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Levi Vodrak

I WAS TURNED INTO A vampire by a Salazar witch.

My twin brother and I, that is, while we were still in our mother’s womb.

To sum up this whole pathetic story: many, many years ago, back at the very beginning of the Middle Ages, there was a woman named Thereza.

Thereza didn’t understand her strength or her powers, and she took great pains to hide her true identity and her sensitive spirit from everyone. But one day, unable to bear any more of her husband’s daily violence and humiliation, she finally embraced her nature and her powers, and she cursed him. She turned him into a bloodthirsty monster, just to torment him enough for every time he’d cursed her and belittled her for bleeding between her legs every month—treating her as if she were the terrifying monster all along, and not the other way around.

She wanted revenge. She wanted him to pay for all the years of abuse and suffering she’d endured in her own home.

And pay he did, because Thereza’s husband was none other than Vladimir Vampir, the world’s first vampire, who—contrary to what many humans believe—was born after being created by a furious witch. Years later, his surname became the basis for the term they still call us to this day. Vampire.

But before we get to that part, I need to say that Thereza suffered torment alongside him, alongside Vladimir, even after the man was cursed. Since she didn’t understand her powers and had no idea what playing with the veil between life and death might unleash upon the world, her spell went completely wrong. It backfired.

Instead of her husband being the only one to suffer eternally, Thereza hadn’t counted on him going out and transforming innocents through the slaughter driven by his desperation at not knowing how to handle the beast caged inside him. Every time Vladimir bit a victim, a virus was transferred into that person’s body. Even if they managed to survive the attack, hours later—as if infected with the virus humans know as rabies—they would begin to agonize unto death, with symptoms that included fever, tremors, hemorrhagic vomiting, until all the blood left their body and nothing remained. The person would literally die, and when they woke, they needed to feed on blood to replace everything they had lost during the period when their body was undergoing the transition.

And so, little by little, vampires arose among humanity, and chaos was spread across the world. Thereza couldn’t live with the guilt of what she had done and killed herself not long after discovering the curse she had unleashed upon humans—without even knowing it, without ever wanting such suffering for others who had nothing to do with her life or her own torment.

What does this woman have to do with me and my brother? Well, everything, because if it weren’t for her, he and I wouldn’t have been cursed by another witch—this one being Alma Salazar, also motivated by revenge. She believed my father, a traveler from London who came to the United States, specifically to a small town in Virginia called Emerald Grave, had traded her for my mother when he had to return to his country. In truth, he’d been forced into an arranged marriage by my grandparents, leaving him no way out.

She went to see him a few months later, puzzled by his disappearance, and flew into a rage when confronted with the new reality: his love for another woman who was carrying his children. In that instant, she felt betrayed and deceived.

Since the Salazar Witches have always been the strongest and most powerful—the ones who fled Salem for Emerald Grave and came into possession of Thereza’s spells—Alma simply decided to repeat the curse. Not on my father, not on his new wife, but on the children who were to be born, just to make sure the suffering would be far greater and far more painful for everyone. She doomed us, decreeing that when my brother Luca and I reached our twenty-first birthday, we would die and become vampires.

Not infected vampires. Vampires transformed by a witch.

And not wanting to make Thereza’s same mistake, Alma gave us a chance to control our primal impulses, to control the veil between life and death. Our strength and our healing—at least partially—would lie in nature, in one of the four elements. Our organism would also be incapable of transferring the virus, precisely so there would be no more victims.

She just wanted us to suffer, just wanted to make things difficult for us, because while we might find our connection quickly, it might also take a long time, or it might simply last for all eternity. The torture would be doubly worse because of it. The torture of living as wandering monsters, and the torture of knowing there was a way to control it, but not knowing what it was.

We went through every kind of anguish and suffering, until Luca discovered his element was water, and mine was fire.

He managed to control himself through that element, even though it took him a long time—something that didn’t happen for me.

He also tried to look upon this whole situation with kindness, because as the story goes, if there are twins, one has to be good, and the other is obligated to be bad.

Luca Vodrak is the good twin.

I, Levi Vodrak, am, proudly, the bad twin.

I wasn’t satisfied with my path, and I swore to spend the rest of my eternity killing every Salazar witch existing on earth. I would wipe them out, and if one of them had cursed me, I would curse them all right back, even if my whole eternity was wasted on it.

Because it would be a domino effect. Each would pay the price as they fell.

So, since they were settled in Emerald Grave, that’s where I went.

I gathered vampires with the same goals as mine and left a massive trail of blood that, for many years, would be recorded as a historical fact of that town. And it was. The death of the witches, including Alma Salazar, became known as The Dantown Slaughter. Even centuries after the event, it is still remembered by both the old and the new generations, and that fills me with pride. It was truly beautiful work.

And it didn’t stop there, let that be clear. Many witches had scattered to other corners, and I continued to hunt them, even with my brother on my heels, trying uselessly to restrain me. What Luca kept telling me was that they were innocent, that they had nothing to do with their ancestors and shouldn’t pay for crimes they didn’t commit—crimes that happened before they were even born.

I didn’t care, though.

When Alma hurt us, we hadn’t been born either. We were innocent babies, pure, with our whole lives ahead of us. If she didn’t take that into consideration, why the fuck should I?

I was resolute, and nothing could make me stop. The war was for me as much as for him, even if he didn’t understand my reasons and painted me as the villain all the time.

And it wasn’t a problem for me to be treated that way; villains always seemed more interesting to me than heroes. They’re always so saccharine, and I’ve always had a taste for spicier drinks. I liked the flavor of being bad. The flavor of seeming bad.

For centuries, Salazar Witches died by my hand. In 2009, when the bloodline was hanging by a thread, I discovered the last remaining ones were trying to escape the country on a cruise ship called the Shine Star Cruises. I gathered my troops and did what had to be done, ignoring, once again, Luca’s protests. I started a fire on that ship with my lack of control and my rage, and instead of killing only them, I also took the lives of some innocents who were out at sea—humans who just wanted to have fun with their families.

As hard as it may be to believe, given the reputation I carry, I didn’t like and take no pride in that part—in having harmed other people, including children. But I had to deal with it and content myself with the fact that it was over. The war had finally come to an end, and the entire Salazar Witch bloodline had vanished from the planet. My revenge had succeeded, and I could, at long last, move on.

At least, that’s what I believed for years, until I received news that a girl had survived. The sole Salazar was living freely and perfectly in Emerald Grave, studying and being a normal young woman her age, as if she didn’t have a debt to pay.

I was furious, mostly with myself, for having let her escape without even knowing it. I could have gone years and years without knowing. She could multiply, and all my sacrifice would have been for nothing.

But then, I was told her name was Evelyn Sutton and that the one who had saved her on that cruise was, obviously, my good twin. I returned to town to kill her, and he arrived shortly after, to save her like the hero he likes to be.

I was disgusted to learn that Evelyn and Luca were in love, but I was even more disgusted when, at the exact moment I tried to put into action the plan I’d spent months working on, I was confronted with another key piece of the puzzle—one that dropped a revelation in my lap that would become my new curse.

