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      Welcome back, my very dear Readers.

      I had not realized, when I set out to pull together my short stories (so far) into a collection, that there were so many of the damn things. I find the short form far more taxing than writing novels.

      There are exceptions, of course. The mermaid in Fish would not let me go until I told her tale to her satisfaction, and She’s Fleeing a Byronic Hero started as a loving, hilarious homage to my fellow writer and marvelous cover artist Skyla Dawn Cameron. Mostly, though, I am more about the endurance marathon than the sprint.

      There are always exceptions, though. And here they are.

      In this volume you will find the fae and those who hunt hellbreed, two different versions of the same vampire, a 500-word experiment and a unicorn named Chicken. I hope you like them—and I am, I must admit, looking forward to the next collection.

      
        
        …that is, as soon as I write a few more.
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      “You can’t be serious.” I pushed my bangs back fretfully; I hadn’t had a trim in ages. I wanted to wriggle out of my damp bikini top but hadn’t brought a T-shirt. “He’s just your stepfather. Or going to be, anyway, since your mom’s…well.”

      Kate sighed, a sound of sharpmetal frustration. “Look, do you think I’d be telling you if I wasn’t sure? I’m not crazy, Becca.”

      I eyed her for a long critical moment, sucking on the straw. Finished my chocolate milkshake, set the paper cup on the table, and slid my shades down the bridge of my nose. We both smelled like chlorine and sunscreen, because you can’t ever wash pool-smell out of your hair in the showers at the Y. Kate’s blonde braid dripped, soaking a dark patch through the shoulder of her Frexies T-shirt.

      Her burger was half-eaten; she hadn’t even touched her fries.

      Usually Kate finished her potato products first, and a healthy helping of mine as well, world without end, amen. But today she had a few lone survivors on her spread-out cheeseburger wrapper and even pushed her milkshake over to my side.

      She hadn’t been eating much, lately.

      It was a ninety-plus day, but I shivered. “Okay. So what are we gonna do?”

      Kate’s face crumpled. For a moment I was sure she was going to cry so I looked down at the ruins of my lunch, just to give her some privacy.

      But Kate picked up a napkin and blew her nose. A hot breeze from the Tastee-Freez parking lot made the tattered umbrella over our table flap. Everyone else was inside enjoying the air conditioning; sitting outside on a day like this could fry your brain.

      “He’s awake sometimes during the day, even if he never goes outside.” Kate’s voice was small, as if she was six again. “He hates garlic, too. And at night he’s just bouncing off the walls. Mom thinks it’s cute. They’re really into each other since she brought him home.”

      It was what she’d said before. But my gaze came up and fastened on Kate’s hand. She’d taken to wearing that fashionable buckled leather cuff everywhere, even into the pool. Now the cuff lay on the table, getting lighter as it dried, and the two marks on the pale underside of her wrist where she hardly ever tanned had worn, white-looking edges. Their centers were dark and angry, though. Scabbed over.

      Right where they taught you to take the pulse in First Aid.

      Kate made a restless movement. “I thought he was just creepy. But he…God.”

      “He just comes in your room while your mom’s gone, right?” That was important, though I couldn’t say just why. “Is she…acting weird? I mean, weirder than normal?”

      “She’s tired a lot.” Kate hunched her shoulders. “He’s got money, says she doesn’t have to work. She’s about ready to agree, her shifts are pretty long.”

      “Yeah.” I sucked on the straw again, thoughtfully, making a weird bubbling noise. “But if she’s home more often…”

      “She’s so tired.” Kate’s gaze rose, and she stared significantly at me. “You know?”

      Maybe Kate’s mom was exhausted as my bestie looked. Dark circles under her eyes. Worn out.

      Drained.

      The sunshine was hot, but it didn’t touch the ice inside my stomach. “Okay,” I said again, the exact same way I said it every time Kate had a problem. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure something out.”

      

      School was out, but the sharks were still swimming. I walked on the road side of the pavement, as usual, and soon as I heard the engine behind us I knew it was trouble. They were driving too slow, whoever it was.

      Kate cast a quick glance over her shoulder, fine golden curls drying and unraveling at her temples. “Asshole alert,” she muttered. “Great.”

      The car slowed down with a brief squeal. I had a quick vision of the brake cable snapping, failing somehow, and the whole merry crew of them driving off a cliff.

      “Leeeeeeez-bians!!” It was Nathan Bardsmore. “Look at the leeeeeez-bians!”

      A familiar ball of red-hot anger settled right behind my breastbone. You’d think summer vacation would turn out better than this.

      “God.” Kate’s flipflops made snapping sounds as she stepped. We were only a block from home and safety. “I wish he’d just die.”

      I stopped. Lifted my head and stared at the red Ford Escort. Bardsmore was hanging out of the passenger window, waggling his tongue like a four-year old. Only he was doing it between a V made of his left-hand fingers, and troll-like laughter poured from the other rolled-down windows along with a throbbing beat of rap music.

