



[image: Cover]







Table of Contents




Title Page


Copyright


Also by Ali Archer


Want a Free book?


Dedication


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


Chapter Twenty-Five


Chapter Twenty-Six


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Chapter Thirty


Chapter Thirty-One


Den of Death Sneak Peek


Also by Ali Archer


Don't forget your FREE Book!


Acknowledgements


About the Author



 


[image: ]




Blood Moon (Minnie Kim: Vampire Girl #4) © 2020 Ali Archer

ISBN: 978-1-7327542-7-0

 

Cover Design by Kuro Ishi Cover Design

Editing by Jen Hendricks and Lorie Humpherys

 

www.aliarcher.com

 

Copyright notice: All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

 


Also by

Ali Archer

 

Desolation

Sacrifice

Become (book 1)

Desolate (book 2)

Destined (book 3)

Desolation Diaries v. 1-3

 

Minnie Kim Vampire Girl

Deadly Sweethearts (book 2)

Seoul Demon (book 3)

Blood Moon (book 4)

Den of Death (book 5)

 

The Eden Project

Dragon Protocol


Discover the world of Desolation!

Subscribe to Ali’s newsletter and get Sacrifice,

the prequel to the Desolation series for FREE!

 

Want to see where the story began?

 


[image: ]



 

Get Sacrifice, a 30k word prequel to Become
by subscribing to Ali’s newsletter!

 

alicross.kit.com/archernl


 

 

 

 

 

For Lorie

Llama Girl

 


One

Close. So close I can smell her. Feel her. 

Find.

Seek.

Help.

Finally.

—Cheveyo

 

There were so many voices in my head, I hardly missed the one I wanted to hear most.

A flock of birds argued with a family of squirrels over the vegetable garden; farther up the mountain the deer sought out the best places to graze; and in the house behind me, my family worried.

But Philo was silent.

I swear I felt him—felt the string or connection or whatever it was that had always connected us—but I knew that was impossible.

Philo was dead.

Once, I tried to shut down the connection. Sort of. To be honest, I hadn’t tried very hard. I wasn’t sure I wanted the connection to be gone, even if it was only the memory of one.

David advised me to leave it alone. I think he was afraid it would drive me crazy, but I was fine.

In fact, in the two months since I got back from Korea, I’d completely turned my life around. I’d read The Ultimate Guide to Becoming a Vampire from cover to cover and was currently taking notes, making a compilation of the facts, lies and contradictions in its pages. I decided I would, actually, write a version of the book for new vampires as well as a companion edition for human family members. I figured if I were to make a difference in the world, if I was going to prove vampires were still human, it wouldn’t hurt to begin establishing my name as a reputable source of information on the subject of vampires.

I’d also asked every member of my family for lessons in whatever they could teach me, and I’d learned a lot. Siobhan sparred with me every day, and had recently graduated me from open hand fighting to weapons. She said I was a fast learner and was becoming a good fighter. Okay, she might have said I was becoming a good “little” fighter, but I chose to believe she meant my size and not my ability.

Fearghus taught me about mythology and the supernaturals living in the world. If I’d known even half of what was living right alongside us when I was a human, I would never have slept a wink. Even now, it took concerted effort not to peer into shadowy corners or look too closely at the flares of light that sometimes caught my eye.

Jack and Mrs. Hamburg taught me about history, and their lessons were funny and heartbreaking and inspiring. Mrs. Hamburg pretended to be prickly, but inside she was just a big softie who’d lived a hard life and lost so much before she’d been reMade.

Sang was hesitant to commit to helping me with anything, but after I promised not to accompany him on all his travels representing the huge K-pop talent agency, and fangirl at every chance I got, he agreed to “add what he could” to my fighting lessons. Since he was much more willing than Siobhan to hurt me, I wasn’t sure I’d made the best decision there. Of course I healed super fast, but I swear I could still feel the bruises and cracked bones for days after one of our lessons.

I even met with Master Yi via Zoom every week. He taught me about the cosmos and the power I can draw from the world around me. His lessons were probably my favorite—especially when Junu popped in for a visit. He and I texted often, but with the time difference and his busy schedule we didn’t connect face-to-face as much as I would have liked. Master Yi was helping him, too. I wasn’t sure how, exactly, but Junu had changed in the few months since I’d seen him.

He was still training at the K-Pop Academy Sang recruited for, and seemed to be at the vanguard for improving gay rights in Korea. He even had a boyfriend, who I had yet to meet. But man, the pics of the two of them were freakin’ adorable.

Life was good. We’d all settled into a new normal.

And no one knew I was a mess inside.

Even though Ying Yue and Hashiki were dead, I still had this feeling of impending doom. Like they were right behind me, stalking me.

And I still felt hollow inside. Like a part of me was missing.

I sat on a cushion at the edge of our patio, overlooking the lawn, and closed my eyes. Some days were harder than others to practice the meditation techniques Master Yi had taught me. I breathed in, focusing on my mantra: I am powerful. I am eternal.