Gabriella Faulkner, Evelyn’s adoptive sister.

She was the witch. She was the one who had hidden from me all this time, not Evelyn, as I’d thought. And once again, I could have fucked everything up because of the blindness brought on by my rage. If she hadn’t revealed herself, no one would have known, because the girl was truly committed to being discreet, to going unnoticed and being ordinary.

Her surname may have become Faulkner when she ended up on another family’s doorstep, after her biological parents gave her a new chance at life, but she would always be a Salazar.

Gabriella cast a spell and sent me away from Emerald Grave, along with my friends, who are also vampires.

The most surprising thing was realizing just how powerful that girl can be.

She is the last one.

The last of the bloodline, the most potent, the most lethal, the one who carries the legacy of all the other witches within her soul.

If she puts her mind to it, she could be my destruction—that’s what I realized when I looked into those penetrating eyes of hers.

Like me, Gabriella is also thirsty for revenge and justice.

And I know the girl knows I won’t give up easily, that I’m preparing, gathering my army for the final battle. And I know she knows that this time, it’s definitive.

Either I die, or she dies, or we both die.

Our story has barely begun and is already doomed, because no matter what she does, I’ll be right on her heels, like the predator and monster I am.

The end, I definitely don’t know how it will be. I only know the beginning.

And the beginning is the perfect clash of vampire versus witch.

Who will win this one? Will it even be possible for there to be a winner?

It’s something that I, Emerald Grave, and all of humanity are about to find out, as I try to find the exact right moment to return to that town.

I hope it’s very, very soon.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1

[image: ]




Gabriella Faulkner

FOR MANY YEARS OF MY life, I felt incomplete. As if I weren’t whole, as if I were only half there. As if some other part of me was out there, somewhere, floating, adrift, trying to find its way back, just to find me.

I never liked that feeling. It made me seem like an utterly ungrateful girl, which infuriated and deeply upset me. After all, how could I feel like something was missing from my life when I’d always had everything?

Yes, everything. Everything that’s supposed to be essential, without exaggeration.

A healthy home, incredible and supportive parents, friends, a little sister for company, among many other things. And even though she and I were adopted, even if at different times and in different ways, Leah and Elliam Faulkner, our parents, always made sure to make all our stories, all our roots, perfectly clear. They never lied to us about anything.

Not to mention there was never any distinction; we are their daughters. Period. We always had affection, attention, respect, companionship, and a deep, infinite love. Our house, despite the difficulties every family faces, was and still is filled with happiness and harmony. In the neighborhood, we were always known and seen as role models. Many people, even friends of mine, would stop me now and then just to compliment what we had, which I know is pretty rare to find these days.

Besides all that affection, they also never let us want for anything material. Everything I wanted, just like Evelyn, I had—though I always worked to deserve it, being diligent and never causing any trouble. And I loved my life. I loved being the eldest Faulkner daughter, the responsible one, the popular cheerleader at school who lived a perfect cliché dating one of the most sought-after athletes of our high school era. I loved always having impeccable grades, always being talked about, always praised, always communicative, with friends who were always throwing parties and making our town never seem as boring as it looks. And above all, I loved being me, Gabriella, whom everyone knew and adored.

And yet, even surrounded by affection and good things on all sides, that feeling of emptiness, trying to drag me down, kept coming back. It wasn’t fleeting, it wasn’t an intrusive thought; it was, in fact, real. Even though I disliked it, I knew it existed, knew it was rooted in me, and for a long time, I felt terrible, destroyed because of it. It was a terrible feeling of guilt, and while one voice in my head urged me to chase after what was missing, the other, in a duel, kept calling me cruel, ungrateful, and insensitive, on a loop.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to fight with myself for too long, because when I turned sixteen, I finally got my answer and could, at least a little, breathe in peace. I discovered I wasn’t ungrateful or a lunatic after all. Something, a much greater force, really was floating around Earth, just waiting for the time when I would become aware of its existence.

It was difficult, extremely difficult and frightening, to deal with the full scale of what that revelation brought to my story, to my life, and to the lives of the people around me. However, while it was a gigantic shock, it was also liberating and clarifying. Because so many things about me, things I thought were different and abnormal, things I tried to hide from everyone all the time, finally started to make sense when the explanations came. And I could feel, in my deepest core, that I had spent all that time, even without knowing it, waiting for this big moment to happen.

When it happened, I understood it had to be that way. I understood I needed to discover my true identity at the height of my adolescence, so that in the future, I could be, with great strength, wisdom, and resilience, the woman I was destined to be from the day I was born. I needed to be this Gabriella. And let me tell you, this Gabriella still has a lot more to discover and a long, arduous path to tread. But I’m already satisfied. I fought and battled hard to be who I am, to be where I am, and there’s no more emptiness in me. At least not like before, because now everything is perfectly in its rightful place.

With me, that is. Everything is perfectly in its rightful place with me. Because yes, there are still many things messy and about to be resolved, resolved with seriousness and urgency. Starting right now, in fact, with the lecture in the Emerald Grave University auditorium, which I should be paying attention to and can’t.

Sitting neither too far back nor too far forward, my very correct subconscious begs, no, pleads, for me to pick up the pen and start taking notes as soon as possible, because that’s my duty. I’m here, along with all the other young people, to graduate in Biological Sciences, something that is, thanks to the universe, very close to happening. However, the perverse part of my brain, the one winning the duel at this moment, simply ignores my tasks, and instead of picking up the pen, I open my bag and pull out, very carefully, my journal from inside it.

Hidden, so no one notices, I start to finger it once it’s resting between my thighs. It’s old, has a raised design on the cover, and the pages are a bit yellowed, but it’s still completely preserved. It’s a valuable item, contains extremely powerful and secret things inside, and was kept with great love for years before being given to me, which makes me doubly careful. I don’t usually bring it to college—I mean, I never bring it. This is the first time. And even though it’s super protected and safe in my room, today I felt like carrying it with me, because I knew sooner or later the urge to read certain paragraphs would hit me hard when boredom invaded.

This need has been happening frequently lately, totally beyond normal, and I know exactly why, unfortunately.

Before I can make a move to open the journal, the person sitting next to me, who until then was at a safe and considerable distance, now makes a point of leaning closer, watching me. I place the notebook face down and straighten my shoulders immediately, pretending to concentrate on the professor up front and managing, out of the corner of my eye, to see the little smirk blooming on the lips of the boy, whose irises are fixed on my face.

“Sorry to invade your personal space, miss, but my phone died about five minutes ago, and I’ve been paying attention to the lecture for, well, five minutes, which is basically torture when that bald guy up there only knows how to talk about plants. I need, you know, to talk to someone,” he whispers, now with his face turned, so it’s not too obvious he’s trying to strike up a conversation with me at an inopportune moment. “You were the only person silently screaming for help that I found, and I think we can save each other from this implicit attempt at collective suicide that, if the lecture lasts any longer, could happen any millisecond now. I haven’t lived enough yet, miss, and you?”

