ask him something he doesn’t want to do. “Will you come with me?” I ask, glancing at the bathroom door.

“To take a shower? Absolutely not. I’m very grateful that you saved my life, and I know I also need to take one, but not that grateful. I would never do that to Naji.” 

I give him a look that I hope conveys both ‘are you serious right now?’ and ‘obviously that’s not what I meant.’ I don’t think he got the message because he crinkles his nose in response and looks at me like I’ve grown two more heads. Clearly I’ve grown too used to my connexus and have somehow forgotten that I need to communicate with others using actual words.

“Not in the shower, just like, around it, or something. I don’t want to go by myself. Harker and I have. . .history with that bathroom.” I mumble that last part and the expression on Sal’s face gets even more twisted and confused.

“Whatever kind of bathroom history you two have got goin on, count me out of it.”

“Sal.”

“Fine. But it’s only because I feel bad for you, I hope you can carry the weight of my pity, and I’m only gonna sit outside the door, and we’re even for you saving my life. Got it?” 

I scoff through a smile and attempt to purse my lips at him, but the smile wins. “Got it.” He never owed me anything for saving his life anyway, but if it makes him feel better I’ll let him believe we’re officially even on this imaginary game board.

I approach the bathroom door, staring at the shower. I avert my eyes down to the little square tiles as I reach in and turn the water on scalding hot. I bite the inside of my cheek and decide that maybe I shouldn’t let myself get caught up in the steam bath like I did last time when I passed out. Even though I’m 90% certain that that little incident was directly connected to my brain tumor, I don’t need to risk having to beg Sal to come pick me up off the bathroom floor. Plus, he doesn’t have inhuman vampire strength to lift me like Harker does. Did. 

My arms wind their way around my torso as I poke my head out to see Sal standing by the bed, trying to decide if he wants to sit. He sighs as he makes eye contact with me before strolling over and sitting on the ground beside the door, leaning his back against the wall. He makes a gesture that states ‘happy now?’ and I nod, ducking back into the bathroom, leaving the door cracked open. 

“You know, all Harker did was carry me out of here when I...fainted. In the shower. And then he stayed with me the whole night to make sure I was okay. It’s not that weird,” I say as I step inside the water. I’ll leave out the part where he was fairly reluctant to do both those things. And the part where his fingertips grazed my thighs as he helped me get dressed. The hot water melts all the tension inside of me right down to my bones. I hardly ever feel cold, but I can always, always feel warmth. 

“Let me guess, and then you waggle danced all night into oblivion. Blah, blah, blah, I don’t need to hear about it, just take your shower,” Sal says. 

“What?” I half choke, half laugh. “Him and I never. . .we never did that, if I have the right idea of what that even is. I’ve never done that with anybody.” 

“Wow,” Sal says in disbelief. I rinse the shampoo out of my hair, staring at the suds on the tile around my feet. They begin to swirl into a vortex around the drain, getting washed away from me and my problems. Lucky suds. 

“What?” Sometimes I wish I could just read everybody’s mind. 

“Nothing, nothing, it’s just. . .you’ve got like, rich ass Cooper LeCristi and like, probably the only vampire in existence, pining over you and you’re not even sleeping with either of them? I just don’t get it.” 

I comb conditioner through my hair with my fingers, actually pursing my lips this time, not like he can see it. “Jeez, thanks. If it makes you feel any better, look where it got us.” 

Sal remains silent as I finish up my shower. I wrap a towel around myself, not caring about my soaking wet hair. I push the bathroom door open, hitting him with it and acting like I don’t care. I look down at him with a face of mixed emotions and he stares back at me with guilty sad eyes. I walk past him into my closet, feeling a chill of nostalgia as I shut the door and sift through my newly organized clothes that I’d never thought I would wear again. Okay, so maybe the crypt does smell too, it wasn’t just me. Still, not my problem. I shut the door to the crypt locking in the scent and the bad thoughts that come with them.

Flannel pajama pants, leggings, and oversized sweaters and shirts fill the closet. I pull on a pair of black leggings and my heart nearly shatters when I notice the black sweater hanging by itself at the end of the row. Harker’s sweater. I grab it and pull it over my head, wrapping my arms around myself and inhaling deeply. Laundry detergent. Of course, I left it here and somebody washed it and now it smells like laundry detergent. I lean my back against the wall, letting my body slide down until I’m curled up on the floor. I shake for a moment, staring at the back of the closet door. Please don’t cry, I hear him say. 