Loss was to be expected. It was a natural part of life.

But I missed Philo so, so much. No matter how much I told myself to just let go and move on, already.

Minnie.

But it wasn’t Philo who’d called me, and disappointment weighed on me like a physical thing.

 

I sighed and opened my eyes. Unsurprisingly, I sat on the stone bench in the woods outside the Council’s North American residence, and across from me stood Thor. “I told you to quit doing that.” At least he didn’t bring me to that creepy forest he used to go to.

He took a step toward me, even though he already stood too close, making me crane my neck to meet his gaze. “I wouldn’t have, if you’d given your answer yesterday as you promised.” He wore a light gray T-shirt stretched across his broad chest and he still wore his hair a little long—like a Viking surfer or something. He stood with his fingers tucked into his jeans’ front pockets—he appeared casual, but I knew better. His ice-blue eyes were unreadable as he regarded me.

Even after all this time, I still didn’t know what to make of him. He was both charming and pushy which, combined with the intensity most vampires I knew seemed to possess, made him a little hard to read. It also didn’t help that he was a vita ambularae, like me; he never let me see anything he didn’t intend to show me. My family seemed to have some animosity toward him, but then he’d helped save my life at the dance earlier this year when Ying Yue and her minions tried to kill me. Good guy or bad guy? I wasn’t sure.

I focused on the smell of rotting pine needles and tree sap, the birds fluttering in the leaves above my head—anything and everything to keep him from gaining access to my own thoughts. He’d been helping me this summer, too—a decision I still didn’t know whether or not to regret. At least my ability had grown. As long as I didn’t relax, which wasn’t a problem around Thor.

Abandoning his too-close-for-comfort stance, he took a couple steps back and sat on the bench across from me. He leaned forward onto his elbows and stared at me intently. I scowled back.

“You’ve done a lot of good work these past couple months, but you know your greatest strength lies in your mental abilities. There’s no one better to teach you than me, and I can only teach you so much like this.” He waved his hand in the air, indicating the mind-space he’d created for us to meet in despite the physical distance between us.

“But school…”

He scoffed and looked away, a muscle clenching and unclenching in his strong jaw. “We already talked about this. I don’t even know why you’re so set on going to school, particularly after how they treated you last year.” He turned stormy eyes on me and I couldn’t tell if he was legitimately concerned for me or if he was just trying to manipulate me. “I can get you tutors. I can promise they’ll do a far sight better than that public school you attend.”

“Because I’m still a kid!” I popped onto my feet and wrapped my arms around my stomach. “You wouldn’t understand. And I get it, I do. You’re old school and all that. But I want to do this the right way. I want to help bridge the gap between vampires and humans. Not—”

He stood, too, and raised his hands as if to grab me, but he dug them into his hair instead. He glanced away and took a breath, as if fighting for control. “I know you haven’t spent time with your friends—with Stacey. You’ve got to see by now how different you are from them.” I opened my mouth to respond, but he went in for the kill. “And it must be hard living in that house, being reminded of Philo every day.”

I tried not to flinch, but knowing Thor, it didn’t matter. He could read me like a book. Plus, everything he said was true. I’d seen Stacey less than a handful of times since I got home, and half of them I couldn’t even remember because I’d been so overcome with grief and guilt. And living here? Seeing Philo’s empty chair every night at dinner? It was like a stab to the gut every time.

Thor gently placed his hands on my shoulders, drawing them down until he had my hands in his. I stared at his chest, wondering how the fight had left me so quickly. “Have things improved with your family?”

See, this is how Thor didn’t fight fair. Even without getting in my head, he could play me like a fiddle. And he knew very well nothing had changed with my parents. My mom and dad had refused to take my calls, and hadn’t responded to either of the two texts I’d sent. Maybe I could have tried harder, but I think my parents had been pretty clear when they denounced me in that hospital room in Korea.

I was dead to them.

Period.

I stepped back from Thor, grateful he didn’t try to hold on to me. I rubbed my forehead, as if I could scrub away the lingering headache, but it didn’t budge. It never did. It was as constant as the ache in my heart.

“Minnie,” Thor coaxed, his fingers touching mine. It was the lightest touch, but his gaze saw all the way inside me and left me stripped bare of all my secrets, all my grief. “You can start new in Lake Tahoe. You can begin to live again.” He pulled more of my fingers into his and tightened his grasp. “You can make new memories.”

With him, he meant. He’d always wanted me to join him, from the very first time we met. I never knew what that meant exactly, but I knew it wasn’t only training or a new place to live he was offering. He wanted to replace Philo in my heart.

Or at least in my life.

I didn’t even know if it would ever be possible to give that place in my heart away again. And while I (sometimes) liked Thor, and appreciated what he’d taught me, I’d never wanted him. Not in the way he wanted me.