The funny way he sounds slightly desperate and this insistence on calling me ‘miss’ makes me give a little laugh as I turn my face to look at him for the first time. Coincidentally, he seems to have the same idea as me, or maybe, who knows, he turns on purpose just to see me closer.

His eyes linger on mine for a bit, but he continues to grow his smile as I shake my head, trying not to smile again just because of his audacity in sliding his butt even more to my side, now really close, with no chance of distance between us.

“If you come just a little more to the side, I believe you could sit on my lap,” I say, raising one of my eyebrows sarcastically. “I swear.” I play along, keeping my voice low. “You don’t need to make any effort to climb over me; in fact, I’m starting to suspect that’s what you’re trying to do with all this closeness.” I try to stay serious, with my arms crossed, making the greatest effort to ignore his amused expression, which nods in agreement to everything I say, also in the greatest mockery and irony. “Don’t laugh in my face, it’s true. I’m practically out of breath, claustrophobic with all of your figure on top of me.”

Another little smile forms on his face, and this time, not innocent at all.

“Wow, I really tend to cause that reaction in women. They always say they get short of breath when they observe my beauty, but that wasn’t my intention this time. I just wanted to make you talk to me, I wasn’t trying to make you fall in love or anything.” He bites his lip as he leans back, putting his arm behind me with the greatest feigned innocence, his eyes now running up and down me, even though I’m seated. “Just don’t get me wrong, miss, I wouldn’t complain if that was the effect I had on you.”

Obviously, it’s a flirt. I know how to recognize a guy who’s interested and trying to lay on the charm, and that’s what he’s trying to do. It’s a little funny to me, to be honest. He’s handsome, the naturally handsome type, the kind of man who doesn’t need to try to get attention. He has light brown eyes, a baby face, brown hair all meticulously styled, and you can tell from his clothes that he has money and is a daddy’s boy. The watch on his wrist the size of the world tells me that very well. He’s not my favorite type of guy, not at all, not even close. However, this one, unlike the others, stands out a little more—not that I’m liking admitting that fact very much.

“No, it wasn’t. Certainly, it was the opposite effect,” I mention with a smile just like his, just to provoke him. The son of a bitch knows I’m just playing because his expression doesn’t falter for a minute. “And by the way, I have a name. You don’t need to keep calling me ‘miss’ like some elderly gentleman.”

“Are you wanting me to ask your name, miss?” he retorts, full of ulterior motives and wanting to provoke me back.

I roll my eyes exaggeratedly, turning forward.

“Even if you asked, I wouldn’t tell you my name,” I murmur in whispers and lightly bump my shoulder against his. “A person who complains about a super important lecture on plants doesn’t deserve to know me.”

It’s his turn to roll his eyes and huff.

“Plants are boring. He doesn’t need to talk about them all the time.”

As if I were the girl starring in The Exorcist, my head whips completely in his direction, a grimace of indignation forming on my face.

“Dude, I don’t know if you noticed, but you’re in a botany class,” I hiss slowly, my upper and lower lashes clashing every millisecond as I fix my irises on his. “Botany,” I repeat, giving a little more emphasis, just for good measure. “What else could the professor talk about, if not plants, plants, and plants?”

Slowly, also blinking, he seems to come to his senses.

“Shit,” he curses, slapping his hand against his forehead. “That’s why this crap wasn’t making sense.”

I lick my lips, wanting to laugh.

“Let me guess, you went to the wrong room and are attending a lecture totally different from the one you should be in?”

“Don’t fall out of love with me now, but yes. Mine had something to do with farming and agronomy. I wasn’t that shocked by the lecture at first because, damn, in a way, what he was saying had something to do with it. Plants are on farms, right?”

“They are, of course, but why would you need to know all these technical terms?”

“Okay, alright, you don’t need to make me seem dumber than I already feel.”

I raise my hands.

“Sorry, just trying to help.” I watch him gather his things with a certain haste, as if he’s late. And look how funny, he really is. “And I don’t think you seem dumb. I think you seem inattentive and uninterested,” I finish.

“Better uninterested than uninteresting.” He winks, putting a single backpack strap on his shoulder and surprising me by not missing the flirting opportunity. “I really wanted to talk to you now, Gabriella, but you made me realize it won’t be possible. It would have been better if we hadn’t talked about plants; that way, I would have had the pleasure of your company a little longer before having to leave you to run to another room, since I can’t miss any more classes. The dean is friends with my parents, and they’re keeping an eye on my grades and behavior.” He takes a deep breath, runs a hand through his hair, looks at the professor, and then looks back at me. “Never thought I’d say this, but plants can be villains in stories. They just were in ours.”

Even though he just dropped a lot of information, my mind only focuses on one thing.

“You called me by my name,” I accuse. “You said Gabriella. You knew all along.”

Tilting his head a little to the side to see me from another angle, he confirms by pulling his lips up into a smile.

“Everyone at EGU knows you, Gabriella. And I’m not so uninterested as to let a head of curls like that go unnoticed.”

Huh, alright, this boy is really good at this. However, he still needs a little more if he wants to leave me disconcerted, shy, or with my cheeks on fire.

Actually, it’s been a while since I’ve been like that. The last time was probably in high school. Since then, a lot has changed, especially me and my way of dealing with the male sex.

“You should have said you knew me when you approached, not lied.”

“I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell the truth, and you didn’t ask me anything either. Oh, and another thing, we’ve never been introduced and never talked. How can you say I know you?”

“You’re right, you don’t know me.”

“Exactly, but that’s going to change, because I want to get to know you.”

“Not gonna happen. You hate plants, and I love them. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a future biologist, and it goes totally against my principles to get to know someone like you,” I joke, which makes him look offended.

“I never said that. I never spoke ill of plants, never ever.”

“Yes, you did. About a minute ago, basically.”

He raises his eyebrows, now holding the backpack strap.

“Got proof? If not, what you’re doing to my person is a crime. It’s called slander.”

“Are you in Law school, by any chance?”

“Oh, absolutely, you can bet I do things right.” Malice drips from every syllable, making his eyes shine, and even though I hate myself for it, I end up laughing for having managed to find a double meaning in that, in a simple question. “I liked your laugh and being able to talk to you, Gabriella Faulkner, even if briefly. I hope we bump into each other around here one of these days.”

“As long as it’s not for you to badmouth plants and interrupt my classes, it’s all good with me.”

“Cute.” It’s his turn to smile. “I won’t look like an idiot in front of you again, promise. I’m a smart guy, you’ll see. Just takes time.” Before he stands up, he pauses for a moment, just to tell me: “Before I forget, it’s Cody. My name is Cody.”

“Davenport?” I ask. “Cody Davenport?”

“That’s right, babe. Glad you already know me. Guess it’s fate.”