      Nathan was one of the rich-jock set—big, blond, broad-shouldered, with an allowance that was probably more than most people’s parents made. He was just a symptom, really. The whole world was rotten.

      The heat crawled up from my chest, made a lump in my throat, and stung my eyes. It was a familiar feeling, ever since the first day of middle school. Kate’s fingers touched my wrist. It was warm and comforting, and before I knew it I’d grabbed her hand.

      We thought we were being so careful, but everyone knew.

      “Go fuck yourself!” The yell bolted free of my lips, and more troll-like laughter echoed in response. Kate’s fingers were sweating, stick-slipping, tangled in mine. But she didn’t pull away, and the Escort sped up, bumping down the street. It made a hard right down near old man McAllister’s house, and the heartbeat of rap bass faded.

      “He’ll be back.” Kate sounded tired all over again. “You should just ignore him, Becks.”

      The idea burst inside my skull, along with the hate and the anger. My stomach turned over hard, and I wondered if I was getting heatstroke. “Let’s get inside. I want some lemonade.”

      “You’re so lucky.” But Kate didn’t sound like she thought it was lucky at all. She just sounded sad. “Your mom’s home all the time.”

      The pool bag bumped against my back as I shrugged. “She’s probably getting her hair done. But there’s lemonade and we can watch Judge Judy. You want to stay over tonight?”

      The hopeful smile breaking over Kate’s face made the anger simmer down. “You sure? I mean…yeah.”

      “Of course I’m sure.” I took a tentative step forward. Swung our linked hands together, like we’d done in private a million times before. “I’ve got an idea.”

      “What kind of idea?”

      “About your problem.”

      “Okay.” We walked on, the liquid shade of an elm tree swallowing us whole. “So…what?”

      I stopped again. Our hands stayed linked. My bikini was already dry under the sarong, the heat was that fierce. Scarves of pollen on the breeze were golden as Kate’s hair. I thought it over one more time, making sure everything was all clear in my head, and spent the next couple minutes laying it out.

      Kate chewed her lower lip for a little while. “You believe me?” Like she hadn’t realized I would.

      “I believe you.” What I didn’t tell her was, well, I kind of didn’t. But those marks on her wrist were awful persuasive, plus the circles under her eyes. And how she’d lost a bunch of weight since school finished. Her hipbones stuck out, and so did her ribs.

      And how her stepfather Edgar made me feel, like I’d swallowed a sack of greasy snakes.

      “We’ll get caught,” she whispered, her eyes big, blue, and round.

      The urge to put my arms around her and kiss the soft hot part where her shoulder met her neck almost made me shake. “No we won’t. Not if we’re careful.”

      

      I had Mom call Kate’s mom to do the invite, figuring that was the best way to make it impossible for Ms. Cooke to refuse. The ploy worked, since Mom’s one of those saccharine-polite people that you absolutely, positively cannot say no to without feeling like a total asshole. I would hate her for it, but then, that’s the only way she can deal with Dad.

      It’s the only way anyone can.

      “Keep a lookout,” I whispered, and left Kate at the top of the stairs. She stood there, holding the railing, rubbing the top of one bare monkey-toed foot against the other. Mom’s voice floated up from the kitchen—how nice for you! Congratulations!...Well, Kate is always such a pleasure, so well-behaved…

      So on, so on, so forth.

      I stepped carefully into their bedroom. Breathed in the talcum powder and Tabu, the French cologne Dad wore, the close still scent of them in the same room. Two twin beds, their floral coverlets pristine and military-tight. Mom made them every morning, probably to cover up the fact that Dad slept more often on the huge overstuffed couch in front of the TV, turned down all the way and glowing like a fourth alien member of the family.

      I was in luck; Dad’s closet door was open. I knelt on blue carpet, vacuumed religiously every two days, and felt around. His suits, ranked in a neat row, brushed my head. The slice of carpet lifted away, I keyed in the code and braced myself for the heavy safe door.

      Folders of important papers like birth certificates and passports, a stack of hundreds in their neat paper rings, and the thing I was looking for. It was heavy, metallic, and vaguely thrilling to touch; I lifted it carefully. It wasn’t near the end of the month, so he wouldn’t be opening this up to look at his cash pile anytime soon.

      I stared at the money for a few long, heart-throbbing seconds, the way I did every time. Then I hurried to close the safe, because Mom’s voice from downstairs rose in that particular way people have when they’re saying goodbye. I had everything sealed up and the carpet brushed to get rid of the indents of my naked knees by the time Mom said, Cheerio, then! and dropped the phone back into its charger.

      “I think she said yes,” Kate whispered as I beckoned her toward my room.