“I don’t know,” I said. I’d always been a fan of I don’t know, but I’ll find out. It meant there was something new to learn. A way to improve. To be better than I was before.

But now I just didn’t know. I didn’t know anything.

I didn’t know what to do.

I didn’t know what I wanted.

I didn’t know how to go on.

Without my permission, Thor gently pushed images into my mind. Images of me on a small boat in the lake, my fingers trailing in the water; me, reading on the bed Thor had carved to look like the bow of a Viking ship; me, jogging through the woods, a wild and carefree grin on my face. He was smart to leave himself out of these snapshots, but it didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out that he imagined himself with me.

Especially when his hands were warm on mine, their pressure gently increasing as he subtly drew me nearer. Especially when his bright eyes seemed to have darkened as he gazed into mine. I took a shaky breath and tried to think of something else. Anything else.

Thor was definitely sneaky. Since his disastrous attempt to get with me in the spring, he’d been careful to only show me stuff he knew I desired. Like me attending Council meetings, learning new skills, training with him and becoming one of the strongest and most skilled mens moderators, or mind controllers, alive. He even encouraged me to imagine myself as more powerful than him.

But I was powerful, maybe more than he realized. When he sent me those possibilities, he couldn’t erase his own bias. I felt his desire for me, his wish for something more, something romantic, like flavors and scents accompanying each vision.

I had to admit—only to myself, never to Thor—some of it was appealing. It was so different from the life I had now, from the life I’d pictured with Philo. Maybe if I took a completely different path, the memories and hopes I’d once had wouldn’t haunt me so much. Wouldn’t hurt so much.

And how many of us ever got a second chance? I could be a different Minnie—one who didn’t dream of Philo or wish he’d just magically show up at dinner every night.

Thor began circling his thumbs on my palms, his gaze fixed on mine. “No one will know you there. There aren’t even any servants who served Ying Yue. No one will know what you’ve lost. You can make yourself new in every way. You can even rewrite your past, if you like, and I’ll support you. We could travel anywhere you wished to go. I could show you the world.”

I stared into his eyes, his earnest, ancient eyes, and I wanted to believe.

Out of the corner of my eye, a light appeared. A beam of sunlight shone on a path like a spotlight, and for a moment, it seemed as if another, more precious mind space overlaid Thor’s.

I instinctively moved toward it, my heart thumping painfully. Philo?

Thor squeezed my hands. “He’s not there, Minnie. He’s gone. Well and truly gone.”

Well and truly gone.

And he was right. The light, or the vision—whatever it was—was gone.

“Come with me. I can have a car pick you up tomorrow morning and fly you here. I’ll take care of everything. It’s a good decision, Minnie.” He focused on me intently, and while I felt the edges of his influence crowding against my mind, he didn’t push it. He left me free to choose for myself. For Thor, that was something of an improvement.

But was it enough?

He wanted what he wanted, and while he’d proven himself a friend, I knew he strained against the boundaries I’d put on our friendship. If he had his way, he would simply use his gift to persuade me and I’d be 100% his. He’d defend his actions by claiming it was what I wanted, that I just needed help getting there. And maybe, eventually, I’d feel as if the decision had been mine.

I was grateful he didn’t, because even knowing what he was capable of, I almost wanted to go. To forget. To leave all the memories behind. To take the easier path.

Master Yi’s teachings came into my mind then. We’d spoken many times lately about the path our feet are on, and the dangers of wishing ourselves off of it. “You must look to the Buddha for understanding,” he’d said. “You must look inside your own self for peace.” Then he’d sent me a text with a quote from Gautama Buddha. I’d liked it so much I’d made it my phone’s wallpaper.

No one saves us but ourselves. No one can and no one may. We ourselves must walk the path.

I sharpened my gaze on Thor’s face.

Everything I knew was here. Everything I was and everything I’d become—it was all grounded here. There was comfort in the normal, the same, especially when everything inside me had changed.

“When should I tell the car to arrive?” he pressed.

A flicker of a smile ghosted over my lips. I had to hand it to the guy, he was persistent. And man, it would be so easy to give in. He’d not only take care of all the details, he’d take care of me.

I took a step back from him, breaking his hold on my hands.

“Maybe—”

A dog barked. I glanced toward the path, the one that led out of Thor’s mind place.

“Maybe?” he urged stepping toward me.

“I—”

Another bark.

His countenance darkened just as his mind place grew gloomier and just a tad threatening. I wasn’t sure how far he’d go to get what he wanted.

“I’ve gotta go,” I said. We didn’t have a dog, but one was definitely barking—and nearby, too. “Let me take care of this and I’ll get back to you.”

“That’s what you said before. I’ve already waited long enough,” he growled.

I turned away, barely able to stop myself from running down the path toward . . . something.

“Minnie.” Thor’s sharp command stopped me in my tracks, and I turned back to look at him.

I tried to offer him a smile, but I knew it would do little to ease his frustration. “You can’t save me, Thor. No matter how much I wish you could. There’s a reason I’m on the path I’m on. I need to see it to the end.”