“Ells, I’m sorry, that was pretty misogynistic of me to imply that you have no value if you’re not sleeping with anyone,” Sal says, knocking softly on the door. “Are you okay?”

“No,” I reply in a hollow voice. “I don’t think I’m going to be okay ever again.”

“Because of what I said?” Sal pokes his head in. I ball up the closest article of clothing and throw it at him. “Woah!” he says, just barely dodging it. “I said I’m sorry!”

I lace my fingers behind my head, pressing my forehead to my knees. I’ll always be here, Eleanor Harker’s voice echoes from my dream. But he’s not here and that’s the problem. I try to will the tears to come to my eyes, but they just won’t budge. Dry as a bone. Why won’t you let me cry?

“He can’t be dead,” I say, lifting my head up to look at Sal. He looks down at me with uncertainty in his eyes. “He wouldn’t just leave me here by myself, he’s not that stupid, right?” 

Sal frowns and sits down next to me, pulling my hands away from my head and helping me into an upright sitting position. “I don’t know, Ells. You knew him better than I got the chance to. Harky boy didn’t really know much about much, but he wasn’t stupid.”

“Then why would he do this? I’m not even worth dying for. I’m a mess, I suck, I’m mean, and I cry over literally everything. I hate not getting my way and my go to emotion is annoyance. He taught me how to be more me, and how to laugh at myself. I can’t do this, any of this, without him. He can’t be dead, and if he is, then stupid is an understatement. If he’s dead he’s a. . .he’s an ignoramus. ” A word only Harker would use. I clench my fists and refrain from punching the floor. With my luck I’d punch a hole through it, and I definitely can’t afford to get that fixed.

“I tried to tell him you were toxic, but he didn’t wanna listen,” Sal replies with a shrug and I toss another piece of clothing at him. He smirks and it makes me crack a smile too. “Listen, I know his ma is nuttier than a jar of almond butter, but she may be worth listening to on this. She doesn’t seem to think he’s dead, and you’re the one she wants to talk to about it. Didn’t she like, create him in her laboratory or something?” 

“Or something,” I mutter. 

“Well, then it might be worth hearing her out. She may not know a lot about him as a person, but she’s probably the only one that knows what he’s capable of.”

I stare at Sal, chewing the inside of my cheek. I know he’s right, I just wish it didn’t have to be her. “I know,” I mumble, tugging the sleeves of the sweater over my hands.  He stands up and offers me his hand. I take it and he pulls me to my feet, dragging me to him, but I stiffen, refusing his hug. I should stop being so selfish. Harker was his friend too, and I’m acting like I’m the only one who’s lost him. 

“Not uh, not til you shower. You can comfort me after you clean yourself up,” I say. Sal rolls his eyes at me. 

“Fine.” He pulls his shirt off and chucks it on the floor. He realizes what he’s done a second too late, his cheeks tinting with the sweetest shade of red. He turns away from me, aggressively marching toward the bathroom. “If you even think about acknowledging my sports bra, I’ll never hug you again,” he stutters out. The shower water turns on.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I respond, pressing my lips together.

“Anyway, Harker was a weird little dude,” he says, his voice lowering behind the bathroom door. “But he was our weird little dude. If there’s a way to get him back, we’re gonna try. I mean, I bet before either of us met him we never would’ve imagined vampires are really real, and now look at you. So, if vampires can be real, who’s to say resurrection’s not?”

“I never said I didn’t believe in resurrection.”

“You’re ruining my speech, Ells.” I hear the shower curtain moving. “Guess we’ll know once we finally talk to Dr. Jekyll.”

I think he means Ms. Hyde. 
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3 
-Ellie- 
This Trust Fall Needs a Net
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Sal pries my fingers out from the death grip they have on the edge of the kitchen table, holding my hand in his under the table while we wait for Mrs. Drake to come up from the basement. My mother sits on my left, gently nudging the steaming mug towards me, urging me to drink. It smells suspicious, like bone broth and blood, but I suppose that technically counts as a kind of tea for people like me. 

I grab the mug with my free hand and take a small sip, feeling the warmth of the broth and the electrifying zap of the blood spread through every inch of my mouth, coating my tongue. That’s not just any blood, I think, that’s Harker’s blood. A small pathetic whine rises in my throat just in time for Mrs. Drake to round the corner of the laundry room, stopping in her tracks as she looks at me. 

