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      For the daring.

      The timid.

      The lionhearted.

      And the wild hearts looking for

      their something more.

      The world is only as wide as your mind perceives.
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      This town is a poison. It seeps through your skin and into your bones, courses through your veins, and alters your blood so you become something other than you were before stepping foot within its borders. It kills you slowly, and at the beginning, you don’t realize you’ve been infected. You don’t realize it has sucked you dry of every ounce of life left in your vacant body until your soul is fractured, and the fragments of your face look cracked and mangled in your reflection. And at a certain point, things begin looking up. You think that maybe you’re being restored, that you were too strong to be overtaken by the evil flowing strong and rapid through your bloodstream, but that is a false hope. It lifts you up, raises your spirits only to crack through your skull with the knowledge that you will never survive, and believing you could was a foolish delusion. Because in truth, the disenchanting and unfortunate truth, your life was lost the moment you arrived.
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      Water drips down my arms as I stand beneath the rain-soaked tree,  branches creaking softly against the chilly air. There’s no movement in sight except for a small group of kids creeping steadily up the hill, as far as they dare wander for fear of being seen. The girl leans in close to one of the boys, softly whispering in his ear. He snickers giddily, nodding in approval. The girl then turns to the other boy, looking ahead.

      “You should touch it,” she says, cupping a hand over her mouth in a silent giggle. They can’t be more than twelve—maybe thirteen.

      The second boy turns, glancing between his friends hesitantly, and then shakes his head. “You mean the gate?”

      A sly grin stretches across the girl’s face as her gaze travels up the iron posts glimmering in the moonlight. “Better yet… ring the doorbell.”

      “Maria…” he drags out her name, fumbling with the hem of his t-shirt and glancing over his shoulder at the tall mansion ahead. They’re hidden in the night’s cover for now, but a few more feet and the spotlights shining on the length of the Manor will bathe them in light. “You can’t be serious.”

      She rests an elbow on his shoulder. “I mean, if you’re too scared…”

      “I’m not,” he says immediately, clearing his throat.

      “Then do it,” she coaxes, and the other boy lets out a strangled noise.

      “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. The gate is one thing… but what if they’re awake?”

      “Then we’d better run like hell,” Maria responds, egging him on. “I dare you.”

      The boy facing the challenge looks behind him once again, assessing the height he must climb in order to fulfill his dare. “I’ll need a leg up.”

      The three stumble to the gate, crouching down to avoid being seen. Just as they begin to hoist him up, a fourth shadow appears behind them, towering over their thin bodies.

      The kids turn slowly, eyes wide and fearful. The girl shoves the two boys in front of her, then dashes back down the hill faster than her feet can carry her. She trips, stumbling and rolling the rest of the way. The boys stand, shaking in fear as the figure closes in on them. Cracking his neck, he moves closer and his deep voice cuts through the silence like a knife.

      “Leave.”

      “Y-yes, sir,” one of the boys stutters, latching on to the arm of the other, pulling him in the same direction as Maria.

      My eyes slice through the dark, taking in the man as he smirks darkly, watching them retreat, tripping and shoving, stumbling over each other and their own limbs. Then he turns, and in an instant, he’s in front of me. His sinister smile stays cemented in place until his eyes travel to my bare toes, submerged in a shallow pool of muddy leaves and rainwater.

      “What are you doing out here?” Miles asks finally. Leaning against the tree, he crosses his arms, eyes roaming over me.

      “Watching,” I say simply, looking back to the path the kids used to run away. Now they have their own stories to tell. Their own contribution to the town’s plethora of tall tales about the Draven family and the horrors that lie beyond the safety of town. I scoff at that thought. Safety. Whoever believes such a lie must know better than to go into town after dark, because I know firsthand the true horrors that lurk in the shadows of this damning place.

      Miles breathes in, tracing a warm finger down my cheek and across my jawline where he pauses on my bottom lip, triggering a wave of goosebumps that travel across my damp skin.

      “You’ll get pneumonia,” he whispers, entranced by something about me that I can’t see.

      I roll my eyes, even as I rub my hands over my arms. “No, I won’t.”

      I thought becoming a vampire would make me numb, cold, heartless, and immune to all of the weaknesses humans are programmed with. But I can still feel the cold and the warmth of another’s skin. I can feel pain, although it dissipates rather quickly, and hunger so intense it burns in my gut and claws at me from the inside out until I satisfy it with the blood it craves. Most people are ruled by love, envy, or hate. The lucky few have minds so strong they can keep themselves from becoming overwhelmed by all of those emotions—they can compartmentalize and decipher them rationally. Logically. But me? I’m ruled by the utmost desire to devour anything that stands between me and my next meal.

      I don’t get sick, though. I’ll never age, nor will I ever die so long as my life isn’t stolen from me first. Eternity sits before me on a pedestal, and I don’t have the first clue of what to do with it.

      “I’ll never have kids,” I say abruptly. “I mean, I never knew if I wanted them—I’d never really given it much thought to be honest—but now I know I’ll never have kids.”

      The choice was made for me, like so many others.