After shooting me another wink, he gets up and leaves in the middle of class, leaving me with no more doubts, only certainty, about him being a rich kid. Because it’s none other than Cody Davenport, the guy who became campus-famous these last few weeks after posting a video of himself tossing dollar bills from a VIP booth at a nightclub.

His nightclub, since he’s the legitimate heir, the owner’s son. The girls are crazy for him and his parties, but with everything going on in my life, I haven’t even had time to try and meet him. I also didn’t expect him to just appear for me, out of nowhere. It’s funny, and it makes me let out another low laugh as I try to focus on what I was actually interested in doing before he invaded my personal space.

Forgive me, Cody and Professor, but what really matters to me right now are the secret words I keep in this diary, about everything in my life and the real me.

I run my fingers over the cover once more after flipping it right-side up.

I open it, and a few minutes after I start reading, sinking deeper into the pages, I hear something that makes me jump, sending the diary tumbling to my feet.

“Gabriella!” It’s the professor’s sharp voice from the front of the room, calling me out. “If you have your phone out, put it away immediately. You were talking earlier; I will not tolerate you being inattentive in class. Not when you’re one of my star students.”

His words are extremely on point, I admit, I admit it so much I can confirm I haven’t been the least bit productive all day, but the way he chose to bring me back to the lesson is a big problem, because he startled me, and when I get startled, wrong things can happen. Like right now.

The classroom lights begin to flicker, until the power cuts out completely, plunging us into darkness, the closed blinds blocking any daylight from the windows.

From the noise, I hear a mild panic from the students, all trying to figure out what happened, while I hold perfectly still where I sit, my heart hammering in my throat from the fright and from what I just did in the middle of my college.

Because that’s what’s in the diary.

Because that’s who I am.

A witch.

The last of a powerful lineage that would be extinct if not for me.

And even though I study and know my own strength, I still slip up. After all, I’m a novice witch who spends most of her time just being a normal girl in rural Virginia, in a quiet, rainy town stuffed with legends and mysteries.

No one knows what Emerald Grave hides. Or what I hide.

To the residents, this is a peaceful town.

To me, it’s where monsters can roam loose, wanting to catch me.

As I concentrate and make the lights come back on, a single thought comes with it.

I am, besides a Faulkner, a Salazar, and no monster, not now, not ever, is going to stop me.

​
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CHAPTER 2
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Gabriella Faulkner

BECAUSE OF ME, CLASS ended early and everyone got out ahead of schedule.

Not that it was entirely my fault, obviously. If the professor hadn’t called me out like that in front of everyone, I wouldn’t have been startled, and my powers wouldn’t have activated as if I had zero control.

And so, because of that, chaos was dumped over the Emerald Grave University auditorium, and even after the lights came back on, the students remained agitated, each trying to figure out what could have caused that kind of power failure in a place this size, which definitely had a backup generator. The professor, despite his best efforts, couldn’t get the class to focus on his all-important debate about carnivorous plants and their nomenclature, and I think the others, deep down, were doing it on purpose, so he’d have no choice but to wrap things up early for the day.

My theory is confirmed when, passing a group of guys, I see them celebrating as they plan what to do on campus to kill time until their next class. They laugh, slap each other on the back, and act like they’re back in high school when a teacher was absent—which, by the way, was pretty rare—and we had a whole free period.

Should I tell them they should thank me?

Yeah, okay, better not. I don’t want to cause more panic than I already have. It wouldn’t be cool to walk up to my class and just say: Hey, don’t get too happy, what happened was I got scared and I’m a witch, in case you didn’t know, I have powers and I’m capable of anything you can imagine, including turning you and this whole university to ashes in the blink of an eye and a snap of my fingers.

Either they’d find me even more entertaining, or they’d see me as a freak who urgently needs to be beheaded.

And I swear, there are already enough people who want my head. I don’t need to triple that list right now.

I may be powerful and all that, but I’m still just one person. Caution is necessary. From now on, in everything.

Once outside the lecture hall building, I start walking across campus, gripping the strap of my bag as if I could fuse my fingertips to the leather, not wanting to lose it for a second, logically, because of what I’m carrying inside. The panic when the diary fell on the classroom floor at my feet was bad enough; I don’t want to go through anything like that again.

That’s when I reach another new conclusion: I am not, under any circumstances, ever bringing it with me again. It’s too much worry, and I have enough of that already. Not to mention the distraction—it gets completely impossible to pay attention in class when the words stored in those pages keep calling to me the whole time, which is happening again right now.

I ignore them this time, though. I’m not going to take it out, especially not in public, in broad daylight, with so many people coming and going on campus. I’m not that stupid, no matter how curious I am. I just need... to walk. Find another distraction to make the urge pass.

Miraculously, after about five or ten minutes, I spot my younger sister, Evelyn Sutton, coming out of the library, balancing a stack of books in her arms. Just as I start quickening my pace to reach her, I see her boyfriend appear out of nowhere to help. He takes some of the books to lighten her load, then their hands intertwine, looking at each other with lovesick smiles. They start walking in my direction, chatting, and we finally meet.

“Hey, sis.” I smile at the girl with straight brown hair and blueish eyes hidden behind her glasses. She smiles back in greeting, all cute in her white tank top under denim overalls and Converse on her feet. “Hey, brother-in-law,” I address the guy beside her, with his black hair and eyes just as dark. He’s wearing his college hockey team jacket, the Emerald Blood, which he’s a part of—the captain and one of the biggest rising stars. His name is Luca. Luca Vodrak. And Luca greets me with a nod of his head. “You guys have no idea what just happened to me in class,” I say, stepping closer.

The two exchange a curious glance, then look at me. Evelyn tilts her head slightly, studying me, unsure if it’s a good thing or a bad thing.

“I was in the lecture and I did something,” I whisper, looking around to make sure no one is near us. They sense it’s about the stuff we’ve been hiding, so they close the remaining distance completely. “It was the first time something like that has ever happened to me. I’m a controlled person, you know, plus I always try to be as discreet as possible, which obviously means I have never, ever shown my abilities, if you know what I mean, here or anywhere else, so publicly. But today, I slipped up.” I wrinkle my nose in a grimace, like I’ve been caught doing something wrong. “It wasn’t intentional, let that be clear. It just... happened.” I bite my lower lip, slightly nervous under the couple’s gaze. “Like, it was just a minute. Less than a minute. A tiny moment.”

“Okay, we get it. But what exactly happened?” my sister wants to know, concerned, letting go of Luca to come to me and hold my shoulder. The moment I feel her touch, I realize I hadn’t been looking at her anymore; I’d averted my eyes from her face. I stop worrying my lip and look at her. “Wait, you better tell me first if you’re okay.”

“Yeah, Gabriella, are you okay? If not, we’ll worry,” Luca chimes in.

“I’m fine,” I assure them. “Really fine. Honestly,” I add when they both raise their eyebrows at me. “I mean, I wasn’t before, but I am now. And getting straight to the point, I was distracted reading the diary during the lecture when the professor called me out, since I’d already been misbehaving earlier by spending time talking to someone else instead of acting like the diligent, obedient student I am. I got so scared when he yelled my name to the whole room that, in just one miserable second, I was able to turn the place into complete and utter chaos.”