“You’re awake,” she says, voice soft and unexpectedly not screaming at me. She pats her white lab coat and the pockets of her black slacks. “Uhm, let me just, I’ll be right back.” Just as soon as she appeared she was gone, darting back down the stairs in the laundry room that lead to her lab in the basement.

“That went well, can I please go now?” I ask, turning toward my mother. She gives me a pointed look, silently conveying that if my butt leaves this seat she’s going to drag me back in it against my will. I may have vampire strength, but I’m way more afraid of Mom strength. 

Mrs. Drake comes trotting around the corner from the laundry room, yellow legal pad, a calculator, and what looks like a book of graphing paper tucked in her arms. She sits at the furthest end of the table directly across from me, giving me this gut twisting feeling like I’m about to be horribly interrogated, or that I’m about to take a math test. How many times must I reiterate that Harker is the only one that has ever been good at math? She opens the legal pad, rips out a sheet of graphing paper, yanks off the cap of her pen with her teeth, and then looks me right in the eyes. If I didn’t know better I’d say she’s trying to allure me.

“Tell me everything that happened, and if you think a detail is not important tell me anyway, I’ll be the judge of what does and does not matter, got it?”

I give a curt nod and try to think of where to start.

~
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A frustrated sigh accompanied by the most dramatic groan heaves from my chest as I press my forehead against the table. “I’ve told you like 50 times already, the knife went into his throat, straight through to the jugular. It wasn’t a slice; it was a stab. He wasn’t decapitated, his head did not roll off his body. The knife went in and I lost the connexus after that. 

It was like a piece of my brain cracked off and shattered. Worst headache of my life. And then the guy shoved him off the roof. I couldn’t go after him because I didn’t want the guy to hurt Naji and Sal was bleeding out, like everywhere, so that was kind of important. Harker’s body wasn’t there when I went to check. No blood on the sidewalk, no police, no evidence of a crime except for the blood in the snow on the roof. It was like he vanished.”

Mrs. Drake continued to write things on the legal pad, often swapping it for the graph paper where she has made a poorly drawn sketch of the rooftop of the building along with a bunch of numbers and an estimate of the distance between the roof and the sidewalk, Harker’s weight, the speed of which he would have fallen, and approximately where on the sidewalk he should have landed. 

I glance over at Sal who is rolling a pencil back and forth across the table with his palm. He has said very little this whole time but keeps giving me a look whenever I mention Wyatt or Naji. I’m still hesitant to tell Mrs. Drake that Wyatt is the older brother of Brandon, the boy that I killed a few months ago. As her confusion thickens as to why any of these events happened in the first place, I’m starting to realize that that piece of the puzzle might be the most important one. Without that, there is clearly no motive for any of this mess to have happened in the first place. 

“Salem,” Mrs. Drake says, lowering her glasses down her nose to look at him. I take a deep breath, pinching his lips together as he meets her eye. 

“It’s Sal,” he says, correcting her, again. 

“Does it really matter?” she says. The look on her face is tight with annoyance. 

“I wish I fucking died on that roof,” Sal mutters. “I hate it here.”

Mrs. Drake rolls her eyes at him. “Do you have to do that? Stop being so dramatic.”

Sal pushes his chair back with force, a loud screech echoing through the room. My mother looks up at him, the corners of her eyes dipping down in sympathy. He stares at Mrs. Drake like he’s going to say something he might regret, his mouth opening, nose twitching, but nothing comes out. He seals his lips together in a watertight line, and just stares at her. He exhales once, throwing the pen down on the table before he turns and exits the room. The volume of his feet on the stairs speak for him.

“Jesus, Maddie, would it hurt for you to show a little fuckin compassion?” my mother says in disbelief. She gets up from the table, giving me a ‘watch yourself’ look before taking off after him.

“What?” she says, looking like she is genuinely confused. 

“It is important,” I tell her softly. “He’s corrected you on his name and you keep ignoring it.”

“Salem is her name, is it not?”

“Maybe,” I shrug. “But he prefers to be called Sal.” She stares at me, not saying anything or looking at me a certain way. She doesn’t answer, just goes back to staring at the sketch of the roof on the paper in front of her.

I close my eyes, trying to understand what it is that she doesn’t understand. Whether it’s downright refusal or straight up ignorance, either way that’s a very thin line to tread. I look down at my hands, taking in a deep breath through my nose. A phone buzzes. Mrs. Drake glances at it for a moment before hitting ignore then going back to her diagram.