He opened his mouth to respond, but I yanked myself out of the vision . . . 

 

and I was once more sitting at the little table on our patio. I opened my eyes and saw—

the fathomless amber eyes of a very large, very intimidating, very familiar, dog.

 


Two

She sees me. And…

I am safe. 

—Cheveyo 

The dog looked at me and I looked at him. 

I stared into his luminous amber eyes that seemed so familiar, and tried to appear calm and not all freaked out. Which I was, of course.

Then it clicked. “What are you doing here?” There was something in his eyes that seemed so intelligent, like he knew perfectly well who I was, but the last time I’d been in this particular dog’s mind, he’d been singularly focused on the hunt and the kill. So what was he doing here? 

I wanted to pet him, but resisted—in part because there was a good chance he might bite my hand off, despite the kindness I thought I saw in his eyes, but also because he was filthy. 

He was a lot rangier than when I last saw him in Lake Tahoe five months ago—and that was saying something. He hadn’t exactly been the picture of health then and now he seemed as if he was at death’s door. But there was no denying he was the same dog—I recognized his mind. 

I opened a connection between us, curious how he’d traveled so far—and was surprised to discover he’d come looking for me. I saw an image in his mind of my face, and an imprint of my mind on his. His thoughts were still very primal and basic, but everything around his memory of me swirled with an imperative: Find. Seek. Help. 

Over and over again: Find. Seek. Help.

The question was why? Why me?

And who was the help for? Did he need my help? Or did he want to help me?

And again—why?

Why would a dog attach itself to me like this?

Sure, Thor had said I should have been more careful about being nice to him because he would likely follow me around—but that had been months ago and in an entirely different state. I frowned, considering what to do as I stared into the dog’s eyes. 

Hello, I tried. I knew it was pointless, animals don’t exactly communicate, or even think, in the same way we do. Their needs are basic and so are their thoughts. 

Proving my point, an image and a thought rose to the surface of the dog’s mind: Water.

“Well alrighty then,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll be right back.” I bypassed the patio doors and took the stairs down to the lower level. At the door I turned back to look at him. He was an awfully big dog—sitting on his haunches, his eyes had been level with mine. I didn’t know dogs very well, but it seemed as if that made him far larger than normal dogs. His fur was matted and tangled, with bald spots where tufts had been yanked out. Scars crisscrossed his muzzle and one of his ears was missing the tip. What had this guy been through? “Stay here.” He didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t even twitch. But I felt his strangely intelligent eyes staring at me the entire way.

While Manuella kept a small kitchen on the main floor, I didn’t think it would have what I was looking for, so I made my way down to the commercial kitchen on the bottom floor. I’d never been there before, and for a moment I stood in the doorway, taking in the ultra-modern professional-looking kitchen. The staff wore uniforms trimmed in red, which seemed fitting. I knew they were aware of me because I saw their backs stiffen and felt the tension wafting off of them, but they remained focused on their work, every movement quick and precise. I figured they all knew who—or rather, what—they worked for, but weren’t accustomed to much interaction. I’d lived here for almost a year and the only time I saw any of the kitchen staff was when they were delivering dinner. 

A woman wearing a black hat slightly taller than the others abandoned her station, wiped her hands on a towel hanging at her waist, and hurried over to me. 

She had brown hair tied into a knot at her neck and a kind face that showed laugh lines when she smiled. She offered me a slight bow and lingering smile. “What can I do for you, miss?”

“Oh, uh,” I shooed at her. “You don’t need to do that. I didn’t mean to interrupt you guys. I just need a bowl and water and…and maybe some meat or something?” 

The woman’s eyebrow twitched, as if she didn’t know what to make of my request but had long ago learned not to ask questions. She turned and sent a pointed look at the others—two women and three men—presumably to tell them to get back to work. I hadn’t realized they’d stopped working and were staring, but as one, they turned their backs on us and resumed their tasks.

“What kind of bowl, miss?” She reached for a glass-doored cabinet containing pristine white bowls. 

“Oh no, not one of those.” I’d seen those bowls on our dining table and there was no way I wanted to use one of Manuella’s good serving dishes. I took a few more steps into the kitchen and looked around. “I was hoping for something big, like a mixing bowl or something. It’s for a dog.”

“Oh!” the woman exclaimed and her shoulders dropped just a little. Had she really been concerned about my request? Like I was some depraved creature that would eat raw meat or something?

Then again, she did live in a house full of vampires. Who knew what she thought about us and what we may or may not do? 

“Sorry,” I said again—not so much for the request but for the anxiety my presence caused. I’d assumed any non-vamps working here would be totally used to us by now, but my presence obviously freaked these people out. I heard their hearts beating faster the closer I came to them, and saw the tension bunching their shoulders. Sheesh. I took a step back, trying to ease their worry.