      I meet his eyes then, bright as the stars above us, their color resembling that of the moon’s. Yet, there’s an abyss of darkness there as well, an inhuman part that stays hidden behind the light. He closes them, momentarily snuffing out their glow. “I never wanted this for you.”

      “I’ll never make new friends, either,” I continue absentmindedly, turning into the breeze to remove the hair from my face. “I can’t. After so long, they’ll realize I’m not aging. And the friends I have now, and my family—I’ll be forced to watch them grow old and die. Leaving me here. Alone. I potentially have more life ahead of me than every human in this world combined, and I feel like it’s already over.”

      Well, either that, or I’ll die before my life has even begun. Because in this twisted world, there are no assurances.

      Miles dips his chin, lowering his gaze to find mine in the dark, and takes my face gently in his warm hands. “So long as I’m alive, you will never be alone, beautiful.”

      “You don’t know that,” I whisper, feeling a burn in my nose. Before I turned, one of my biggest fears was losing myself to the monster within. But now I am the monster.

      “I do.” He presses a kiss to my temple, pulling me in until I’m wrapped in his arms and my entire body is pressed so tight to him that it suppresses my trembling. All of my apprehensions melt away in his embrace as I focus on the sound of our hearts beating as one. “I promise you, Aspen Troy, no matter what happens in this lifetime, or the next, loneliness will never find you.”

      “Unless Vanesa locks me in a cage and siphons venom from my veins,” I say without humor.

      Vanesa is still angry with me for refusing to build her family an army to fight the other clans, and once the Twelve discover I’ve broken the curse that was placed on the Dravens, they’ll attack with the sole purpose of wiping us out.

      Miles’ shoulders shake with laughter, and he pulls back to look at my face, placing a kiss on the bridge of my nose, then each cheek and my chin, before his cold lips find mine. He brushes them temptingly, allowing his bottom lip to scrape across mine before molding them together and sliding his hands down my stomach and around my back, pressing me into him.

      He breaks away with a sharp breath and lifts me onto a low-hanging tree branch so I’m slightly above him in height. His fingers play with the holes in my jeans, worn from long and tiring days and nights of fighting, training, pushing myself to the brink of death, sleeping, then starting all over again. I’m luckier than most newborns since I had a little bit of self-defense training before I turned. If only it had been enough to keep me alive.

      Miles slips his hand beneath the ripped fabric on my knee, tracing around the hole with his thumb. “You know, just because you can’t have kids doesn’t mean we can’t help young vampires find their way.”

      I nod solemnly, unable to let go of all the things this life was supposed to bring me before death. Instead, it brought me death before I’d hardly lived.
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      The floor creaks beneath my feet as I tiptoe across the living room, reaching carefully over my father’s snoring figure for the remote to turn down the TV. A quick chill races through the room and I tremble, looking for the source. This time, unlike most of the others, there’s a reasonable explanation for the draft, and it’s the open window over the kitchen sink. Since I killed Ambrose Draven, the paranormal activity in my house has stopped, but no matter how many times I scrub the floors, he’s still here, still watching me, still waiting for the perfect moment to strike. I don’t think I’ll live a day of my life without remembering the feel of his fingers on my skin or his tongue tracing the line of my veins.

      My stomach churns at the memories, and I reach for the window, preparing to close it when it slams shut on its own. I jump back, spinning around and checking every dark corner for glowing eyes. I wait to feel his breath on my neck, or his voice to whisper my name, but it never comes. The only thing I hear is my father groaning as he sits up, rubbing his eyes.

      “Aspen?” He peers at me through the dark. It’s almost impossible for him to see me in this light, but I can see him. He twists around, looking for the flashlight that never leaves his side, almost as if he’s afraid of the dark.

      Elliot made sure my parents wouldn’t remember a thing about what happened the night Ambrose attacked, and they don’t. But they must know something bad happened, something worse than what we told them so they’d be able to sleep at night and allow us to leave the house without worrying. Because now they’re always paranoid. Almost like they can’t see what it is they’re supposed to be afraid of, but they know it’s there, watching, waiting.

      “I’m over here.” I give in before he turns on his flashlight and blows my cover. Our power went out last night, and even Ted, the town handyman, can’t seem to figure out why. Now only the TV and kitchen appliances are connected to a small generator out back.

      Father’s head swivels in my direction, and he flinches, clicking on the flashlight anyway.

      “Sorry, did I wake you?”

      He shakes his head, looking at me strangely. “No, I don’t think so.” He purses his lips, shining the light on my face before shaking his head again, running a hand over his face. “That was weird. For a minute, it looked like your eyes were glowing.”

      “Probably a trick of the light.” I gesture toward the TV, shifting so my dirty feet are hidden from view. I rummage through the pantry in search of something sugary to curb my cravings. The only reason I left my house tonight was to get something to eat, but I was distracted by the kids sneaking up to Draven Manor, and then by Miles, and I didn’t realize until I walked through the door that I’m still absolutely famished.

      “Shouldn’t we at least talk about what happened?” he asks, taking a few swigs of water from the glass sitting beside him. Apparently, it was Ambrose’s influence that drove my father to drink and made my mom retreat into herself. When we took away their memories of him, it also took away their memories of who they became during that time.

