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Chapter One







“You’ll never find a better lover,” I said as I leaned in close, letting my pheromones circle around us like a poisonous cloud.

The boy—I didn’t even know his name…Chet? Chad? Bruce?—seemed to shrink under me as I leaned over him, his back pressed against the smooth tile wall of the hallway, my arms resting on the tile on either side of his head. I directed the pheromones toward his nose. He was close to succumbing; he just needed a little more convincing.

Really, I can’t make someone fall for me if they don’t already want to at some deep down level. I wasn’t coercing him to love me, I was just removing the inhibitions that stopped him from acting on what he really wanted.

He inhaled and I sensed my pheromones entering his body. A moment later, his eyes seemed to dull.

“Serge…” he whispered, my name rolling off his tongue like it’s a dirty word.

He pushed his lips forward, reaching for mine. I leaned forward, but stopped just as my lips were a fraction of an inch from his. He let out a little whimper of expectation and need, but I just looked up at those eyes of his—those now-dull eyes.

The hunt was over.

I grunted with disgust and pushed myself away from the wall and stepped back. He reached out with his hand, desperate for touch. I withdrew my pheromones and cleared the air.

“Serge…”

“Just…take a deep breath or something,” I said.

He whimpered again, but obeyed—as I knew he would—and took a deep breath. With a fresh intake of oxygen, the pheromones flooding his brain dissipated just a little bit, returning the tiniest spark of life to those eyes of his.

“And another,” I commanded.

He obeyed, and inhaled, and the last of my powers cleared from that weak brain of his and those eyes returned to their full glory. It was those eyes that made me corner him in the first place. I’m a sucker for gorgeous eyes.

“Serge?” He sounded confused. I’ve always wondered how much they remember when the magic wears off. Like, they remember the actions, I was sure, but did they remember why they made those actions? Did they realize it was all me and my sensual powers?

Did they realize it’s all fake?

Now that he was suddenly sparkly-eyed and clear-headed, my need for him amped up again. Keeping my pheromones and powers of seduction under tight control, I leaned forward again, resting a forearm against the wall above his head. Our noses were so close, almost touching. We were breathing the same air; I could tell he had the lizard tacos for lunch.

“Chad…” I whispered, taking my best guess as to what the boy’s name was.

“Uh…” he said, almost in a squeak. He shrunk under me; if I didn’t know better, I’d think he was literally shrinking, rather than just collapsing in on himself in embarrassment. “It’s Piper.”

“Piper…” I angled my face down a few degrees so I could look in those gorgeous eyes.

Those eyes that were now full of fear and anxiety.

I was tempted to unleash my powers again and have this boy give in, trembling and weak, but I knew I’d just be disgusted with the whole thing like I was seconds ago. No, I had to do this the human way.

“I love your eyes,” I told him.

He blinked rapidly several times and in my peripheral vision I caught a bead of sweat rolling down his temple. Infuriatingly, he didn’t respond.

I gave in and engaged with one of my powers. I can read other people’s emotions—comes with the territory of being an incubus, the sexiest and most seductive demon of them all. How can we respond to a victim’s—er, partner’s—desires if we don’t know what they want? Most of the time these desires are buried so deeply that people aren’t even aware they have them until someone like myself taps into them.

Piper was a nervous wreck, which I could have discerned without my powers, but he was also totally loving this. I could sense flutters in his stomach, the rapid beating of his heart, the rush of endorphins through his body.

Buried amidst all of that, I also sensed fear. Not fear of me, though. It felt like fear of himself and what he might do.

I paused and bit my lower lip, it’s a trick I learned a while back—it creates a pause as the other person’s eyes take in what I’m doing, giving me a moment to think if I need it. And right now I needed it. I tried to rifle through my memory to figure out what I knew about Piper. Specifically, what might happen if he got too worked up. Some kids here at Fangville High could be dangerous if pushed too far and sometimes these dangerous reactions are uncontrollable. My buddy Bram had an interesting run-in with Lisa the Soul Eater once. Thankfully, as a vampire, Bram doesn’t have a soul.

Piper, though…

I wasn’t bringing up anything in my memory.

Us demons tend to be pretty invincible, though, so I decided to go for it. I closed my eyes, leaned in, and brushed my lips against his.

There was a slight pop sound, like an air pressure change in my ears, and the slight tang of sulphur in the air. I opened my eyes.

Piper wasn’t there.

There was a squeak by my feet. I looked down and found a mouse sitting on its hind legs, surrounded by Piper’s empty clothing, twitching its nose at me.

“Are you a weremouse?” I asked.

The mouse squeaked with what could loosely be interpreted to be an affirmative response.