      My heart was banging against my ribs, and my red bikini was damp again. “Of course she did.” We made it to safety, and I shoved the heavy metal thing far back as I could reach under my own pink-fluffed, curtained daybed. I was taking my sarong off in the bathroom when Mom tapped at the door and peeked through, her careful brassy-blonde coiffure lacquered in place.

      “Your mother says it’s all right, Catherine.” She has a wide toothy grin, my mother, behind perfectly carmine lips. “My goodness, you look tired! It’s so dreadfully hot out there. Would you like a snack before dinner? Some cookies and lemonade?”

      “That’d be great, Mrs. Robins.” Kate gave a winsome smile and I imagined my mother melting. The bathroom door hid Mom, but I could see Kate lounging on the bed, in what she called her come-hither pose—a black one-piece swimsuit, a rhinestone buckle between her shallow breasts, against all that pink. She was unbraiding her hair and it sprang back in tame waves against her paleness.

      I was pretty sure Mom wished I’d been born blonde too, so I matched the room she kept decorating for me.

      “I’ll be back up with a tray. Did you girls have a good time?”

      “Superlative,” I drawled through the bathroom door. “What’s for dinner, Mumzers?”

      She trilled her brittle little laugh. “Oh, very simple—chicken breasts with lemon, angel-hair pasta, some vegetables. I just have no time for anything fancy. I’m sure Catherine doesn’t mind, do you, dear? You’re one of the family by now.”

      “It’s always good, Mrs. Robins.” Kate’s smile stretched and I was pretty sure she was thinking of something to whisper to me as soon as Mom was out of earshot. “Thanks.”

      But Mom lingered. “Is your mother not feeling well? She sounded…not quite herself.”

      I half-closed the door, wriggling out of the bikini.

      “I think she has a summer cold. And she’s working really hard.” Kate kicked at my pool bag, discarded on the Pepto-Bismol rug.

      I stepped into jeans, yanked a T-shirt down. “Mom, can I take the car after dinner and go pick up Kate’s stuff?”

      “Oh, certainly, sweetheart. Cookies and lemonade coming up!” She bustled away down the hall, staggering slightly on her heels.

      Gin at three in the afternoon. If it was any more of a cliché she’d be wearing pearls while scrubbing the spotless oven.

      “Is she okay?” Kate’s forehead creased.

      “Just kind of drunk.” I stepped out. “Bathroom’s all yours.”

      “We don’t have to go to my house. I can just⁠—“

      “We’ll only be there for a couple minutes to pick up your stuff and take a look at things. Okay? It’s part of the plan.”

      She nodded, chewing at her lower lip, and I wanted to kiss her. But I put my hands behind my back as she heaved herself up from my bed and slid past me. All my nerve endings felt her, like the weight of sunshine on already-burned skin. She stopped right in front of me. “Becks?”

      “Yeah?” My fingers knotted together. The pink bed pulsed, delighted with a secret under it. The first time we’d made out in the middle of the night had been on that bed.

      She pressed her lips to mine. Sunscreen, chlorine, fresh air, and the faint biscuit odor she carried everywhere, all around me. We melted into each other for a long while until my mother’s footsteps sounded in the hall again. Kate untangled her fingers from my damp hair; I let go of the sweet curve of her waist. She vanished into the bathroom while Mom brought in a crimson lacquered tray piled with cucumber sandwiches, sugar cookies, and a pitcher of lemonade.

      I knew Mom wouldn’t see how I was blushing. She just gave me a swift booze-fogged glance, checking for loose threads or zits, and breezed right on out.

      

      The Cooke house was a small brown ranch number three streets over, where the neighborhood went from genteel to shabby. The yard wasn’t mowed and the juniper hedges were straggling, both grass and bushes turning a weird yellow. We had the windows down, and her mom’s car wasn’t in the driveway.

      Edgar’s maroon Lincoln Continental crouched there instead, its pristine paint job shimmering under golden evening light. The windshield was a blind, privacy-tinted eye.

      I set the parking brake and we both eyed the house. Kate let out a nervous, jagged little laugh. “He’s here.”

      “You knew he would be.” I blew out between my teeth. Sweat sprang out all over me. Even for just a few streets with all the windows down, Mom’s black Volvo was a furnace inside. There was no breeze in the long hot time of afternoon, cicadas singing and the world trapped in syrup. “It’s daylight, remember? We’ll be okay.”

      “Sometimes he’s up during the day. And it’s late.”

      “But he’s always half-asleep and slow, right? You just go in, get your stuff. I’ll talk to him.” I kept my fingers away from my throat with an effort. The little gold Communion cross I hadn’t worn since I was twelve felt unfamiliar. “Don’t worry so much, Kate. It’ll be okay.”

      All the blinds were pulled. She let us in with the key, yelled, “I’m here to get my stuff!” and bolted down the hall to the left. I peeked around the wall to my right, into the dark frowsty cave of the living room.