“It’s no problem, miss. We have just the thing.” The kind lady dug into a low cupboard and straightened with a large silver mixing bowl in her arms. “Is this about right?”

I smiled. “Perfect.”

The lines around her eyes softened, and though she still wore a smile, her heart raced just as fast as her coworkers’. She moved toward one of the giant refrigerators, then looked over her shoulder at me. “Is the…meat…for the dog as well?”

“Yup. He just kinda showed up and looks mostly starved to death.”

There was something in her expression as she returned to the counter near me with a large container. Was it disapproval? Maybe she wanted to chastise me for feeding a stray but didn’t dare say anything. I told myself it didn’t matter, because this dog had found me despite all probability, and I was feeding him no matter what anyone said. Or didn’t say.

I watched as she pulled out two large animal bones and put them into another container. I spied the lids neatly stacked in the cupboard she’d retrieved the plastic container from, so I grabbed the one I thought would fit. The staff continued to work, but they definitely weren’t paying attention to their knives or whatever. They kept shooting glances at me, like I was crazy. Like I’d never done household tasks for myself before. I thought there’d be more gossip going on among the staff, and they’d know all about me, but apparently not. If there was, they’d know the only thing I’d ever killed was a spider this one time at drama camp. I’d felt the thing crawling on my face during the night and I’d freaked out, slapping it and squishing its guts all over my cheek. 

Okay, well. I guess the last thing I killed was a deer the day I became a vampire. But I preferred not to think about that.

I snapped the lid onto the container and set the bowl on top of it. “Thanks so much.”

“I can carry it upstairs for you, miss.”

I laughed. “It’s okay. I got it.” She nodded, but I got the feeling she was not at all sure about letting me do such a menial task myself. “Bye everybody!” I called out before ducking into the hall. I breathed a sigh of relief once I got to the stairs. That was so weird, I thought. I couldn’t decide if I should spend more time there so they would get used to me, or if I should stay the heck away. 

I carried my burden back outside, only to find the patio and surrounding area empty. Disappointment plummeted like a stone in my stomach. I set the bowl and tub of bones at the edge of the patio, then turned away to turn on the water at the hose just to the side. When I turned back, hose in hand, I saw the dog. 

He was crouched low to the ground, just in front of the woods. He’d obviously already smelled the meat, because as I filled his bowl, he came closer and closer. He seemed to vacillate between being excited to see me, because he’d glance at me and wag his tail, and being terrified . . . of the food? For some reason whenever he focused on the food, he’d crouch lower and his ears would flatten against his head. I retreated to one of the table chairs and tucked my feet under me to wait.

It was hot outside, and the sun felt so close I could touch it, but it was cool in the shadow of the patio, and a breeze blew through the trees, warm and delicious over my skin. I had all the time in the world and today was a good day to rescue another creature. 

I thought of what I’d said to Thor, about needing to save myself, and wondered at the irony of my current situation. Sometimes it was good to have someone else save us—like now, with the dog. But most of the time? Most of the time we relied too much on other people, I think. That’s what I’d been doing this whole time, waiting on Philo to save me. For him to come back and make me feel alive again. 

The dog reached the patio, his ears twitching this way and that as if expecting to be challenged at any moment, but when he reached the food, he dug into it with single-minded focus. It was him and the food and the world around him could fall apart and he might not notice.

He was so skinny. Deathly skinny. I had no idea how in the world he managed to travel so far in such bad condition. His fur was missing in patches over his eyes, at his neck and on his legs. Burrs knotted the fur on his legs and tail. I didn’t think he had mange—not that I’d ever seen a dog with it in real life. With every rise and fall of his breath, his ribs pressed against his skin and he whined a little as he ate. I wondered if eating was painful. Sometimes my parents and I would fast for some religious reason or another. I got used to it, but when I first started fasting with them, I remember my stomach would hurt so bad that when it came time to eat, instead of diving right in, I almost felt sick to my stomach. The dog didn’t hesitate eating, but I wondered if maybe the experience wasn’t as awesome as one might think, either. 

He soon ran out of water, but I was hesitant to get up and fill it. I should have thought to put the bowl a little distance away from the bones. I wasn’t sure it was wise to get so near to the dog while he was still eating—even if it was to fill his water bowl.

After ten minutes, the dog licked the water bowl, then laid down on the grass with his head between his outstretched paws. I took this as permission to come close and refill his bowl. I turned the hose on, but the dog flinched, so I reduced the pressure on the stream until he seemed to relax, watching the water fill the bowl with great care. Finally, I guess he couldn’t stand to wait anymore, because he stood and approached the bowl.

He lapped at the water, then at the stream still flowing from the nozzle in my hand. 

“You’re a good boy,” I crooned to the scraggly creature. “Feel better now? Got some food in your tummy?” I’d never had a dog before. Never even had a pet goldfish. But Stacey’s family had all the pets, so I’d had some experience. Stacey used to hose down her dogs and they always seemed to love it. And this dog needed a good wash.