“Ugh,” I said in disgust. I turned around and walked away, not giving him a second glance. Just as I turned the corner in the hallway, I heard another pop like there’s an air pressure change and then a peal of laughter. If Piper slipped out of his clothes when he shifted into a mouse, he wouldn’t be in those clothes when he shifted back to his human form. He was naked behind me, no doubt.

I chuckled at his newfound misery and then pulled out my phone and texted Bram. Where you at?

The reply was almost instantaneous. Bleachers.

I hit the crash bar on the door and exited Fangville High, walking through the staff parking lot and flying broom lock-up cage to the field beyond. When I reached the edge of the bleachers, I climbed over the railing rather than going around through the gate.

Bram and the twins—Mackenzie and Jessica, two sexy zombie girls with nothing dead and decaying on them—were in the top corner. Well, almost nothing dead and decaying. Mackenzie was starting to develop a rotting flesh smell that drove half the guys in the school wild. She’d told me a week back she could finally stop buying her Eau de Corpse perfume. And if I was eyeing it right, Jessica’s jaw was starting to look a little loose, like it might fall off soon, something I know she’d been wishing to happen for quite some time. They’d built their reputation on being perfectly un-decayed but felt it was getting a little stale; this decomposing was just what they both needed to up their social status.

I sat down next to Bram and looked down at the field below. The space was filled with the clang of metal-on-metal as the sword fighting team ran through their practice drills.

“Hey,” I said. We were on the second top bench, facing back, with Mackenzie and Jessica on the top bench.

“No lunch today?” Bram asked.

“Nah, I don’t get as hungry as you three. Being a demon has its advantages.”

Bram grinned and shrugged his shoulders, then put his head back and guzzled some of his blood-red shake…which was likely actually made of blood. The girls both had takeout containers balanced on their knees with what looked like sections of brains in them. Mackenzie ripped open a packet of pepper and sprinkled it over her serving.

“I thought you guys all committed to eating vegan or something,” I said.

“This is vegan,” Jessica said, giving me the kind of attitude she usually reserved for humans.

I held up my hands defensively. “Sorry. Geez. I see you two eating brains and him drinking blood…a guy makes assumptions.”

Bram snickered. “At least, we’re pretty sure he was vegan.”

I rolled my eyes at their stupid joke. They probably planned that one before I even came up to them.

The clanging behind us got louder, so I turned my attention back to the practice below. There were six people on the field, all clad in armor and chainmail and swinging around heavy broadswords. They were really pitiful. Every year we lose badly to every other team in the league, particularly those pricks over at East Hex Academy.

I watched as the person on the far left took a mighty swing at their opponent…and then missed and sliced off their own leg. They collapsed on the grass in a heap of metal and blood and screams of pain. Beside me, I heard Bram hiss with need as the scent of all that blood surely hit his super-sensitive nose. The team medic rushed onto the field, jammed the severed leg against the remaining stump and then cast a spell. A brilliant white light surrounded the severed region and as it faded, so did the person’s screams.

“All right,” the coach shouted, clapping his hands, “everyone back at it.”

The person who had severed their leg—with that helmet I couldn’t tell who it was or even guess at their gender—climbed to their feet and gave their leg a sort-of test shake. When it didn’t fall off, they shrugged, picked up their sword, and ran screaming into the melee that had formed.

I looked over at Bram. At some point during all of that, not only had he turned to face the field, but he’d gone into full predatory mode. His fangs were bared and he was hunched forward like he was ready at any second to run full-tilt at the kid and sink his teeth into their neck.

“Well,” I said, trying to pull Bram back from that edge, “anyone wanna hang tonight? We could go to the mall and mock everyone.”

Bram snarled and had his eyes locked on the poor kid, but he did sit down and his body seemed to unclench just a bit.

“We could…” Mackenzie said, though she didn’t sound too interested, “though you kind of lost your edge a while back.”

“You’re not as nasty as before,” Jessica added.

Bram gave me a subtle look that I don’t think the girls caught. He knew and understood. He’s the only one I told.

“Whatever,” I said, “it was just a stupid idea.”

Two people walking past the end of the field caught my eye. Them. Victor Frankenstein and Igor.

The gang used to pick on them relentlessly, but they knew the boys were off limits now. My eyes locked with Victor and he gave me the smallest of smiles and I gave him one in return.

We both loved a boy named Cole—a boy that Victor created in his laboratory with spare parts he’d dug up from the cemetery—and we’d both been burned by Cole. But while Victor soon found true love in his best friend Igor, I was left…with what? With nothing.

Not quite nothing, maybe.

I was left with a deep ache that I never knew I could feel.