“Seriously?” Luca looks shocked, exactly like his girlfriend. “And what did you do that was so bad?”

“I made the lights flicker for a while, then plunged everyone into darkness.” Now that I’m saying it out loud, I feel guilty. I even cross my arms, a little ashamed of my irresponsibility. Sure, no one could guess a person had caused it, especially not with mind powers, and if they did imagine it, they’d hardly be able to pinpoint the culprit in a room full of people. Still, I can’t shake the sharp pang of guilt that hits me deep down. Being who I am, I can’t afford a slip-up like that, especially not a dumb one. “I managed to recover in time, and the blackout didn’t seem to last that long. After that, our professor wanted to continue his lesson, but it was too late. No one was willing to talk about botany anymore, and there was nothing left to do but let us go. They’re all out there celebrating as if EGU did it on purpose. Little do they know the sad reality.”

Shifting her weight from one foot to the other, Evelyn glances back and notices the commotion.

“I did sense a different kind of joy in the air,” she says, turning her attention back to what really matters. “That explains it. You just gave them a little peace, little sis. You shouldn’t feel bad or nervous about it.”

“Even if it wasn’t your intention, you just did your classmates a solid, Gabriella Faulkner,” Luca mentions, amused. “When you think about it, it was cool. If you were spaced out, I bet it was boring, and if it was boring, then definitely nobody else wanted to be in there either. Everyone’s wish granted by our wi-tch.” He mouths the last word silently, and I understand only by reading his lips. “You’re powerful, girl. In every sense, if you know what I mean.”

Even though I roll my eyes and force myself not to smile, I end up slipping and laughing when I can’t hold back anymore. After all, this is him, the king of double entendres and funny jokes always at the wrong time.

No one can resist Luca, and that’s something I’ve noticed since everything blew up around us almost two months ago, when he and my sister were first getting to know each other. Back then, they didn’t know my secret, and I didn’t know theirs, because, unfortunately, Evelyn and I weren’t that close. She lived a reclusive life with her friend Angelina Chan, and I was always a bit more high-strung, which just didn’t mesh well. Not just that, of course, since Evelyn was adopted a little later than me, around age five, after losing her parents in the Shine Star cruise ship fire, being the sole survivor.

She was in an orphanage, and my parents, who were trying to expand our family at the time, fell in love with her and felt empathy for her and her story the second they saw her. Unfortunately, the little girl was full of trauma from what she’d been through, especially having seen her parents dead with her own eyes, and she couldn’t open up to us for many, many years. It was always obvious she wanted to, always obvious she loved us and was extremely grateful for her new family and the love she received, always trying her best, but still, deep down, there was something inside her that kept her walls up.

And I did my utmost to get completely close, but at sixteen, when I found out I was a witch and learned everything that happened the night that claimed both her biological parents and mine, because of the vampire who’d been pursuing us for centuries, I felt guilty for not being able to tell her the truth and kept my distance, knowing it was what she wanted and knowing it would be easier, even though it hurt me terribly too, having to walk a separate path.

But then Luca showed up, and everything changed in our lives. He came to save her, just like he did the night of the accident at sea, and ended up falling hopelessly in love with the one girl he couldn’t have. My sister didn’t want to let him get close either, but with a lot of effort and will from the new guy in town, he was the first to break down all her walls, finally reaching her. They got together soon after, but they had many secrets between them. At the time, like his twin brother, Luca believed Evelyn was the only surviving Salazar witch, and besides hiding that from her, he also hid the fact that he was a vampire. Because that’s what Luca Vodrak is. A vampire. The one who was once cursed by a witch.

When the girl discovered the truth, you can imagine it wasn’t pretty, but the two found a way back to each other, as if they wanted to overcome and face the enemy together. It was during that time that I was finally figuring out what was happening in town after his arrival, who he was, and what his presence in Emerald Grave meant. Before I could confront him, Evelyn and her best friend, Angelina, were kidnapped, which made me team up with Luca quickly to save them.

The revelation, while a relief for her—she was completely baffled about how she could be a witch if she’d never felt or seen herself doing anything different—was also a burden. My little sister worried that once we drove the monsters off that day, I would be the one with a target on my back.

That’s why, since then, we’ve grown closer.

All of us.

Me, her, Luca, and even her friend Angelina, the human who always believed in the town’s mysteries and legends and who bravely faced the vampires who took her. We’re all, now, without more secrets and lies, supporting and backing each other up, since we share the same common goal: to protect ourselves and face anyone we have to, to save those we love and, of course, this town, which, for now, remains in danger because Levi Vodrak and his crew are still at large, free, calculating the exact moment they’ll return.

And yes, Levi is Luca’s twin brother.

While one is good, the other is bad, and that’s something that’s been recorded and written about for years and years. The two spent their whole lives being each other’s foundation, but the moment they became vampires, one went one way, the other went another, and they officially drifted apart. They created a kind of feud, a fight. Luca never supported his brother’s insane thirst for revenge, and when Levi threatened Evelyn, when he almost killed her, the anger between them doubled.

At first, even knowing he was crazy about my sister and, obviously, having witnessed many moments between them, including seeing up close how he almost lost his mind seeing her in danger, I was still a bit wary. After all, nothing could change his nature; he was a vampire, would be for eternity, and he was close to me, to my family, and he was extremely dangerous. But, as I said before, it’s impossible not to surrender to him at some point. You can see why Evelyn Sutton fell for him. Luca Vodrak is naturally a good person; nothing was able to change him, not even the monster that for a long time wanted to control his body.

He is principled, strong, kind, brave, and very controlled, unlike his brother. That must be the main reason Levi hates him. Luca has absolutely everything he doesn’t. And if he hated him before, he hates him even more now, because his twin brother is now my friend, he helps me and is here to support me when I’m wrong and when I’m right. We’ve basically become a team, and I have nothing to complain about with him, quite the opposite, actually. I can only thank him for, above all, bringing my sister back to me, to my mom, and to my dad.

Since Luca appeared, she’s a different person. A much happier person, much more self-assured, much more loving, passionate, and open to all the opportunities in her life. She doesn’t retreat into her cocoon anymore; she’s become a beautiful butterfly who took flight and never stopped. Our friendship and sisterhood is strengthening too, and I think that’s what’s been keeping me on my feet this whole time, without losing strength. I don’t want to and I can’t disappoint her. I can’t disappoint any of them.

Even afraid of what I know is coming, I keep my head held high.

I take a deep breath and pinch the bridge of my nose after a moment.

“Thanks for trying to cheer me up and for always having my back, but this time, I know I messed up.”

“And who doesn’t?” Evelyn asks. “Luca does it all the time.”

“Hey, missy,” he calls her attention. “Only me? You just got the wrong book from the library. It was supposed to be romance, and you brought me sci-fi.”

“Luca, compared to what you did back at the beginning, that’s nothing.”