      The television was on but muted, a baseball game doing enthusiastic pantomime. Edgar lay on the ratty brown couch, his slick black pompadour almost crushed under the weight of a meaty arm flung across his eyes. “Hello, Mr. Black,” I chirped.

      He grunted, so he was at least partly awake. Sunshine coming in through the front door didn’t do much to penetrate the gloom, but I was suddenly sure he hadn’t been watching the game before we pulled up. Just what he’d been doing was anyone’s guess, but I would bet money it hadn’t been on that couch.

      The idea of just walking into the room and yanking one of the ancient curtains aside did occur to me. But Kate came flying back down the hall. “Bye!” she yelled over her shoulder, and I watched Edgar twitch. His skin was an unhealthy, pasty color, like a mushroom left in the cellar. There was a faint sour odor, too—a sharp breath of rotten potatoes, when they start weeping that weird fluid and fuzzing up white.

      I followed Kate out into the heavy honey evening. She headed for the car like dogs were after her, but I stopped and peered at the windows.

      No crack between the curtains. But I thought I saw one of them twitch.

      Huh.

      I walked slowly back to the Volvo, jingling my car keys and feeling someone staring at my back. Just like school.

      

      In the middle of the night she curled up into a little ball and cried against me. I hugged her hard, faint moonlight edging between curtains I hadn’t pulled all the way shut. Stroked her long silky hair, kissed her until her mouth opened like a flower and she kissed me back. We rocked together on the little ship of my bed, and when I saw the black paper cutout shape of a man’s head in the window I just held her tighter, my wrist aching a little as I finished the movements that sent her over the edge. She shook and shuddered in my arms as I stared at the window. Two bright specks of red stared back, but my bed was lost in shadows. By the time her hot little mouth was at my cheek and her clever little fingers sliding between my legs, the shadow in the window vanished.

      I closed my eyes.

      

      “Kinky.” Kate giggled, a high hard flush rising in her cheeks. I rolled my eyes, pushed the two twenties wormed out of Dad this morning across the counter, and ignored the way the pimpled clerk was smirking. He didn’t go to our school, but when two teenage girls in bikini tops and jean shorts wander into a military surplus shop—you get the idea. It’s not pretty.

      “Anything else, ladies?” If the kid was any smarmier he’d leak oil.

      I scooped my change out of his hand and grabbed the bag. “Nothing you can sell.”

      Kate went into more hysterical giggles at this, and I dragged her out through the automatic doors. Before they closed behind us, I heard him mutter, bitch.

      Of course.

      I swiped my bangs out of the way as we headed for the car. “Stupid fucking minimum-wage jackass.”

      Kate half-choked on laughter. I waxed indignant for another minute or so before unlocking the Volvo’s door. There were only three cars in the parking lot, it was another fry-an-egg day.

      “What do you think he thinks we want this stuff for?” She hissed a little as she dropped onto the leather seat, her shorts riding up and pale sunscreen-drenched legs sticking with a faint tacky sound.

      I shrugged, twisted the key in the ignition. “Doesn’t matter. It’s legal to buy it.”

      “What if he knew? Jesus.” She rolled her window down. Useless to turn on the air conditioning right away, it would just blow out oven-hot air.

      “He wouldn’t do anything if he knew. He was too busy having little whack-off fantasies about us anyway.” I sounded a little more savage than I felt, and grabbed for the can of Coke in the cupholder. Beads of condensation clung to its sides. We hadn’t been inside very long—I had a List, and I know how to shop. It’s the one useful thing Mom taught me. “One more stop, and then we can go to the pool or something. Or go home for lunch.”

      “What are we going to get now?”

      For a moment I was irritated, but then I popped the parking brake off and reminded myself she was always like this. “Big dowels. Remember? And rope.”

      “Oh yeah.” She grabbed for the Coke, I gave it up. “Becca?”

      I hit the turn signal, checked both ways on Vane and stamped the accelerator. Hot wind poured through the open windows. “What?”

      “Thank you.” She gulped at the Coke as we bounced out across a few lanes of traffic. “I mean, you know. Yeah.”

      My heart made a funny quivering movement inside me. “No problem, kid.” And I polished her bare knee with my palm.

      

      Kate hung up the phone, her cheeks flour-pale. Checked the fall of sunshine outside the window. “She’s due at work in twenty minutes and she didn’t call in sick, so she must have left.”

      “Good.” I slid the very last thing into my pool bag, checking it twice. “Which means he’s probably there in front of the TV again. Waiting for you to come home.”

      She shivered and rubbed her cuffed wrist against her jeans. “Are you sure this is going to work?”

      I wasn’t. But how could I tell her so? “Remember fifth grade, and the Ex-Lax in the teacher’s lounge?”

      That got a faint smile. “Yeah. They never did figure out where that pan of brownies came from.”

      “This is just the same.”

      “It’s not. It’s…you know what he is.”

      “I know what he’s going to be.” I zipped up the bag. “Kate, just trust me, okay? You’re gonna be okay.”