      Ambrose told me once that he couldn’t make a monster out of a good man… does that mean the people my parents became is something they’re truly capable of? Is it possible for my father to really be that mean all the time?

      “What’s to talk about?” I shrug him off, grabbing a box of something that looks like a chocolate dessert—cupcakes maybe? I know he won’t let it go. Almost every time he sees me, he brings it up. “A man broke into our house. Tried to kill me. You and Mom ran. Dallas and I scared him away. There’s nothing left to say.”

      I walk quickly to my bedroom, slamming the door before he has the chance to say anything else. It’s hard enough having to lie, having to downplay everything bad that’s happened to me over the past few months, but what’s worse is constantly worrying about slipping up and revealing a new piece of information that we haven’t programmed them to know. In order to make them forget Ambrose, Elliot had to make them remember something else. He couldn’t just erase such a traumatic experience and convince them they were sleeping the whole time—which I would have preferred. He had to implement parts of the truth. Personally, I wish we could ship them back to Colorado like this never happened. But nothing is ever that simple.

      “You’re awake?” I mumble, noticing my brother sitting up in bed, sketchpad in hand, flashlight in his lap. I move away from the empty doorframe between our rooms and strip out of my wet clothes, throwing on an old nightgown and slipping under my covers. I then unwrap a mini cupcake and plop it in my mouth, savoring the sweet chocolate.

      Dallas doesn’t flinch, hardly acknowledging my presence. “I don’t sleep anymore.”

      Guilt pricks in my heart, expanding in my chest. Dallas used to have horrible dreams, so bad that I’d have to stay up the entire night just to make sure his screams didn’t wake up our parents. But now… now that my brother has had a glimpse behind the curtain, a peek into the world of blood and horror, he can’t sleep at all. Ambrose invading his dreams didn’t do him any favors, but I can’t help but feel like everything that’s happened is somehow my fault. The only reason I don’t resent Miles for finding me, saving me, and turning me into what I am, is because if it weren’t for him, I’d be dead. Dallas likes to pretend he’s angry, that he’s terrified that his life has forever changed. But if he had lost me, too, after our own brother tried to kill us because drugs were more important to him, it would have quite literally ruined him.

      “I think Father is starting to remember.” I sigh, pressing my face into a pillow. “Or he just knows something feels wrong.”

      Elliot originally used a temporary memory potion to make them forget what happened with Ambrose, and then eventually used his compulsion, which doesn’t seem to be up to par.

      Dallas grunts, and I hear his pencil drop to his sketchpad. He’s quiet for a long while until he finally speaks. “Everything is wrong.”

      “Dallas—”

      “Why couldn’t you make me forget, too?”

      I clear my throat, staring up at the ceiling as his words strike me. I let them seep into my skin, wrap around my bones, and suffocate my heart. “I didn’t know you wanted that.”

      “I don’t, I guess. I’d just much rather go back to being afraid of the dark—only the dark.”

      “Not what lies beyond it,” I whisper. “I’m sorry. All I ever wanted was to protect you.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” he says without a trace of emotion in his tone as he shifts on his old mattress. We decided to keep the crappy ones for the time being, at least until the more pressing issues with the house are tended to. Although, no amount of fixing is going to make this place livable again. We’d probably be better off tearing it down and building a new house from the bottom up.

      I don’t respond to his offhand comment. With Derek unhinged and on the other side of the world, and our parents basically incapacitated, the two of us only have each other. But lately, I feel even our relationship is dwindling. How long do I have until my own flesh and blood becomes a stranger I faintly recognize?
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      An odd smell drags me from sleep. I scrunch my nose and attempt to roll on my side to see if I left the window open, but when I try to move, I notice a heavy weight pressing down on me. I shift, left then right, but I’m pinned in place by what feels like another body molding me to the bed.

      The smell grows stronger, burning my nose and souring my stomach so much so that I feel as if I might puke. And then the tapping starts. I can’t see where it’s coming from, but it’s consistent and grows louder each time I struggle to sit up.

      I cry out, the air in my lungs growing thinner and thinner as the heaviness increases. The pressure builds until I’m wheezing.

      “You can’t escape,” a voice growls. A finger drags across my collarbone to the collar of my shirt, then up my neck to the permanent mark reminding me of the day my life forever changed. I can’t see him, but I can feel him—and not just physically. He’s in every fiber of my being, in my pores and my veins like a drug. I feel his hot breath and then the stroke of a cold tongue across my ear. “You will never escape me.”
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      “Aspen. Aspen, wake up.”

      I jolt up, banging my forehead off whatever imbecile thought it was smart to lean so close to me while I was having a nightmare.

      Dallas stumbles backward, clutching his nose.

      “What the hell?” he yells, baring his teeth.

      “Are you all right?” Elaine asks, but I’m not sure if she’s speaking to me or my brother. I blink slowly, trying to see through the sleep-fog coating my brain and focus on where I am. On what’s happening.