“Where’s my cell phone,” I ask, trying to get her attention. She doesn’t look up from her work to answer me. She doesn’t say anything at all. “Hello, excuse me? Mrs. Drake, do you know what happened to my cell phone? And Harker’s phone? I had both of them on me when I. . .passed out.”

“Yes, I’ve already combed through the devices and disabled the tracking capabilities, there’s nothing on there that can be of any use,” she replies without looking up from her work.

“How would you even know what to look for?” I ask, trying hard not to sound both rude and annoyed, even though I am. If anyone has earned my attitude it’s her. “Can I have them, please? Maybe there’s something on them that you missed or wouldn’t have known is important.”

“Do you really want them back to be helpful, or do you just want to look at the pictures of you and my son?” She places the pen down on the table in front of her, an edge of frustration on her voice. She looks up at me and I finally see just how tired she really is. The shadows under her eyes, how flat her hair is. Even her lips look dry. I don’t think she’s slept a wink since Sal and I arrived. 

There I go again, forgetting that I’m not the only one who lost him. 

“Mrs. Drake, I-,” I cut myself off, not even sure what it is I’m supposed to say here. She hasn’t been the best towards him, but he was still her son, and that still means something. “What happened to Harker was my fault, okay? Harker died because of me, that guy on the roof wanted to kill me.”

“And how would you know that?” she asks like she doesn’t have time for this conversation. Like the only reason she hasn’t retreated back to the lab is because my company is better than no company at all.

“Because his name is Wyatt McAllistar.” I swallow, my throat going dry. “He’s Brandon’s older brother.” 
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4 
-Cooper-
A Little Less Springsteen, A Little More Baldwin
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The numbers on the pages in front of me begin to swirl together and I rub my eyes trying to stay focused. I bump my empty glass with my knuckles as I reach for my good pen, and I consider pouring myself another drink. My fingers itch to grab the bottle. It would be so easy to help myself to one more lick. I decide against it. I need to keep my head clear, and I’ve already had more than my ‘clear’ limit. 

There is no way we’ve brought in this much money this month. It’s almost double what the club earned last year. I guess a lot more people didn’t want to stay home for Christmas this year. Lucky me. I can hear my father’s voice scolding me in my head, telling me this is going to be a bad investment. Little did he know that this city, this world, survives on the backs of perverse, unholy men. I envision my father choking on his words. If he wants to think I’m a fuck up that’s fine, but I’m a fuck up with a whole lot of cash and connections. If he lets me go from the family practice at least I know I can rely on the club to keep me inside my comfy lifestyle. 

The door opens and Wyatt walks into my office looking like literal dog shit. His hair isn’t styled in the normal ‘messy on purpose’ kind of way it always is. This time it just looks messy because it’s messy, period. I need him to look like he’s above everyone else. Like the standards here surpass some dive bar being run by filthy heathens. I know I pay him enough to be able to afford a goddamn hairbrush.

I close my laptop and cross my arms over my chest, leaning back in my chair. This mother fucker is the cause of all the problems currently threatening to destroy my life and he dares to show up to work looking like someone you’d find wandering the streets in the Midwest? He’s the one that fucked up everything, so he better not be having second thoughts now. Not after that stunt he pulled with Najiana.

“What,” I say, not phrasing it as a question. The empty tone in my voice causes him to flinch. Good. I hope he’s afraid of me.

“You swear you got rid of the body?” he asks in a sharp whisper. He looks around the office like he’s afraid he’s being recorded. He actually is being recorded, but that’s none of his concern. I already know what he did, and my word is what goes here. 

“For the hundredth time, I told you I took care of it,” I say. If he’s not going to believe me, then he never should have asked me for this kind of favor. 

“I just feel like maybe I’d calm down more if you just let me see the body,” he replies in a low voice. His eyes dart around again, and I wonder if he really is this paranoid or if maybe he’s taken some kind of pill again from one of the club patrons. 

“And like I said before,” I say, not keeping the annoyed tone out of my voice, “I can’t show it to you because it no longer exists. Picture a pile of ashes and there’s your body. Now can you please get a hold of yourself? Your shift started 20 minutes ago, and you look like a tweaker that wandered in from the alley. What are you even doing here? Get out of my office and get the fuck back to work.” I wave him toward the door, but he doesn’t move a muscle.

“Did you find your girlfriend yet?” he asks in a more serious voice now. His eyes stop wandering around the room, and now they’re dead focused on me. I flex my hand before gripping it into a fist.

“That is none of your concern,” I reply. 

“She’s a child, dude. You’re risking your entire career over the hopes that some teenage monster falls in love with you.” My eyes fall to his hand gripping the edge of my desk. 