      But nothing ever goes exactly according to plan.

      

      We got there all right, walking through drowsy heat and bands of drifting golden pollen. There were undercurrents and eddies of cooler air, and long breeze-borne stretches of the weird sour odor of ancient concrete and a type of spiny bush that smells like old-man pee on hot days. Her house looked just the same as it always did, except the grass was a little yellower. Edgar didn’t go out with a sprinkler the way my dad did. Some of Mrs. Cooke’s boyfriends had been into lawn care—but none of them stayed around long enough to matter.

      Edgar had already beaten most of them by hanging around for three months.

      The maroon Lincoln Continental crouched, gleaming and poreless-perfect even with all the pollen in the air. Kate held my hand, bruising-tight. We got up to the front door and she jangled her keys. I gave her a meaningful look, unzipped my bag, and dug out the pepper spray.

      The door opened. “I’m home!” Kate squeaked, and I stepped in.

      “Anyone here?” I peeked around the corner and saw the same thing I’d seen yesterday. Edgar on the couch, arm over his eyes. This time he had a can of beer in his other hand, resting on his taut stomach. He was muscular, in a thick greasy sort of way. You could see why Kate’s mom had brought him home. “Oh, hi, Mr. Black. What’s up?”

      He grunted a little. Kate left the door open and bolted, scrambling, across the living room.

      The dumb bunny. I’d told her to do it casually.

      Edgar jerked into motion, his arm peeling from his eyes, the beer can flying. I dropped the pool bag, inhaling the weird sour-yeasty odor Kate’s house had taken on recently, and brought the pepper spray up. The tab depressed, and a jet hit him right in his open, snarling mouth.

      And if I hadn’t believed Kate before, I did now. Because the instant the spray hit him, he changed.

      Strong, champing ivory teeth, fangs curving to sharp points. Hellfire burning in his swelling bruised eyes, his aquiline nose instantly running with snot and pepperjuice. He made a sound like a freight train crashing into the side of a skyscraper, and I almost dropped the spray. My fingers froze, I started shouting every bad word I knew and pressed the tab down hard. Liquid fizzed and spurted. He got a whole mouthful of it and dropped off the couch like he’d been hit on the head with a sack full of hammers.

      Kate finally got the curtains jerked open. Someone had fastened them with duct tape, and the sound of adhesive ripping away from the wall was like pants ripping down the back when a fat teacher squats. Light flooded the room, direct sunlight pouring in. Edgar howled, the inhuman sound bubbling through a mess of snot and blood on his face.

      I began to feel dizzy. The Communion necklace burned against my skin, a thin curl of steam drifting up.

      He convulsed against the carpet, hitting the couch and making it thump solidly back. Kate let out a half-scream, half-sob. The sunlight ate at him like acid, and the plan was for me to get close enough to snap the handcuffs on him. We could have asked him some questions before I pushed the dowel through his chest with the deadblow hammer filched from my dad’s never-used shop bench in the garage. And if that didn’t kill him, there was what I’d taken from the safe.

      Dad had told me never to mess with it, never to touch it, never never never. He’d said that about boys too. Would he be happy that I’d listened?

      Probably not.

      I stared at the smoking thing on the floor. It stopped howling and spasming, twitching instead. It had long translucent claws that sliced at the thin carpet. Bits of bubbling stuff ran off it, smoking when they hit carpet.

      I dropped the pepper spray. Bent down and cautiously dug in my pool bag. The yeasty smell of spilled beer, the tang of rot, a sharp brassy odor all crawled along the back of my throat.

      The gun was heavy. There wasn’t any safety. I pointed it at the steaming, bubbling, hissing thing.

      “Becca?” Kate whispered.

      “Just stay cool.” I sounded like I had something stuck in my throat. The thing jerked. “Just stay right where you⁠—“

      The thing on the carpet screeched and scrabbled up, leaping for me. Bits of bone peeked through rotting skin. His pompadour was melting, sliding down his face in long runnels.

      The first shot went wide, plowing through the wall between living room and kitchen. The thing that used to be Edgar moved faster than it had any right to and I fell over backward, the gun skittering away and his teeth clicking shut like heavy billiard balls smacking each other. I got an arm up, rugburn licking my left calf as I screamed and crab-walked back too slowly.

      His teeth sank into my forearm with a meaty sound and I screamed again. Kate yelled too, our voices rising in weird harmony. A bolt of sick fire raced up my arm, jolting my shoulder; he growled and shook his head the way a dog will with a bone. My necklace flared with heat, a shhhhhh! under all the other noise, just like bacon slapped on a hot griddle.

      Kate was screaming my name. I was just screaming, the way you will in a nightmare. I fell back into the hall, into a square of golden light. Edgar made a ratcheting sound deep in his rotting throat.

      A gulping sound.