One that left me so shaken, I didn’t know if I’d ever get over it.










Chapter Two







After school, I hung with Bram and the girls on the front steps until a luxury minivan came by to pick up Jessica and Mackenzie.

“You all right, man?” Bram asked me.

He’s the only person in this entire world I confided in about that whole Victor and Cole and Igor thing. It’s been weeks now and still I was reeling from it all.

“I don’t know,” I said. I shook my head at my own thoughts. “Do you believe in love?”

Bram did a snort-chuckle. “Like they show on TV? No. Well…” he shrugged, “Victor and Igor seem to have something going on. So, maybe?”

“Yeah,” I said, “I know what you mean.”

I didn’t believe in love…until I met Cole, is what I wanted to say. Cole was cute and confident and was a bit dumb and overall that package worked for him. And I didn’t really have to use my powers on him. He was into me. Or at least I thought he was until he went off the rails and then disappeared. Even if he’d come back, I wouldn’t want him…at least I didn’t think I would.

“Catch you tomorrow?” Bram asked.

“Yeah, sure, man,” I said.

We parted ways as he headed into the suburbs to his home and I headed downtown. Eventually I came to a rundown building that was once an insane asylum and currently looked like it hadn’t seen a lick of paint since before those days. The cement walls were perma-stained with who knows what, there were a handful of trees lining the front of the building (most of them dead), and the owl that nested on the roof was watching me menacingly from the southwest corner.

Home.

I walked up the steps and grabbed the handle of the door, pulling it open. A sign on the inside—Fangville Orphanage—announced what this building’s current purpose was. The front steps were a hub of activity today, with burly werewolves carrying big boxes into the building and up the stairs in the foyer to the second floor.

“Serge,” Helga greeted me after I sidestepped around a werewolf, “how was school?” 

The orphanage was run by a collection of witches. They were kindly and loving and covered in warts—just the kind of women that parent-less kids like myself needed. This place and these witches were the only home and family I’d ever known.

“Was all right,” I said. I knew better than to bring my school badass attitude home; the witches wouldn’t stand for it and I’d be ordered to scrub toilets all night. I was a different person here than I was at school. “I’m gonna do my homework.”

“Dinner is at five,” she said as I passed by her and went down the main residential hallway. “Worm pie, your favorite.”

My stomach growled in anticipation. When I got to my room, though, I tossed my bag on my scuffed and rickety desk and tossed myself on my threadbare bed.

Inevitably, my thoughts turned to Cole, the cute, reanimated jock that Victor had built. He was an ass with an attitude worse than mine, and his attitude felt more genuine than mine, like he was rotten to the core, but he was cute. More than that, he liked me. Like, genuinely liked me. Not in the slightly-pheromone-induced liked me kind of way that most of my conquests do…like Piper. Nor did he like me in the secretly terrified of me way like a few others did. No, Cole just liked me.

I didn’t know such a thing was possible. But of course it ended as disastrously as my parents’ love for me.

Love just wasn’t in the cards for my life.

After a while, I realized that my hand was behind my head and absently playing with the necklace that hung on the post of the bed’s headboard. I gently grasped it and lifted it so that it unhooked from the post and then held it in front of my face, the shiny metal catching the sunlight streaming in through the window.

After my parents died in a tragic flying carpet incident while I was still in diapers, a social worker brought me here and gave me the necklace. Apparently, my mother was wearing it and the social worker thought I might want a reminder of her, even if I now have no memory of her.

I’m sure it was meant to be a sentimental thing, something to bring me hope and peace when things are dark, but it had the opposite effect on me. If anything, it reminded me that love doesn’t last. If love worked that way, my mom and dad would still be here. So I’ve operated on the belief that love is pointless and fake my whole life.

Until Cole.

I let my guard down once with him. I allowed myself to believe for a moment that maybe I was wrong, only to get my heart stomped on again. It was weeks ago and it still hurt.

A couple days after Cole disappeared, I found a note that had been shoved in my locker. It had been from Cole; he must’ve known his end was near and decided to leave me that letter for one last stab in the heart.

In a simple six-year-old-style of handwriting that I’d immediately recognized as Cole’s, were seven simple words. It wasn’t real. Nobody loves an incubus. He made his point; what I thought he’d been feeling for me was all an act, and that I’d never experience true love because nobody would want me.

Somewhere down near the dining hall, the dinner bell rang.

Groaning, I pushed myself up off my bed and to my feet. I hooked the necklace back on my bedpost and slowly made my way down to the dining hall; I could smell the freshly-baked worm pie from here and it was making my mouth water.