“Right now the only child that’s putting my career at risk is you.” I look up at him calmly and he slams his fist on the edge of my desk. I don’t even flinch. Instead I take a deep breath in through my nose. “Lea is not your concern,” I reiterate. It doesn’t seem to matter how many times I say it, he’s not letting it soak into his thick skull. “The only concern you should have right now is what are you going to do about Najiana.”

“I’m still figuring that out,” he replies through gritted teeth. “And until you come up with a good enough plan that doesn’t wind me up in prison for life, I have to keep coming to work, business as usual. It’ll be a lot more suspicious if her and I both go missing.” 

“ME?” I reply, outraged. “I’m not the one that took a hostage for no goddamn reason.”

“Yes you. If it wasn’t for your little girlfri-,”

“I told you to leave her out of this. She’s not the one that told you to take a hostage for no fucking reason. That was a dumbass decision you made all on your own after you fucking stabbed that innocent record store kid. You, Wyatt, you are the one that got yourself elbow deep in this fucking bullshit. Not me. You.”

“But-,”

“And if you want to go about business as usual then get the fuck outta my office and go do your goddamn job,” I say, venom oozing from my words. He’s lucky I don’t turn him into the cops myself. Honestly I’ve considered it, but that’s too much of a risk for Miss Lea. I don’t know where she is, but Wyatt can still I.D. her as his brother’s killer. 

Once again he goes to protest, but I slide my chair back as if I’m going to get up and he backs up toward the door. He quickly turns around and exits before my ass even has a chance to leave its seat. I exhale the second my door swings shut. I’m not sure how long I had been holding my breath, but my chest hurts. I run my hands over my face and try to stop my heart from racing. I can’t let this mess break me, not when Lea’s life is counting on me keeping my shit together.

My knuckles brush against my empty glass and I swallow hard, running my tongue across my teeth. I reach into the top left drawer of my desk and pull out my bottle of whiskey that I like to keep around for these stressful occasions. It’s not the classiest, but that’s not the point of drinking it alone in my office. I pour myself half a glass, holding it up to my lips. My nose twitches at the smell, both inviting and revolting. I pinch my eyes shut before I down the whole glass in one go. I grab my phone before the alcohol goes straight to my head and call my driver Sebastian. 
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5 
-Harker-
I Don’t Give A Lab Rats Ass
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I squint at the bars of the cell, trying to muster up enough power to bend them with my mind. No matter how hard I concentrate nothing happens. I feel a sharp throbbing pass through my right eye, my vision going in and out the longer I try to force the telekinesis to work. Almost entirely blind in one eye now, I finally give up. I roll onto my back, staring up at the ceiling, trying to ignore the hunger pains twisting up my insides like a crazy straw. 

My shirt drapes around me, fitting more properly days ago before all this shit hit the fan. I pull it up and look down at myself, tracing my ribs with my fingertips. The way my skin stretches over the bones is grueling. Dipping down from the last rib, forming a shallow divot of flesh flattening to my stomach before rising awkwardly again around my hip bones. I swallow and yank my shirt back down, rolling onto my side to stare at the grey wall instead. 

My skin has already started to take on a ghastly color cross between beige and grey. Greige. I’m a tangled greige mess of bones and whispers of distress that live within the vacancy between my organs. Usually this doesn’t happen so quickly, but with the level of injuries I’ve received I shouldn’t be so surprised. My mother’s face forms in my mind, appearing warm and welcoming. That’s a cruel joke if I’ve ever seen one. Not even she would let me get to the point where I look like this. She would have an absolute psychotic fit if she saw where I’m at now. My heart aches to feel her hand on my cheek, looking me over with an air of concern, like a damaged piece of property. I must really be messed up to miss her looking at me like that. 

“Good morning sunshine,” Cooper’s voice booms cheerily followed by a slam of the door. I have no idea if it’s morning or night anymore. My count for the number of days that have passed since he brought me here is only a guesstimate of about five.

“Did you bring food?” I ask lazily, letting my eyes fall close. If I can fall asleep he’ll be forced to leave. He’d be truly brainless to risk coming in here to check if I’m awake.

“It’s always about food with you,” he says in an annoyed, yet cheery, tone. 

I hear the squish of the armchair, assuming that even my fake sleep isn’t enough to ward him off now. Besides, he’d probably just keep talking whether I’m conscious or not. I decide to roll over and face him. Let’s get this over with. 
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