      The gun roared. I squealed, losing all my air at the end of a scream as something burned along my leg. Edgar flopped senselessly aside in the long rectangle of evening sunlight.

      Kate stood there, both hands clumsily bracing the pistol, and shot him four more times. I got in a whooping deep lungful. Someone was mowing their grass somewhere, and the fresh green scent cut briefly through yeasty, brassy decay.

      My lungs hurt. Short sharp breaths. Sweat slicked me all over. I made a small baby sound and Kate stepped back, still with the gun pointed at him. “OhGod,” she husked. “OhGod. God.”

      “Goddamn,” I rasped. Blood slid down my arm, hot wetness. I hadn’t thought to pack a first-aid kit.

      Right now, that was the least of my problems. “Get a dowel.” My throat felt like it was on fire. “And the hammer. Hurry.”

      She dropped the gun. I managed to get up on my side. My arm hurt if I put any weight on it and my Communion necklace dropped off, the cross a molten twisted blop plopping on cheap beige carpet. I crawled forward a little, listening for sirens. Did anyone hear the shots? Jesus.

      The smoking ruin that used to be Edgar lay on its back, arms wide and charred lips pulled back to expose violently white, killing-sharp teeth. Kate stumbled back, dropping the dowel.

      I got to my knees, watching him in case he twitched again. “You’ll have to hold it, I’ll hammer.”

      She nodded, lips clamped together. If she was pale before, she was almost transparent now. Sweat slicked her face and her cheek twitched a little right under one of her blue, blue eyes.

      She held the rough point I’d chipped on the dowel to the left side of his chest. I hefted the hammer in my good hand. My arm throbbed, and it was a good thing I didn’t have to stand up. I didn’t think I could.

      The first blow skittered off the end of the dowel. Kate jumped and squeaked. I swallowed hard, set my jaw, and waited for her to resettle the point against crackling, blackened skin.

      

      We wrapped my arm with an old kitchen towel and some duct tape. Kate wanted to spray some Bactine on it, but there wasn’t any. I took one look at the ancient bottle of hydrogen peroxide and said no way.

      “You might get infected.” Kate bit her lower lip, rubbing her left wrist against her shirt. The leather cuff scraped T-shirt material, and she darted a quick glance at my face. “Or something.”

      I shrugged. My hair fell in my eyes again. I swiped it away, irritated. I was sweating, everything smelled bad, and I really wanted a big dish of cherry ice cream.

      The phone rang. I would have told Kate to ignore it, but she picked up before I could stop her.

      “H-Hello?” A short pause. “No, she’s not. I thought she was there.” She sounded honestly shocked. A longer pause, and her forehead furrowed. “Um, okay. No…uhn-uh.” She shook her head violently, as if whoever was on the other end could see her. “I will, sure. Okay. Bye.”

      Then she hung up, her eyes big as saucers. There were bruised-looking rings underneath them.

      “Kate? You shouldn’t have answered…” I swallowed, hard, as she did. Oh fuck.

      “My mom.” It was a tiny breath of sound. “She’s not at work.”

      We found Ms. Cooke sitting in her blue Mazda in the garage that used to be full of boxes and crap. I guess Edgar had been cleaning it out when we thought he was just laying there watching baseball. Her legs were out the driver’s side door and the dome light was on. She stared sightlessly through the windshield at us, her blue eyes clouded like weird Jell-O. Two neat little puncture wounds glared in her neck, one with a thread of dried blood trickling down.

      Kate buried her face in my neck and started crying. I just stared, numb and dry-eyed, and tried to figure out what came next.

      

      The cops never came, so I guess nobody heard the shots. We sat in the kitchen, my throbbing arm crusted with dried blood, and I drank a couple glasses of water. The puncture wounds were ragged, two on the top and two on the bottom, right in the meat of my forearm. There was bruising, too. Once I washed the blood off it looked like I’d slammed my arm in a car door or something.

      Kate stared at the counter. Once in a while she’d pick at it with her fingernails. It took her a long time to say anything.

      Finally, though, she raised her head. Her hair was lank with sweat, almost as dark as mine. “Do you think she’s dead?”

      “Right now she is.” I took another gulp of water. “But when it gets dark…I dunno.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      A bolt of white-hot anger shot through my head. “Just hang on, Kate. I’m thinking.”

      She shut up. I stared at the toothmarks on my bruised arm. The crease along my leg where the bullet had burned throbbed dully as well.

      Hammering a dowel through Edgar’s chest was one thing. But Ms. Cooke…that was another thing entirely. I couldn’t count on Kate for that. It was her mother, for Chrissake.

      And if Edgar wasn’t dead, maybe Kate’s mother would keep him busy for long enough to…

      …to what?

      “Do you want to…to do the same thing to her?” Kate whispered finally.