I moved the direction of the water onto the patio and the dog followed. I flicked it around a bit, onto the grass, onto the patio, onto the grass. The dog stepped back, watching, then tried to bite the stream of water. Soon, I was spraying water all over the place—including all over the dog. He jumped and barked, trying to bite the water out of the air. He turned his body so the spray would get him on the side, then bounded out of the way, only to return again for more. 

We both got soaked in the process and one of us got cleaner while the other dirtier—every time he shook, he sprayed dirty water onto me. But I consoled myself with the fact that the water was getting clearer the longer we played. 

Eventually we slowed down and the dog wandered to a patch of grass where the sun shone brightly and began to roll around on his back. It looked so relaxing, so fun, that I flopped down onto the grass nearby. I didn’t roll around or anything, but I spread my arms wide and closed my eyes while I soaked in the powerful, healing, and slightly addictive properties of sunlight. Though I wouldn’t be able to stay in the sun long—even with my long sleeves and the suntan lotion I’d used, the sun would dehydrate my skin quickly, and rather than look fresh and sun-kissed I’d look more dead. And no girl wants that.

My body felt light and tingly, like it was reveling in the laughter I’d just given it. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d laughed. My path had been such a hard one for too long and instead of just getting on with it, I’d been farting around feeling sorry for myself, but never moving forward. 

When the dog curled up against my side, his damp fur quickly soaking my light shirt, my first reaction was to pull away. But he’d helped me to feel more like myself, more like the girl I still wanted to be, so I dug my fingers into the thick fur at his neck and let myself relax into the moment. It wasn’t long before I drifted off into the first restful sleep I’d had since leaving Korea.


Three

So tired. Too tired, too safe, to do anything but sleep.

And I dream.

The dream feels strange and unfamiliar. I do not belong here, in this dream. 

But she is here. She is right and good.

I am safe here, with her.

—Cheveyo

 I woke slowly, feeling like a happy cat. Untangling my fingers from the dog’s fur, I stretched and groaned. 

And someone groaned next to me.

I froze mid-stretch. 

The groan came again. Decidedly undog-like.

Ever so slowly, I lowered my arms and crossed them over my chest. I opened my eyes just a slit and peered in the direction of the noise. 

And saw not a dog, but a man. A naked man.

I gasped and scrambled backward, positioning myself into a low crouch as I went. 

I wanted to scream—I probably should have—but instead I half-whispered, half-screeched, “Who the heck are you?” 

He startled, and if my brain hadn’t been screaming stranger danger! I might have laughed. He moved faster than a human, but not quite vampire-fast, into a crouch, mirroring me. The position shielded me from having to look at his, um, manliness, thank goodness. Where I trembled with tension and all my senses were on high alert, he seemed completely at ease. And he wasn’t a man, either—well, not a grown man, anyway. He was probably around my age and his golden eyes sparkled in the sunlight, nearly outshining his wide, happy grin. He opened his mouth, but before he had a chance to speak, the back door opened and Jack burst out at a run. 

“What the devil?” he said as he stumbled to a stop next to me. He took a slow step forward, his right hand reaching for something at his hip that wasn’t there. He scowled and shook out his hand, muttering something distinctly unpleasant. I’d never seen Jack angry before, and I was pretty sure I didn’t want to ever again. He hadn’t gone vamp or anything, but with his dark beard and pale skin, and his eyes burning like black coals, he was plenty scary enough. “You wanna tell me who the devil you are, little man? An’ while yer at it, you can tell me what yer intentions were toward Miss Minnie here.” His voice dropped lower and lower as he spoke until the last words came out like a menacing growl.

The boy’s expression went from something like open adoration to outright terror—not that I could blame him—and after a quick glance between Jack and me, he did something I’d never seen before.

He morphed into a dog. 

The change wasn’t as long and painful as what I’d seen on Vampire Diaries or True Blood. It was like the guy just shook himself and somewhere between the shakes, he shifted from boy to dog. Totally weird and fascinating. I wondered how it was physically possible. Was it something in his DNA, or was it purely magic? 

My mouth dropped open, but I didn’t care how stupid I looked as the dog stared at me mournfully for a second before whipping around and sprinting into the woods. 

“Well, I’ll be,” Jack said in a low whisper. “I ain’t seen a werewolf in a long time. An’ I ain’t never seen one so young.” He finally looked down at me. “An’ one so scrawny as that ’un.” I didn’t know what to say to that, and after a minute, Jack finally seemed to remember why he’d come out here in the first place. His whole demeanor changed as he went from curious consideration to concerned older brother. “You all right there, Miss Minnie? He didn’t hurt you none, did he?” He reached down to me and pulled me to my feet with one large hand. 

It’s not that I needed his help to stand, but I appreciated the human contact. The reassurance that I was still me, and this was still the world I knew. Or, sorta knew. 

“Pardon me for airin’ my lungs there, Miss Minnie. I’d no way of knowin’ the way of things, see.” He blushed and glanced away.