      “When did you get here?” I ask, shifting to pull the sheets up to my shoulders. Like everything else in this house, the heater is barely functioning, and we can’t light the fireplace because of all the ash it will produce—ash that will weaken me beyond comprehension.

      Elaine sits at the edge of my mattress, looking at me like I’ve sprouted three heads. “I was tapping on your window and heard screaming. I thought…” her voice trails off, and she bites her lip, inspecting her short nails.

      “Bad dream,” I explain, staring a hole into the sheets. Elaine eyes me, disbelieving.

      “Just a bad dream, though? Nothing… else?”

      The tapping I heard in my nightmare must have been her, but it was like I couldn’t wake up, like I was being forcefully held in my subconscious.

      I swallow, avoiding her gaze. The last thing she or my brother need to worry about is the man they thought I killed three months ago coming back from the dead—again. “More like post-traumatic nightmares. Nothing to be concerned about.”

      She purses her lips, shooting a worried glance at my twin. “Are you sure it’s not Amb⁠—”

      “Don’t!” Dallas warns, moving between us with a frantic look in his eyes. His hands tremble nervously at his sides, but I’m not sure he notices. “Not in this house.”

      Elaine nods once, and I finally remember that it’s the middle of the night and she’s been knocking on my window. “Wait, what’s wrong?”

      “I was going to wait until morning to tell you,” she starts, looking around like she’s expecting someone to appear out of thin air. “Remember how I told you I put up cameras around the area to keep an eye on things?”

      I roll my eyes. Elaine has taken this “watcher” title literally. What her ancestor must have forgotten to write in the journal she found of his, is that she’s allowed to let us out of her sight. Well, more like me since it seems I’m the only vampire in town she’s tasked herself with protecting. The only reason she bothers with the Dravens is because she knows if they’re in danger, I’ve probably already been kidnapped. So far, things have been calm, though. She’s had nothing to report—no new vampires sniffing around town, and the hunters have been uncharacteristically quiet, which in itself is a cause for concern. Especially after the bonfire incident. Since that night, we haven’t seen a single one. “Has something come up?”

      “More like someone.” She pulls out her phone, and I sit up to make room for Dallas on my bed. As much as he hates the world I dragged him into, he’ll be damned if he doesn’t know every single thing about it. “Look familiar?”

      Her phone screen is bright at first, and it takes a few moments for my eyes to adjust, but once they do, my blood runs cold. “No, I’ve never seen him before.”

      “Me neither.” An unfamiliar face wandering through town at night is not a good thing. We get very few new faces around here, much less ones who surface out of nowhere.

      Dallas yanks the phone from her fingers, and I can tell it takes everything in her not to yank it right back.

      “Hold on—can you zoom in?” I ask, and he obliges, pinching the screen so we can better inspect the tall man standing in the dead center of town. On the back of his right hand is a small, circular tattoo. Just like the one that’s behind Adrian’s ear.

      “He’s one of Adrian’s,” I say, and a chill rushes through me.

      “Talk about blending in,” Dallas comments, and it makes me realize something.

      “You’re right,” I muse, taking the phone from him. “He’s standing out in the open. Almost like…” I trail off, searching the background for anyone suspicious, someone else to identify. But there’s no one.

      “It’s almost like he wanted to be seen,” Elaine finishes, looking uncomfortable. “It must be a warning.”

      No good could possibly come from a vampire purposely making himself known.

      “We have to tell Miles.” I stand quickly, throwing on a hoodie over my shirt, and rummage in a rickety drawer for my phone, which of course, I must have misplaced again. “We’re not safe anymore. The hunters managed to catch us off guard last time—we wouldn’t stand a chance against an entire clan of vampires.”

      “He could be the only one.” Elaine grabs my arm and I let her. I could have easily avoided her grip, but I’m trying to remain as human as possible, and using my speed to avoid touching my best friend seems like a waste of energy. Using my abilities also tends to drain me more than it should.

      I shake my head rapidly in disagreement, eyeing Dallas over her shoulder.

      “Where are you going?” He shifts his feet, messing with the long strings hanging from his old beige pajama pants.

      I’d hoped once things settled down a little that he’d come to terms with the insanity that now and forever will be my life. Instead, he’s continuously found new ways to freak himself out over what goes bump in the night.

      I walk to him, throwing my arms around his neck and squeezing. He’s stiff for a moment, before he places a hand on my back, only halfway returning my hug. He’s been this way for three months. He only halfway smiles, halfway hugs, halfway acknowledges me… he’s only halfway my brother, and I miss the whole thing.

      “You can’t worry every time I leave the house,” I tell him, moving back so I can see his face. “I’ll be okay.”

      He gnaws on his inner cheek, trying his hardest to look indifferent and not like he’s so overwhelmed he doesn’t know how to deal with it all. “You don’t know that. Anything could happen to a normal person when they leave the house. Bad things happen all the time. But worse things happen to you. People seek you out because of that family, and I’m afraid one day you won’t be able to outrun their demons.”

      I am a demon, I think to myself, but refrain from repeating that out loud. I’ve tried really hard to convince Dallas that I’m still me, just frozen in time, so admitting that his fears are also mine wouldn’t help the situation any.