Looking back and forth between them, I find it funny.

“And what did he do?” I want to know.

Evelyn turns to me, and the moment she opens her mouth to tell me, my brother-in-law clamps his hand over it, stopping her from speaking. As she tries to pull away from him, they both laugh, with her babbling increasingly incomprehensible things. To help her out, I shoot Luca a dirty look, and with her added effort to push him away, he finally frees her to tell me what terrible thing he did.

“Geez, I thought he’d never let go,” she says, dramatic. “Anyway, what this guy here did was simply throw a huge book at my head the first time we met. And it was enormous. It looked like a much bigger edition of Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables.”

“What an exaggeration, love. Les Misérables is already huge; a much bigger edition is practically impossible.”

“Impossible?” she sounds perplexed. “You’re only saying that because it wasn’t you who felt like a huge goose egg was going to sprout on your head for days on end.”

As soon as he hears her, a little smile slowly spreads across his face.

“What? Why are you smiling like that?”

“Nothing, nothing. Just remembering that it was with a goose egg on your head that you probably fell head over heels in love with me.”

Evelyn rolls her eyes, trying not to soften in front of him. She does this every time Luca Vodrak does or says anything that makes her blush.

“You’re so full of yourself,” she murmurs.

“And you’re so beautiful.”

When he moves closer to hug and kiss her, both clearly forgetting my presence, I make a point of making myself heard, just to separate them.

“Ewww,” is what I let out, after contorting my face into a grimace, sticking out my tongue, and simulating vomiting by putting my index finger in front of my mouth. “You two are more nauseating than sweets and give more diabetes than them too.”

Clutching her boyfriend, the bespectacled girl in front of me laughs.

“I think that’s jealousy, Gabi. Where are your suitors? I remember very well that the young lady was never one to spend much time alone.”

“Yeah, you should get out there and plant a few kisses too. If you stay focused only on preparing for the arrival of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named, you’ll go crazy,” Luca now speaks seriously, advising me once again on this subject. “You can’t put your life on hold because of him.”

“I’m not putting it on hold,” I lie quickly. “I even met someone today. His name is Cody.”

“Davenport?” the two ask in unison. “Cody Davenport?” and they continue speaking together, as if rehearsed.

“Yes, him. He got confused and walked into the wrong classroom. We talked for a little while, and Cody flirted with me.”

“Isn’t he, I don’t know, a jerk?” Evelyn crosses her arms and furrows her brows. “At least that’s how he seemed in the videos that went viral these past few days.”

“No.” I shake my head. “I mean, he seemed nice in that moment. He’s kinda cute too.”

“They say ‘kinda cute’ is the brother of ugly,” Luca cracks a joke, and I already look at him in such a way—yeah, right—that he raises his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop. But you should give him a chance. At least he has money.”

“Hey, my sister isn’t a gold digger, don’t talk about her like that.”

I laugh.

“No, it’s fine, sis, Luca’s right. I don’t want his money, but if he wants to spend it on me and take me to amazing places, what’s the harm?”

“Exactly!” He comes in for a high five with me. “That’s the spirit. Enjoy yourself. Be like your sister; she loves escaping her problems when she’s in bed with me.”

Evelyn hits his shoulder, and at that moment, I almost actually gag, which makes him laugh again.

“What perverse minds you have, I didn’t say anything about what we do in bed. It could be anything.”

“Yeah, because I’m a child and can’t imagine what you do when you’re alone.”

“And when we’re with people around too,” he makes a point of clarifying, just to provoke Evelyn and leave me on the verge of collapse and death. “Ah, Gabriella, come on, you just said you’re not a child. Have you seen your sister? She’s hot, impossible to resist. Any time is the right time, any place is the right place.”

I shake my head from side to side in disgust, while Evie could almost dig a hole in the ground and launch herself to another planet because of her boyfriend with his fucking no-filter mouth.

“To keep from killing myself or killing you two, I’m leaving,” I announce, already about to turn on my heel.

“Okay, you’ve given me a little urge to do that with you, love. Think you could come with me?” is what Luca fires off, propelling me to actually leave without even looking back, also not wanting to see my sister’s response to that shamelessness.

As I walk, looking at my shoes, I realize I really have been very alone since everything happened. My mind can no longer rest, nor can my body, and the only thing that interests me is becoming stronger and stronger. I no longer have time for boys; in my head, thinking about such things while I’m being threatened is complete nonsense, it makes no sense.

However, to be honest, seeing Luca and Evelyn interact now, I realize how disconnected from my own reality I am; no parties, no boys, no casual sex.

This shit is going to have to change sooner or later, whether I like it or not.
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Levi Vodrak

IF THERE’S ANYTHING I like as much as blood, it’s wine.

I like the taste, the color too, and maybe it’s because, in a way, it reminds me of blood. Anything that reminds me of blood becomes something that belongs to me, something that leaves me sated and numb. That’s how I feel right now, sitting in the armchair facing the window of this dying roadside motel room with the bottle in my hand.

As I drink straight from the neck, my eyes stay fixed on the sky, on the dizzying moon that, within this darkness I’ve been swallowed by, is the only light filtering through the half-open window, trying to clarify my thoughts and my emotions.

Since everything was revealed and I was cast out of Emerald Grave, I’ve been a complete wreck.

Yeah, a bundle of nerves, especially when I remember that I was expelled from there.

I mean, not expelled for real, but an expulsion they believe in, which isn’t true. No one but myself made me leave.

I decided to retreat because I wanted to, because I knew it was necessary, and because I needed time away to get my shit together and calmly plan my next moves. After all, I wasn’t expecting the last Salazar witch not to be that human Evelyn Sutton—that scrawny, bland girl, as frightened and trembling as an abandoned puppy. In my head, she was unaware of her powers, she wasn’t strong, she was weak, and it would be very, very easy to defeat her. I wouldn’t need to lift a finger to kill her and to make my twin brother suffer for his terrible, wrong choice not to stand by my side when I asked and when I gave him the chance.

But it wasn’t Evelyn. It was Gabriella, and the whole thing escalated to another level, something I definitely wasn’t expecting. The girl with long curly hair, dark skin, and full lips was nothing like her sister. She exuded a thousand times more strength just by her damn gaze. And I’m saying this without even mentioning her witch’s strength, her inner power as a Salazar. I’m just talking about her physique, her aura, her fucking strong and crushing presence, which destroyed my entire plan by appearing before me without even trembling, without faltering, without showing a single drop of fear to face me head-on. She was willing to save everyone and didn’t care if it caused my death or that of any other vampire with me that day.

She simply ruined everything, everything, and I had to recalculate my route, because my enemy was no longer weak. She is strong. Very strong. The strongest, most powerful witch of them all, the last one, the one who inherited all the defining, essential traits of every other who came before her.

For the witches, Gabriella is a kind of miracle, the only one who can bring justice and end this centuries-old war, and I can be anything but stupid. I’ve spent too long acting purely on emotion and rage. Now, more than ever, I must be even colder, even more calculating, intelligent, and wicked. Every step must be calculated down to the millimeter, and I need to research everything about her life, her friends, and, most importantly, her family. Both biological and adoptive.