But as delicious as that smell was, the prospect of going into the dining hall had me feeling depressed, as it often did. Passing through the door, I was suddenly surrounded by a dozen little kids and all the witches. I was the only orphan over age five.

Because nobody wanted me.

Nobody has ever wanted me.

Olivia squealed in delight when she saw me and came running around the room to me, wrapping all three of her little arms around my legs. Okay, maybe Olivia wanted me, but that was a little different. Three-year-olds liking me only went so far for healing my bruised soul.

I quietly ate my dinner while all the kids around me made as much noise as they made mess. When they finished and put their dishes in the dirty dishes tub and hurried off to continue playing, I grabbed a rag and helped the witches wipe down the tables.

As I made my way down one long table and then back up the other one, I found Helga standing there, watching me, arms crossed. She looked concerned.

“Serge…let’s talk,” she said.

I gulped, but threw the rag in the tub with the dirty plates and followed her. She led me to her office toward the back of the orphanage.

“Have a seat,” she said, indicating the couch.

I sat and she sat on the opposite end of it. Before speaking, she reached to the candy dish on the table and unwrapped a candy-coated cockroach, popping it into her mouth. Those were like a vice for her, she couldn’t start a meeting without one. While it was kind of cute, it also confirmed this was a meeting, not just a casual chat.

“Tell me what’s up,” she said.

“Um…” I was confused. “I’m…not sure?”

She eyed the candy bowl and for a moment I feared this was a two-cockroach meeting, which would definitely not be a good sign. Thankfully, she seemed to have decided it was not necessary.

“A few weeks ago…you stopped smiling around here.” When I opened my mouth to protest and tell her she was wrong, she held up her hand and continued, “I’ve seen you smile, but it’s not natural anymore. It’s forced.”

I closed my mouth and my forced smile faltered. “It’s…complicated.”

“Want to talk about it?” she asked.

I eyed that candy bowl and wondered how many candied cockroaches it would take for me to get through this story. “No. Not yet. Maybe one day.”

She gave me a gentle smile. “I’m always here, you know that. I always have time for you.”

Until I’m nineteen, I added in my head, but didn’t dare say out loud. The Fangville Orphanage only cared for kids and technically once I turn eighteen I should be booted out the door, but they filed some paperwork or something to give me an extra year. I’m seventeen now. The end is near.

“Thanks, Helga,” I said. I gave her a smile but I’m not sure if she believed it any more than I did.

I held no malice for Helga or the orphanage for the out-at-nineteen deadline. If they could keep me here till I was ready to move out on my own, they would. It was the system, the heartless, loveless, careless system that only allowed me to stay here a certain length of time, then I’m out on my own, whether I’m ready or not.

Helga shooed me out so she could return to the kitchen and help the other witches finish up with the cleaning. I quietly slipped past the rec room where all the kids were playing because I didn’t want to get pulled in. I hurried to my room—I was the only orphan with their own room. Thank demon, I couldn’t imagine rooming with a five year old.

I walked down the long hallway past the dining room, which was lined with doors leading to bedrooms. Mine was down near the end. There were rooms on the second floor above us, but it was rare that we had that many orphans that we needed to expand to those rooms.

When I entered my room, the necklace caught my eye, glittering in the moonlight coming in through the window. My life was full of broken promises, of love that had a time limit, of belonging and then being abandoned.

I didn’t bother turning on my light. Instead, I just sort of rolled and fell into bed. I had homework to do—some essay on a demon I admire—but I had no energy or wherewithal to even think about it. This was one of those nights where everything just felt like too much, like the world was piling on top of me.

Looking above my head, I lifted the necklace off the bedpost and held it in my fingers. It was a gold pendant with a large blood-red stone embedded in the middle. If I held it up to the light, it would sometimes sparkle.

“Whatever,” I muttered, and let my hand fall to my side, the necklace laying in my palm. I laid there, unmoving, for who knows how long. Eventually, my eyelids got heavy and I drifted off to sleep.

I dreamed of Cole. I dreamed of someone loving me and then leaving me forever. I dreamed of my parents, that pure and perfect love…cut short when their magic carpet ran out of pixie dust mid-flight, with tragic results.

The bed underneath me shifted slightly, enough to gently jostle me awake. The room was pitch black; the moon from before was behind clouds and thus no light came in. The clock glowed red at me. 1:39 AM.

The bed shifted again. This felt like someone was getting off the bed, like they had been sitting on the mattress and then standing up.

“Hello?” I said.

In the darkness, I could barely make out an even darker shape, the outline of a person. It looked too big to be Olivia, or any of the other little kids for that matter. It could’ve been Helga or one of the other witches, but that would be odd because they always knocked before coming in.
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