      “I’ll be careful,” I say, hating that I don’t have better words to console him. I can’t deny the dangers I face. I can’t promise him anything. I can’t swear to be safe, because so long as I’m the only thing standing between eleven clans of vampires and the key to the Draven family’s survival—the Draven family, who believe in preserving humanity and are the only ones who can keep the Twelve from ultimate control of the vampire population—it would be a lie.

      “Come to the Manor with us,” I insist, still looking around for my phone. I’m leading him into the exact danger I’ve spent months trying to keep him away from, but the only way for Dallas to get over this fear is to see the good the Dravens bring into my life, as well as the bad. Only then will he understand why I’ve stayed. I could go anywhere in the world. I could be absolutely anyone my heart desires… but I chose to stay in the town that condemned me to eternity.

      Dallas runs an unsteady hand through his thick hair, then scratches the stubble shadowing his chin. He hasn’t shaved or gotten a haircut in two months, which for my brother is completely out of character, but something he can control. He even tried sleeping with his lamp off one night, but that only ended with him screaming in his sleep.

      “Ambrose is dead.” I grit my teeth, fisting the sheets in my sweaty palms before I smooth them out, feeling the lump of my phone beneath them. “He’s gone, so stop giving him reason to be remembered. Don’t let him rule your life.”

      “Aspen, if you want to warn them, we should go now,” Elaine interrupts whatever Dallas was about to say. She shrugs apologetically and crosses her arms with a shiver, examining the walls of my room. “You should also invest in a new house, just saying.”

      I ignore her. “Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      Dallas shakes his head, disappearing into his bedroom and taking the dim flashlight with him.

      “Well, that’s brilliant,” Elaine remarks, and I shake my head, laughing when she walks into something by the door. “Goddammit, Aspen. I don’t know how you live here.”

      “Maybe I’ll come live with you. At least I’d have heat. And lights. Hot water… Or you know—” My sentence is cut short by her yelp, and she stumbles backward into me. I clasp her shoulders, using my bodyweight to keep her upright.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, voice high and panicked. She stands up and clears her throat, looking all around us. I do the same and see nothing but Dallas lying on his bed, reading by flashlight.

      “Nothing.” She shakes her head, the light catching her eye. “I just thought—never mind. It was just the coat rack.”

      I swallow, whispering goodbye to Dallas before leading Elaine out the front door and into the light drizzle of rain. She hops over the front steps, having figured out by now that they’re in no way structurally sound and should not be walked on. I follow suit, my feet landing softly on the patch of loose gravel that we call a driveway.

      “Do vampires have to be invited in?” Elaine questions randomly, making me laugh. Sometimes I think her hilariously short attention span is the only reason I survive the day. Without her and Miles, I would have probably gone insane by now.

      “No. That’s just a courtesy. They’re not technically supposed to enter a residence without being invited, but they’re not physically constrained to the outer regions of a house.” Oftentimes, I realize I know more about vampire etiquette than I do humans. With vampires, I know where I stand—whether they hate me or want me for their own gain. There’s no second-guessing their intentions, no worrying if they’re being fake.

      “Oh, interesting,” she says, seeming unsatisfied with my response. I don’t blame her. I’d feel a hell of a lot better knowing vampires couldn’t just waltz into my house whenever they please too. Though I suppose that makes them no different from normal people. Still, they’re quite a bit more dangerous than the average person.

      The hairs on my neck stand up at a sound in the distance, and I latch on to Elaine’s wrist, yanking her a little too hard. She stumbles, whipping her head in my direction. “What are you doing? My house is just a few more blocks, and then we can take my car. Well, actually, I need you to push it onto the road so we don’t wake my parents up.”

      “Someone’s there,” I say softly, still holding her thin wrist. Suddenly, I’m wondering if she really did run into something in my room that wasn’t the coat rack. My back had been turned before she yelled, so it’s possible someone was there that I didn’t see.

      I close my eyes, listening as the footsteps speed up, faster and faster, until they’re running at a pace that’s humanly impossible. The sound echoes in my ears in slow motion, and I leap to the side, trying to pull Elaine with me, but not before someone rips her from my grasp, sending me spiraling into the hillside.

      I try to shift so I land on my feet, but I’m too slow and instead land on my ankle, twisting it in an unnatural position. It throbs as I stand, but I push through it, lunging at a second vampire before he, too, can get to Elaine.

      “This is not your territory,” I growl, grabbing a branch from the grass and breaking it in two. I hold the halves in my shaking fists. No amount of training could ever take away the panic that fills my gut when I’m attacked. Every single time, I’m reminded of the first one. My brother and his fiancée Rachel, and then here in the field where a hunter beat and left me for dead. I never thought I’d miss the days when these sorts of situations were saved for my nightmares.

      The man smiles, and his eyes darken as he turns away from the moonlight illuminating the scene. He grits his teeth, kicking me in the stomach and sweeping my legs from beneath me. As he leans over me, the stench of stale blood on his breath burns my nose, sending chills across my skin. “It will be.”