Before I can reach her, I need to study her, I need to know her, truly know her, her tastes and her possible weaknesses. I need to have her in the palm of my hand before I return to her city, to the place she thinks is her territory.

I need to create plans, strategies. I need to keep my cool, not cultivate haste. After all, my greatest desire is to destroy her slowly.

If Gabriella Faulkner, or rather, Salazar, is the last, she deserves a little more suffering and agony. Death would be too quick a path for her, and I realized that’s not what I want. I want to be able to play, to have her begging at my feet for mercy, for compassion, for pity. I want to be as poisonous to her as she is to me. I want my presence to be crushing. I want her to fear me, and for that, I need to calculate what I can and cannot do.

Everything will have to be studied, architected, meticulously assembled, so there are no failures like last time. Because the clash will be final. It will be epic. The journey of pain, destruction, and vengeance is only just beginning, for both me and Gabriella, and I know that once it starts, no one will be able to stop, to surrender, to give up.

I want her blood spilled, and the witch wants to make sure I never drink blood again in my life. We both want each other dead, and to be honest, I know it’s going to take a good while. I don’t plan on showing up so quickly. I want her to be anxious, thinking about me all the time, feeling my presence, wondering if I’m near or far, trying to guess my next moves while she shits herself with fear. I want to consume her before I even appear. I want to be lodged in her psyche, like a bloodsucking parasite that’s made her brain its new home.

In fact, I also have something to remind me of her every day.

As I pour another long swallow of wine into myself, I flex my knees and rise from the armchair, leaving the bottle on the first safe surface I find. I head to the hotel bed and, from under the mattress, pull out a slightly yellowed folder, the kind you see in criminal case files.

I made sure they brought me something similar.

Inside is everything I could possibly need to know about Gabriella Faulkner: her date of birth, her age, her entire adoption process, what her childhood and adolescence were like. I have her grades, her entire curriculum at Emerald Grave University, and I have, of course, everything I need to familiarize myself with her biological parents. There’s a complete dossier on the life of her biological mother, Zena Salazar, and all the others in her mediocre family and lineage. There’s a family tree, some of the most commonly used spells, and their frequent modus operandi.

As I said before, it truly is a study that requires dedication.

Inside the folder, I even have a printed photo of Gabriella, one I found on one of her social media profiles. It’s her in a car, smiling, her curly hair all forward and prominent, her lips framed by a generous layer of light brown gloss. Looking at her like this, she seems calm, happy, in the prime of youth—just any ordinary girl whose only worries should be graduating college and finding her dream job to be successful. However, we know it’s not just that. We know she has another life, another identity, that her concerns are greater than those of any other girl her age.

And fuck, I hate to admit this shit, but why did my enemy have to be so, so beautiful?

It must be to completely fuck with my head.

If it were another occasion, I’d certainly chase after her, and it would have nothing to do with killing her.

But that’s not reality, Levi Vodrak. You need to remember you hate her, the monster inside me tries to remind me.

I catch myself giving a half-predatory smile at Gabriella’s photo, remembering our first, and so far only, chaotic encounter.

“Well, well, I’m listening.” I raised my eyebrows after a while, still sitting casually and tracking the movement outside the abandoned church in Dantown, the perfect place I’d found for the finale. “It’s the party. The party’s about to start, girls.”

A crash, and the church door flew open, revealing Luca, my brother, furious at the front, blood in his eyes and about to fly at my throat to kill me.

Yes! Goodbye, boredom. The fun has finally found me.

“Yes, it started,” Luca mentioned, probably having heard me from outside. “But I’m the one who brought a surprise.”

When he stepped aside, a girl was revealed.

I had no idea who she was or what he’d decided to set up, but for now, I ignored it and decided to provoke him.

“Ah, Luca, dear brother, we were just waiting for you.” I stood up, walking calmly to the center with my hands in my pockets. I stood with my back to Evelyn and her friend tied up above, but facing them, separated by just a few steps. “I see you brought company for our evening’s entertainment. Who’s the beauty who arrived at the most inopportune moment possible?”

“I’m Gabriella,” the girl answered without fear, taking a step forward as if she wanted to confront me. “Gabriella, adoptive sister of Evelyn, daughter of the Faulkners, descended from... the Salazars. Which you were so keen to take from me.”

“Now I remember you. But impossible, sweetheart.” I snorted a laugh, humorless, obviously knowing it was some kind of trick. “I made sure to kill them, all of them. The only one left was your sister, whom I’m working on finishing off.”

“No, the only one left is me.” Another sure step from this Gabriella. “Someone gave you the wrong information, or you, you idiot, misunderstood.”

“No, I didn’t misunderstand,” I replied, already getting angry at her audacity and insolence in addressing me. “The last one left was the survivor, the one left behind by your parents.”

“Yes, me.” With each word, she shortened the distance between us, angry, enraged, her eyes locked on mine the whole time. I clenched my jaw and felt my bones ache with the force. What the fuck was happening? “The survivor. The one left behind by my parents. Because as soon as my biological mother found out she was pregnant, being from the second-to-last generation and automatically transferring the burden to me, she knew the risks her daughter would face if discovered. She decided, to give me a chance to live free from threats and being hunted, to leave me on the doorstep of a family just hours after having me. I ended up with the family I have today, swaddled in a blanket with a diary beside me that was only to be opened on my sixteenth birthday. That’s when I discovered my truth, my lineage. Everything was explained there. Including everything I needed to know about the Vodrak Twins. The good and the bad. Who helped us, and who hunted us.” Face to face with me, the bitch tilted her chin up, provoking me. “You, before being blinded by your rage, should have searched a little harder. Should have thought a little more. You only thought it was her because, in the literal sense, Evelyn is a survivor who was left behind. However, a survivor of a tragedy that, by a twist of fate, happened to be connected to my life, because my parents were also killed by you and your other vampires when they tried to flee that same night. So, you took them from me and thought you could lay a hand on my sister?” In a mere second, I was thrown back by the girl’s power. When the vampires helping me with the vengeance moved to reach her, she raised her hand in the air, and they fell too, screaming and clutching their heads, in pain from the spell trying to stop us. “You idiots!” The shout, which seemed to have been trapped for a long time, erupted with great force from her throat, making the whole church shake. The fire beneath the feet of the two tied-up girls, which I had made, vanished in a second. “I am the Salazar! It’s me you should be messing with! It’s so easy to duel with someone who, theoretically, knew nothing about her powers, huh? Cowards. I want to see you mess with me now.”

Everyone screamed, including me, fallen on the ground with an absurd pressure in my head.

“Get out!” she continued, walking through the church and sustaining the spell, unafraid, not faltering for an instant. “Get out, disappear for good, or I swear on everything, I will spend my life dedicated to killing every single one of you! It may not seem like it, but I am extremely powerful. More than any of you can imagine.”