“I would’ve been swearing too if I’d been able to pick my jaw up off the ground,” I said. I laughed in this weird, high-pitched breathy way that did not sound like me at all. I stopped immediately. 

Jack swung his gaze back to mine. “You’re shakin’ like a leaf. Come ’ere then. Yer all right.” He pulled me into his arms and squished me to him. He smelled like cigar smoke and leather, and he had a nice broad chest and strong arms, perfect for giving comforting hugs. After a moment of resistance, I sighed against him. I’d had Jack’s hugs before, and they never failed to make me feel better.

“I’m all right.” Reluctantly I pulled back. Jack was the kind of guy who’d hug and comfort me as long as I needed and he’d never complain. Not even once. Not even if his arms fell asleep. But I didn’t want to do that to him. He’d held and comforted me enough over the past two months. I turned away from the concern in his eyes and looked out over the lawn toward the woods. I had the distinct feeling the dog . . . boy . . . whatever hadn’t gone far—he was likely watching us right now—but the idea didn’t threaten me like maybe it should. I wanted him to come back. “So that was a werewolf, eh?”

“Sure was.”

“But aren’t werewolves supposed to be giant in their wolf form? And stand on two legs and stuff?”

Jack smirked and raised one eyebrow. “You’ve been watchin’ too many o’ those TV shows.” He snorted. I was a little offended because vampires were pretty much just like the ones on Vampire Diaries. How was I to know the other creatures wouldn’t be the same? “Nah. Most weres are just men, or just wolves. That ’un was a smidge smaller than some, sure, but he’s just a kid. I reckon’ he’s got a bit o’ growin’ in him, still.”

We stood together in silence, both of us watching the woods. 

“Whaddya mean most are just men or just wolves?” I had to shield my eyes from the sun in order to look up at Jack.

He stood with his hands stuffed into his back pockets, rocking back and forth on his heels. “Well, I guess I can’t say for sure, as my friend Clem was the only werewolf I ever knew, but the way he told it, was only the alpha wolves could stop their shiftin’ between man and beast.”

“Oh. That makes sense. I guess.” As much as anything else in this weirdo world we lived in. “Do you think he can remember stuff when he shifts?”

Jack shrugged. “Not too sure. Sorry, kid.”

I had the feeling the answer was no, anyway. When I delved into the dog’s mind, I hadn’t seen anything human. There’d been no clue he was anything other than a normal dog. A big, kinda scary looking dog, sure, but still. I never would have guessed he could morph himself into human form. His mind hadn’t felt any different from any other animal’s mind. Except for an imperative to find me. That had been weird.

I contemplated the woods. “He’s still out there, isn’t he?”

“I reckon so.”

“Think he’ll come back out? I didn’t get a chance to talk to him and—” I bit my lower lip and folded my arms. I didn’t want to tell Jack that I wanted him to go back inside so I could maybe have the chance to talk to the dog, er, boy, again.

Thankfully, Jack seemed to understand because he put his big, heavy hand on top of my head. I knew he resisted mussing my hair—I’d given him a couple pretty effective warnings that if he ever did that again, I’d bite his hand off—but the gesture was comforting just the same. Being with the dog—the, um, werewolf—had been the most relaxed and “happy” I’d been since Philo. It’d been the first time I’d felt anything at all besides the pain and loneliness. I needed him to come back. I wasn’t so sure I wanted the boy to come back though.

“I reckon he might. ’Specially if I make myself scarce.” I felt him looking at me, but I kept my gaze on the trees and the shadows that filled in the spaces between them. “Just be safe, ya hear?”

I smiled up at him, willing him to trust me and just go already. I had a feeling the dog wouldn’t hurt me, and I didn’t the think the guy would, either.

“Alrighty then.” At the last minute, he ruffled my hair, but he stopped as soon as he realized what he was doing. “Sorry,” he muttered. Then he turned and hustled back inside the house. As if I really would bite his hand off. Sheesh.

I walked around the garden separating the patio from the lawn, so I was out of sight from the back windows, and sat down cross-legged on the lawn. I sat there for a couple minutes, thinking of what I could do to coax the . . . I shook my head. Now that I knew he was also a boy, I couldn’t think of him as a dog. And I didn’t want to think of him as a werewolf—I still hadn’t quite wrapped my head around that. No, I thought. He’s a boy. Just like I’m a girl. Yes, I’m a vampire, but it doesn’t define me, and I hate it when people assume it does. So, how would I encourage a boy to trust me? How could I get him to come back? 

It was obvious he was alone and hungry. And I was positive we could help him with those things, at least. I tried to think of how I could help a boy, a naked boy—and then I had it. 

I stood up and cleared my throat. “I know you’re out there.” I felt stupid talking so loud—what if I was just talking to myself? That made me snort-laugh. If I was talking to myself, then no one but me would know. I squared my shoulders and carried on like I knew what the heck I was doing. “I need to go get something. I’ll be right back.” I turned and started around the garden, then paused and looked back over my shoulder. “I hope you’ll stay.” 