      I shift my weight and press a hand to his throat, then arch my back so that I can roll him over, positioning myself on top of his stomach. I shove the branch into his chest, and he chokes. His skin darkens to an oily black before it begins oozing red from his pores, dripping down his skin like a thousand tiny rivers and soaking into the earth. I gag at the sight of his body, dried and shriveled, as every drop of fluid sucked out of him like his life force. I’ve been told what happens when a vampire dies, but I’ve never seen it firsthand.

      Legend says, when a vampire is killed, he or she bleeds the blood from all of their past victims, returning them to the earth and leaving the vampire as he leaves his prey—sucked dry.

      Erasing that image from my mind, I scramble to my feet to find the other vampire simply watching. He’s holding Elaine in front of him by the neck, bending it at just the right angle for him to attack at any given moment—assuming I’m not fast enough to stop him.

      “Let her go,” I warn, twirling the other half of the stick between my fingers as I listen for further movement coming from the trees. As far as I can tell, it’s only the two of them, which means now it’s just him, alone in another vampire’s territory.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” he offers sweetly, quirking his head to the side as he sizes up the vein pulsing beneath Elaine’s skin. He drags a thumb down the length of it and her eyes widen, her nails digging uselessly into the hand clamped below her chin. “Come with us, and she lives.”

      I bite my cheek, pretending to ponder this option, when in reality I know Elaine would die the second I agree.

      “I propose she lives.” I attempt a low voice, but it comes off as strained and scared instead, not at all matching the threatening tone I’m trying to convey. “And you die.”
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      The vampire tsks, throwing Elaine to the side like she’s disposable, and taking slow, deliberate steps toward me, licking his lips with a smile. His feet slosh sloppily through the mud until he stands in front of me, close enough to touch, and so tall I have to crane my neck to see his face. He watches me, oozing power, knowledge, and age.

      I check on Elaine out of the corner of my eye as she crawls to her knees, mud smeared all over from her harsh landing. She backs away slowly, glancing between me and the vampire, and I pray she’s as smart as I think she is and will sneak off to find help. Unfortunately, the man in front of me holds his hand in the air, never taking his eyes from me.

      “You won’t get far,” he warns her, then grabs me around the neck. He holds me above him, leaning in to take a whiff of my long, blonde hair. I squirm, scrunching my face and remembering the last time someone unwanted got this close to me. I was unwillingly frozen in place by fear then, but not anymore.

      I spit in his face and my saliva lands directly in his eye, which squints in reaction. A low rumble sounds from his throat, and it becomes apparent that it’s taking every ounce of his willpower not to snap my neck like a twig. For whatever reason, he needs me alive. I can work with that.

      “Now,” he growls, clenching his fingers around my neck. “Tell me who you are.”

      “Why do you care?” I rasp. The effort it takes to speak scrapes my throat raw and the metallic taste of blood finds its way to my tongue. If he’s here to kidnap me, shouldn’t he already know who I am?

      He bares his teeth, losing patience as I stall. “Because one look at you tells me you’re not who you claim.”

      “Adrian,” I choke. He raises his chin, eyes hardening. “He sent you.”

      “He’s not the leader of the American clan because he’s ignorant.” He lowers me to the ground but continues to hold me by the neck like some sort of prize. “He will be very happy to know I’ve tracked you down. He has been quite… entranced since he met you. Although, I’m afraid I don’t see the appeal.”

      “I’m no different from you,” I lie, hoping his reaction reveals how much they know about me and my role in the Draven family. Do they know the curse is broken? And that I’m responsible? If they do, then I’m in more danger than any of us realize. But judging by this man’s lack of response, Adrian didn’t tell him why he’s here.

      He takes a long breath, and I see Elaine moving slowly behind him, a wooden stake in her hand. “No, you’re not like me. You’re…” He pauses, dragging out his words and assessing me with fascination. He searches the night sky for words, until his gaze levels back on me, so intense I could swear it burns a hole straight through me. “Something different. Something… human.”

      “Aspen!” Elaine yells. I act on impulse, clamping down on his arm and kicking his abdomen so hard he chokes. He falls away from me and straight into Elaine’s outstretched arms. The second he’s in her grasp, she raises the stake and brings it down with as much force as she can muster, stabbing the wood into his heart. She backs away rapidly, tripping over her own feet and watching until all of the blood pours out of his skin to be sure he’s dead.

      “Does that happen a lot?” a voice squeaks from the shadows and I jump, heart spiraling out of control. Elaine doesn’t look the least bit fazed, and my eyes travel to the stake deep in the vampire’s chest, suddenly understanding how she got it.

      In retrospect, it was idiotic of me to leave the house without a weapon, even though the woods themselves hold all the weapons in the world.

      “I thought you weren’t coming!” I hiss, trampling over the limp legs at my feet and pulling the stake from the body.

      Dallas moves to my side, eyes searching the area wildly for any more unwanted company as his hand finds my elbow. “I wasn’t.” His voice sounds hollow and small. “But then you were gone, and the house makes a lot of unnatural noises. It occurred to me that I feel safer there than at home, and especially out here, so can we go before any more vampires come along?”