The lights flickered with her anger and strength, the pews vibrated, and the vampires and I tried, with great difficulty, to get up despite the pain.

I didn’t want to admit defeat at that moment, but I couldn’t take it. I had to disappear along with the others.

Returning to the present, I laugh as I put the photo back in the folder and toss it onto the table.

This girl is a tough nut to crack.

Facing her will be the hardest challenge of my 148 years of existence on Earth.

And fuck her beauty. It doesn’t matter one bit now.

What matters is the tick-tock of the clock, counting down all our time, which is running shorter and shorter.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Gabriella Faulkner

I GET HOME WITH EVELYN, and the moment we step through the door, we look at each other and then sigh as the delicious smell of cooking food hits us.

“I think Mom’s making a pie,” I mention, dropping my college stuff in the living room and kicking my shoes aside, finally barefoot. The contact with the cold floor makes me shiver. My sister, after nodding in celebration, imitates me, leaves her things next to mine, and comes to my side. I take the chance to link my arm with hers. We look at each other at the same time, her already knowing exactly what’s on my mind. “Come on, let’s go help her, get our hands dirty.”

Just as I’m about to nudge her to walk with me, she stops us, leaving us frozen in place.

“From the smell, the pie must already be in the oven. She’s finished.”

“That’s okay. If we can’t help her anymore, then we’ll bother her.”

Wanting to laugh, Evelyn just looks at me as if she can’t believe what she just heard.

“What?” I play dumb. “Helping or bothering, the important thing is to participate, sis.”

“If she hears you saying something like that, you’re toast.”

“Toast?” I raise my eyebrows. “What kind of weak language is that?”

“Well, what would you like me to say, that you’re fucked?” she retorts.

“Yes.” I look at her as if to say, “Duh, isn’t it obvious?” “It would be much more fitting for someone who’s been fucking her boyfriend all over the place like a rabbit in heat.”

“Hey!” Shocked by my choice of words, she shoves me. I can’t look at her scandalized expression for long without laughing, which only makes her grimace more. “Seriously, Gabriella, stop. Keep your voice down when you talk about that stuff in the house.”

“Why?” I ask, with a smirk so cheeky it makes her roll her eyes. “Afraid our parents will find out their baby girl isn’t a baby anymore, because now she makes babies when she’s alone with her boyfriend or even with other people around?”

Evelyn disentangles herself from me just to shove me again, shooting daggers with her eyes, her cheeks blazing with embarrassment and shyness.

“If you say another word, I swear to God, Gabriella, I’ll kill you.”

For a moment, I press my lips together to keep from smiling at her threat.

“Don’t complain to me, complain to Luca. If he hadn’t run his big mouth earlier, none of this would be happening. But no, he had to brag and shatter my image of my little sister, just to traumatize me for the reeeest of my life,” I drawl the syllables, dramatic. “And he made me realize I’m lonely, which sucks.”

Now the girl laughs, because I’ve laid my misery bare.

“So there’s your answer. You’re just jealous.”

A perfect O forms on my mouth.

“I can’t believe you said that.”

“I did.”

“Oh, no you didn’t.”

“Yes, I did. Jealous,” she repeats the word with a certain mockery, now her turn to seize the perfect opportunity to tease and mess with me. “Accept it sooner, it’s better.”

“You know what’s better?” Before she has a chance to answer my rhetorical question, I start walking nonchalantly toward the end of the sofa. “This cushion that I’m going to rub all over your smug, cynical little face.”

As I make a move to throw the cushion at her, Evelyn screams and takes off running. I drop the cushion on the floor and chase after her, following her into the kitchen where she seeks refuge beside our mother. I’m great at catching her, and right now, that’s a terrible thing, because we both crash into Leah Faulkner in the doorway. She was just coming to see for herself that we were home and what we were up to, with the flour canister clutched in her arm. With the shock and the near-collision, a considerable amount of flour flies in our direction, leaving all three of us paralyzed.

Mom, trying to process what just happened; Evelyn and me, covered in flour on our faces and all over our clothes. We are absolutely white. And filthy.

“Girls!” Leah doesn’t know whether to laugh, help us, or give us a serious ear-pulling. I exchange a look with my sister and wonder if she can even see me now, since there’s flour even on her glasses lenses. “For heaven’s sake, what a fright you gave me. Since when do you come home from college like this, trying to kill each other and me in the process?”

“Sorry.” I spit out a bit of the flour that got in my mouth without me even noticing, seeing out of the corner of my eye Evelyn take off her glasses to try and clean them with her fingers. “We just wanted a taste of your pie, Mom. We got kind of excited when we came in and smelled it, so we ran here,” I lie, or rather, don’t tell the whole truth about what really happened.

She finally lets out the little laugh she’s been holding back this whole time. It’s quick, very, very quick; you can tell she didn’t want to lose control, but it’s impossible to ignore the fact that she finds her filthy daughters right in front of her hilarious. We look like ghosts, apparitions, and it’s all so surreal we can’t even move to clean ourselves up. We stay in the same spot, in the doorway facing Leah, whose white and pink kitchen apron is as dirty and covered in wheat flour as Evelyn and I are.

“You know...” Our mother pauses just to look us up and down, pressing her lips together to try and stop laughing at our chaotic state. And chaotic is an understatement; I think flour even got inside my nose, making it itch and causing me to sneeze. Beside me, looking like Casper the Friendly Ghost, Evelyn quietly says “bless you,” still watching to see what our favorite cook has to say. I also remain frozen in place. “You two are actually kind of cute like this. Can I get my phone to take a picture of you both and post it on my Facebook? I can already see it, my friends would love our mess.”

“No!” In desperation, Evelyn and I shout at the same time. “Please, don’t do that,” I beg.

“Yeah, Mom, don’t,” my sister continues, her eyes practically popping out of her now-clean lenses.

“Why not?” Her expression saddens a little, making my heart stutter in my chest. “You look beautiful, adorable. I like being able to share our fun moments.”

“Yes, we know, and we love it too, but this one, this time, will have to stay just in our memory and in our heart,” I say sweetly, moving to her side to link my arm with hers. “It’s not for nothing, Mom, but I still don’t have a boyfriend like Evelyn, and if some hottie ends up finding a picture of me smeared head to toe in wheat flour on social media, he won’t find me as sexy and tough as I try to look anymore.”

“But why would any suitor of yours be on my Facebook, my dear?”

I shrug my shoulders up and down.

“I don’t know, the internet is a dangerous place that loves to humiliate us.”

“Humiliation is this flour,” Evelyn mutters, walking over to us. “I think it even got in my nose. My breathing feels weird.”

“That’s exactly what I thought. Have you tried sneezing? It worked for me.”

“Serves you right for running around the house.” There it is, it took a while, but the scolding has arrived, I think as I step back a little to see Mrs. Leah plant her hands on her hips, alternating her gaze between the two of us. “I thought you were fighting or, I don’t know, that someone had broken in, so I ran to see what was happening.”
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