      I took a good look at her. She was shaking, and there were big bruised circles under her eyes. Decided. “We’ll get cleaned up. Go back to my house.” I swallowed so hard my throat clicked, dry despite the tepid water. “Spend the night. In the morning we come back and see if either of them have moved. If they have we know how it works, how it happens. If they haven’t we go out, call the cops from a phone booth, and lie like hell. Say we were never here.”

      She chewed at her lower lip. “What about the gun?”

      “I don’t know.” I shifted back and forth on the stool, stared out the kitchen window at the overgrown back yard. Shadows ran over long grass and the window, the pines soughing as the evening breeze picked up. “I’d better take it home and put it back. If Dad swears it was in the safe…”

      “They have ballistics.” But she subsided when I stared at her. “Sorry.”

      Why was she fixated on that? We’d have bigger problems either way. “Dad will get a lawyer if he has to.” I stared at my arm. “I need something long-sleeved to cover this up. And a pair of jeans. If we can get into the house without my parents noticing us…we’ll just say we were walking around or something.”

      As plans went, it sucked. But Jesus, what else could we do?

      

      That night we huddled in my bed, stiff as boards. I knew she was still awake, she knew I was, and we just…lay there. And sweated in the air-conditioned coolness of my house, while outside the night breathed.

      In the darkest, deadest time, right around three AM, I heard a faint scratching, scrabbling noise. My arm gave a heavy, heated throb, and my head turned on the pillow.

      The shadow in the window bobbed. Twin red sparks winked out, came back up.

      “Sweetheart.” A soft, sibilant whisper, audible even through the glass. “Sweetheart, it’s Mommy.”

      My heart gave a leap like it intended to jump out of my chest. Now we knew how it worked—at least, well enough to guess the rest.

      I clapped my hand over Kate’s mouth before she could scream. “Shut up,” I whispered fiercely. “Shush.”

      “It’s so warm and soft,” Mrs. Cooke crooned. “It is, it is. Let me in.”

      More scratches. Kate’s eyes rolled. She was no longer a board, she had turned to hot frantic flesh that hugged me tight. Her spit slicked my palm.

      “You’ll be like us soon, sweetheart. Mommy will help you. Let me in.”

      Waves of heat slid down my body. The bite on my forearm was hot and hard. Kate’s hair brushed it, and a scorch slid through me.

      “Shhh,” I whispered. “It’s okay, Katie. It’s okay.”

      She moaned against my palm. We held each other while her mother prowled outside, and after a little while the sounds went away. Kate hugged me, twitching.

      I peeled my hand from her mouth.

      “Becca…” She shook, and we were both sweating again.

      “Don’t worry.” My voice dropped into the dark.  “It’s okay.” The punctures on my arm beat an invisible tattoo in the dark, nerves pulling on the bones. I could almost feel the infection spreading.

      Maybe I should have let her pour peroxide on it. But then I’d miss how my teeth were tingling. And I’d miss Kate nuzzling at my throat. She made a little mewling sound as her fangs scraped my skin, and I jumped a little. She froze.

      I wondered how long she’d be able to go out in the sunlight.

      Probably just long enough.

      “I’m so thirsty,” she whispered apologetically. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Katie.” My arms tightened around her. I tipped my chin up, cupped my hand at the back of her head. Guided her face into my throat again. “Don’t worry, I do.”

      

      “Good morning, sleepyhead!” Mom chirped. I tried to summon up a grin, scratching at the back of my neck under heavy hair. I really needed a trim. “I’m just about to go to the stylist’s. You’re a late bird!”

      “Mmmh.” I spotted the coffeemaker across the kitchen, and wished it wasn’t so goddamn bright. My throat was on fire, I blinked at the light falling through the kitchen window. “What’s for dinner?”

      I didn’t care, but if she thought I’d be here, it was all to the good.

      “Spaghetti Bolognese.” Mom swept a hand back through her freshly-washed hair. The morning sunlight was harsh. Even foundation couldn’t hide the deep cracks in her face. “Listen, Becky, did you hear anything last night?”

      My heart about stopped in my chest. I covered it by stamping for the fridge and opening it up. Cold air bathed my feverish skin. “Nope. Other than Kate snoring, I guess Why?”

      “Your father swears he heard a prowler.”

      My heart leapt into my burning throat. I wished she’d go so I could pull the blinds. It was too goddamn shiny in here, even though the light dimmed as high faint clouds moved over the sun’s face. “Really?”

      “I told him he was being ridiculous, but he swears. Be sure you keep the doors locked, okay?”

      “I will.” I got out the orange juice and shut the fridge door. “We might go to the pool today.”

      “It’s hot enough. They say there’ll be thunderstorms this afternoon, though. It’s already cloudy. Well, ciao, darling! You should get your hair cut, you know.”

      Just like Mom. I muttered an agreement, and she pranced out.

      As soon as the garage door closed and the sound of the Volvo’s engine faded, Kate peered around the corner into the kitchen. I rubbed at my throat. “She’s gone.” I didn’t have to work to sound tired. “Get ready.”