      By “there” I assume he means Draven Manor, given the shudder that vibrates through his body when he says the word. I heave a sigh and wipe the rain from my face as I trudge toward Elaine. She’s bent over, rolling up her pant leg to assess her knee. A trickle of blood runs down her calf like a small river, twisting and turning, melding with the streams of rain that stop at her ankle and absorb into the fabric of her white socks.

      My lips purse to silence my sharp intake of breath, a dangerous sign of my growing anticipation. I swallow hard and turn away, keeping my eyes on the road ahead and not at the scene behind me. It’s torture. My friend is hurt, and I have the incredible gift of healing, but I can’t quench my hunger long enough to ensure I won’t be the one who hurts her further. Blood pools on my tongue as my teeth cut through my lip. I release the skin, dabbing it with my sopping coat sleeve and press the material to my nose so the only thing I can smell is rainwater and my own blood—not the intoxicating scent of Elaine’s.

      “You’re hurt.” I clear my throat, pushing past the ravenous need clouding my brain.

      Deep breaths, in and out, in, then out.

      “Yeah, it’s just a scrape.” She huffs, unfolding her pant leg which slightly masks the scent—but not nearly enough.

      As we continue toward Elaine’s house, she and Dallas walk ahead of me so I can keep an eye on them at all times. Once we get there, I make sure they’re safely inside Elaine’s car with the doors locked and engine running before I tell them I’ll meet them at the Manor, taking off down the winding trail.

      Within seconds, I’m on the front steps of the Draven household. My eyes scan the concrete, images of Miles and Vira lying helplessly below me flash through my mind—Vanesa’s eyes pleading with me to help them, even though that would have required strength beyond my capability at the time.

      I quickly step back as the front door swings open and take in the person before me. Raven black hair brushes the edges of her hips, flowing effortlessly over her shoulders. She stares back at me with eyes deep enough to swallow an ocean, and dark enough to lose your soul in.

      “Leave.” Vanesa’s sultry voice is inviting as ever as she squints her eyes and crosses her arms over her chest like an unmovable wall. In fact, she probably is. The Dravens have been vampires for the better part of two hundred years, which means they’re strong and capable, whereas I’m struggling to learn and adapt to the new abilities enhancing my body and mind. I know I’m new and that learning takes time, but we don’t have time. We have a war coming, and I need to be ready when it gets here.

      I wince. Her hatred of me still stings more than I’d care to admit, even after all this time. I suppose three months isn’t that long when forever is stretched out before you, but in this dangerous world time is, quite ironically, a fickle thing.

      You never know how much of it you have left, but that hasn’t stopped Miles’s older sister from hating me with every inch of her cold, dead heart.

      I had always thought Vira would be my biggest obstacle to overcome in being accepted by the Draven family, but she has turned out to be more of an ally… well, most of the time, anyway. I’m almost certain she’s only civil with me because some twisted part of her feels that she owes me for saving her life, even after she left me to die. Honestly, I’d love to hate her, to despise her with every piece of my darkening soul the way Vanesa does me, but at the end of the day, Vira was only trying to save her family, and I am not, nor will I ever be, that.

      “Where’s Miles?” I ask tiredly, not in the mood for her games or meticulously thought-out insults.

      She winks, condescension bleeding through her pores as she wraps a delicate hand around the door, moving to close it again.

      “You knew it was me,” I remark, raising an eyebrow. We don’t have time to waste on her petty issues. “You knew it was me, and you still opened the door, to… what? Close it in my face? I doubt that.” I take a step forward, up on the ledge so we’re face to face. Normally, Vanesa has a good four inches on me, but she’s in bare feet now as opposed to her usual sky-high heels, which levels the playing field. When she’s not towering over me, she’s not quite as intimidating. “Let me in, Vanesa.”

      She looks me up and down, squinting her eyes as two small dimples form in her cheeks. “Or what?”

      “I’ll scream.” I shrug, knowing that will wake up her entire house, if they’re not already up. Miles says that because I’m still adapting, I’ll continue to sleep more until my human urges fade away, at which point rest will only be a suggestion, not a necessity. Though, it will still replenish me when I’m worn out.

      “He’s not here.” She smiles sweetly, and if I were anyone else, I might think she’s being genuine. But I’m me, and she’s Vanesa, and there’s not a genuine bone in her thinly sculpted body. As if to rid any doubts I might have in her honesty, she calls for him. “See? Not here.”

      “Really?” I cock my head. The sound of a vehicle approaching reminds me once again that we don’t have time to waste, and somehow Vanesa always seems to distract me with her greater-than-thou attitude.

      “Miles?” I call out over her shoulder, and she shoves me backward—once, then a second time off the two-foot concrete porch before she’s yanked back and a hand grabs on to me.

      Miles turns to her, hardly acknowledging my presence. “What did I say?”

      “We don’t need her,” she says almost immediately, teeth clenched, fists tight at her sides. “She served her purpose and now it’s time she goes, Miles. The sooner you unwrap her noose from around your neck, the better.”

      “She’s like this because of us,” he reminds her, his chest rising and falling with controlled breaths, his hand still glued to my wrist. “Is this the type of person you want to be? Where’s your humanity, Vanesa?”