It startled me to find Jack sitting in the big reading chair Philo used to love. “Oh!” I pressed a palm to my chest, feeling breathless and anxious. 

Jack grinned mischievously at me. “You gonna get that boy a change o’ clothes?”

“How’d you—” I shook my head. I’d never exactly figured out what Jack’s gifts were. Now I started to wonder if he was a mind reader. 

“Better try Philo’s—ain’t none o’ the rest of our things’ll work. Even Philo’s’ll swim on the boy. Less’n you go an’ give ’im some o’ your things.”

I walked past him slowly, trying hard not to give anything away. I had planned on getting some clothes, and I had been thinking of going into Philo’s room—even though the thought of it made my stomach clench with anxiety. I’d been in Philo’s room since he died. A lot, actually. I ruined the sheets on his bed that first week or two when I would go in there and cry myself to sleep. Sometime along the way someone had changed the sheets and I’d stopped crying. Mostly. But I still sat in there sometimes. Holding one of his shirts or looking at the few things he’d collected over his long life. 

The thought of taking his clothes and giving them to someone else, though…that seemed so final. Like he wasn’t ever coming back.

And of course, I knew he wasn’t ever coming back.

Still, when I reached the top of the stairs, I went straight to my room, instead of going a little farther down the hall to Philo’s. 

I stood in front of the dresser inside my massive walk-in closet. Philo’s clothes would have been too big for the boy, but come on—how could he fit into anything of mine? The guy had been skinny, sure, but I’m pretty sure he’d been taller than Philo. Even thinking about his body embarrassed me. I’d just have to do the best I could and hope it would be enough to get him to come talk to me without me having to cover my eyes the whole time.

I’d kept some of the things I’d had from before I became a vampire in the bottom dresser drawer. I thought I might have—yes! I pulled out the baggy old sweatpants I used to study in. I used them to run in, too, back in the days when Dad had me up at the crack of dawn to run the neighborhood and I didn’t care who saw me because no one was watching. When I came here, Philo ran with me most mornings and the last thing I’d wanted was to look like a slob in sweatpants two sizes too big. I don’t even know why I’d kept these things, but I was glad for it now.

Next, I ran my hands over the hangers holding my T-shirts, looking for something that would work. Most of my shirts were way too small, but I did have a couple over-sized ones. I pulled them out of the closet and draped them over the sofa. I eliminated the pink shirt right away. Philo could wear pink, but not every guy could pull it off. So it was a choice between “My other ride is a broomstick,” or a white one with a photo of Jimin from BTS with a lipstick kiss on his cheek. I went with the black broomstick shirt.

Grabbing the clothes up into my arms, I used my vamp speed to run down the stairs and back outside. Jack wasn’t sitting in the chair anymore, thank goodness. I didn’t know if the boy would be able to tell if anyone was spying on us, but better safe than sorry. I slowed to human speed about ten feet from the tree line, then walked up to the spot where he’d run in. I hoped he’d decided to wait. I went into the woods a little ways and set the clothes on top of an old tree stump. I didn’t see any sign of him, and doubt and embarrassment made my cheeks burn. I was tempted to reach for his mind, but figured, at least for now, I wanted him to come because he wanted to, not because I’d compelled him.

“Hey, so I brought you some clothes,” I said into the air. “You know. If you wanna come out and talk.” I waited a beat—as if he’d walk up to me right then. “Or, you can just come and be a dog. Or a werewolf, or whatever.” Omo. Why couldn’t I just shut up? “I’m Minnie, by the way.” Again, I waited like a total dufus, before I finally turned and strode purposefully out of the woods and back toward the patio.


Four

She is frightened of me and her fear tastes sour on my tongue, making me hurt in an unfamiliar place deep inside me.

I will do anything to ease her fear. 

—Cheveyo 

We strode from the woods far more confidently than I expected. For some reason, I imagined him being shy and nervous—but I shouldn’t have since he’d never been those things in his dog form. He’d been a hunter. A wild predator. How had I not seen the humanity inside him? I’d never tried reading the mind of a vampire in full vamp mode, but I’d assumed we retained our humanity inside there. 

The idea that the monster could completely overrule the human rocked me to my core. If it could, it upset everything I thought to be true about vampires. Everything I thought about myself as a vampire—that I was still me, despite the physical changes. 

Maybe it was different for werewolves since they were born that way. That had to be it.

I scrambled to my feet and waited for him to reach me. His forthright gaze made me a little nervous, but I fought to appear controlled and casual. He never took his eyes off of me. Why wouldn’t he just look away? Because as long as he didn’t look away, I couldn’t look away, either. I mean, he was a werewolf. And now, maybe he knew what I was, too. Weren’t werewolves and vampires mortal enemies? Then again if they were, surely Jack would have warned me. 
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