      “Are you sure?” Blue eyes wide and luminous, she blinked furiously. I didn’t blame her, it was like standing under floodlamps. The sunshine dimmed still more as clouds moved across the bright sky.

      “Of course I’m sure. Take a shower and put on something with long sleeves.” I thought about it for a second, then yanked the fridge open and dropped the OJ back in. “I’ll find us some shades.”

      

      Edgar’s body was still a slimy, stinking mess. The dowel in his chest had been wrenched out, but Ms. Cooke was nowhere in sight. I didn’t stick around, just grabbed the car keys from the coffee table and headed back outside.

      The Lincoln Continental’s interior smelled like baby powder. It started with a swift sweet purr and I backed out, nosed down the street to a patch of deep shade under a cedar tree. Kate was there, in a long-sleeved thermal shirt and jeans. The sunglasses were blank holes on her pale face. Behind my own shades my eyes stung furiously, and thunder rumbled in the distance. The weird green-yellow bruiselight of a storm approaching made the maroon paint on the car look diseased.

      I popped the trunk and Kate piled our bags in. I leaned over to unlock the door, and a roll of cash in my right pocket dug at the inside crease of my hip. The rest of the money from the safe was in my purse, thrown on the floor in the back.

      The gun was under the driver’s seat. I took the extra bullets too. You never know.

      Kate dropped in and slammed the door, mopped at her sweating face. “Thirsty.” An angry red flush had crawled up her cheeks from the sunshine. But the windows were tinted, and the light didn’t hurt in here, even when the clouds pulled back a little and the street melted under that kind of weird flat illumination right before a storm really hits.

      My throat was a furnace. It made my voice husky. “Me too. We’ll drive for a while. Tonight we’ll find something. To, um, drink.”

      It stood to reason that soon we’d start sleeping during the day, sleeping like the dead. I’d figure something out then. I was sure of it.

      “You sure?” She rubbed her pale wrist against her jeans. Under the thermal’s cuff, the puncture wounds had vanished; she didn’t have to wear the leather. The holes on my arm were closing up, and the ones on my throat looked days old instead of fresh. I’d tried a swallow of Coke this morning and almost threw up.

      Didn’t matter. I knew what I wanted, and I knew we’d find it.

      “Yeah.” I reached over and grabbed her hand; she slid her fingers through mine. Even though we were both sweating, her skin was marble-cold. Pretty soon mine would be too. “I’ve got it figured out.”

      I didn’t entirely, not yet. But I had enough. Two girls, one as pretty as Kate? We wouldn’t have any trouble. We could get money if we needed it. And there were all sorts of things we could do without parents and school and all that shit.

      “Becca?” She pushed her shades down a little, leaned over. Her mouth met mine, and the sharp edges of her fangs brushed my tongue. “I love you,” she said shyly, when she pulled away.

      All of a sudden I was eager to stop for the night. I dropped the car into drive. It moved smoothly forward when I touched the gas, and I found out I could take my sunglasses off. Edgar knew what he was doing when he had the windows tinted.

      I licked my lips. My teeth tingled, and I swiped my bangs out of my eyes. “I love you too, Kate.”

      Soon I’d have fangs too.

      I couldn’t wait.
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        About the Story

      

      

      The editor said it had to have a girl, at least one gun, and monsters. I said that was no problem at all, because Beck was already speaking in the back of my mind. I really do hope she and Kate made it, and are somewhere out on the night highways.
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      “You I can change.” He leaned forward, lips brushing mine. His breath smelled like peppermints and desire, his hair was copper and chocolate. Then he rested his forehead against mine.

      Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I’d said no. But he leaned against me, his arm over my shoulders, our foreheads touching, and everything else was so far away. He was beautiful and he was holding me as if I was his. It didn’t matter that I was cold all over, that I was scared, or that my throat burned like gasoline. The only thing that mattered was that he’d chosen me.

      Me.

      So I said yes.

      What girl wouldn’t?

      

      “God.” Gwyneth lay on the bench, thick waves of golden hair touching shade-dappled wood. Out here under the fig trees was one of the most desirable spots for lunchtime. “This won’t ever end. I’ll be trapped here for the rest of my life.”

      “We could skip fifth period.” I hugged my bare knees, my bag a comforting slumped weight under them. It was a way to get around the indecency of wanting to pull yourself into a ball while wearing a skirt. Double scabs from rollerblading were rough patches against my chin; I pushed my glasses up with the side of one knee in a quick sideways motion. “I’ve got the homework done. So we can get there at a reasonable time.”

      “But I’d have to change.” Cornflower-blue eyes blinked. She held up one hand, inspected her French manicure. “I can’t go in this.”

      “Schoolgirl is always in.” Besides, I don’t have anything to change into. I tried hard not to wheedle. But God, sometimes Gwyn even had to be talked into things she wanted to do.
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