      She scoffs and narrows her eyes, looking pointedly at the way Miles positions himself slightly in front of me.

      “There is no humanity,” she spits, her face a contortion of disgust. “There’s only loyalty, and mine is with my family, brother. Which is where yours should be, too.”

      “Everything all right?” The sounds of Elaine and Dallas’s footsteps slapping the wet pavement shatters the tension, and within seconds, Vanesa has vanished. I should have warned her about the new vampires in town, but she’s made it perfectly clear there’s nothing I can offer her, so I suppose I’ll do just that.

      I turn, forcing a smile to my lips as Miles’s hand finds my back, pressing lightly between my shoulder blades. Dallas looks around worriedly, bouncing his eyes between the two of us.

      Soft raindrops drip off the edge of the roof onto my forehead, and I tuck my chin, shuffling closer to the door for shelter and giving Dallas what I hope is a reassuring smile. “Everything’s fine.”

      Miles nods his head toward the light spilling from the doorway. “Give us a minute?”

      Elaine bites her lip, nodding curtly before walking past the threshold, eyes turned up at the height of the cathedral ceiling. Her lips part in a short inhale as she takes in the immaculate detail and precision of the design, disappearing down the haunting hallway.

      Just like Dallas, Elaine avoids Draven Manor at all costs. In fact, she’s never been inside at all.

      Dallas reluctantly follows her, less enchanted by the Manor’s architecture and more concerned with leaving me alone in the dark when there seems to be danger lurking around every corner we turn. He shakes his head, disappearing down the hallway as he tries to catch up with Elaine, no doubt uncomfortable being in the house without a companion.

      Miles turns, and his full attention is on me at last. Lines crease his forehead, scrunching the usually smooth skin, and it takes a moment for his gaze to travel over me. When it does, the gold flecks in his eyes darken to a shade of black so deep it’s unbeknownst to the rest of the world, lingering on the tender skin of my neck.

      “Who did this to you?” His hands are on me in an instant, carefully grazing the bruised skin around my throat.

      I shake my head, hair falling in my face. “He’s dead, it doesn’t matter.”

      His eyes widen as the ghost of a smirk paints his lips, torn between the need to rip someone’s head off for hurting me and being mildly impressed at my indifference. Rough fingers follow the curve of my jaw and my eyes flutter closed, the sounds of crickets and raindrops meshing into a peaceful background noise.

      Miles leans in close, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “He hurt you,” he says, voice gruff and thick with emotion. “It matters to me.”
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      “Remind me again why I’m awake?” Vira blinks rapidly, sucking on her teeth. She’s sitting on the arm of the chair Elliot occupies, looking no happier to have been bothered at this hour.

      The lights are off, save for two lamps on either side of the room that seem to be permanently lit, casting all five of their faces in unwelcoming shadows. Miles and Elaine are on either side of me, and Dallas is hovering by the door, so quiet I almost forget he’s here.

      “Because Aspen Troy is here, and God knows the entire universe revolves around her,” Vanesa snarks, tossing a clump of hair over her bare shoulder.

      I insisted it wasn’t necessary to wait for her return to have this conversation, but Elliot and Vira agreed that she should be here.

      Biting my tongue, I cross my ankles and allow Elaine to do the talking. It was, after all, her brilliant surveillance that alerted us to the problem to begin with, so it should be her who tells them—that, and I know if I open my mouth, I might just bite Vanesa’s head off.

      “When I was combing through the security footage from tonight,” Elaine begins, scowling at Vanesa when she fake yawns into her palm. “There was a vampire standing right in the dead center of town.”

      “And you know it was a vampire because…”

      “Because people don’t just show up unannounced around here, Vanesa,” Danielle sighs from the couch, resting her head on Lucas’ shoulder and closing her eyes.

      “Anyway,” Elaine continues, unfazed. “It was like he wanted to get our attention. We were on our way to tell you when two vampires attacked us.”

      “Was he one of them?” Lucas asks, knee bouncing nervously.

      I shake my head. “No, which means there could be more of them. They were sent by Adrian.”

      I hadn’t realized until I said it, but if we saw one vampire on Elaine’s footage and two more attacked us… who knows how many may have infiltrated our town overnight.

      “You’re telling me none of you sensed anything unusual?” Elaine blanches, unbelieving.

      They shake their heads, looking equally baffled.

      Elliot stands, always the first to leave our group conversations. “For now, we should lay low. Keep a low profile, don’t make any… ruckus.” He looks at me on that last part, making my blood simmer. As if I thought going for an innocent walk one night would upend their entire universe. “We’ll let the hunters take care of Adrian’s people.”

      “We should inform the clan. About Adrian, the curse—everything,” Vira says, sliding down into the seat Elliot vacated. “I know it’s risky, that some may want a war for our freedom and others may wish to stay bound in order to keep the peace, but they’re in more danger if they’re sheltered from the truth.”

      Elliot grunts, shoving his hands in his pockets as his sharp eyes burn holes through the carpet. “A clan meeting is not laying low.”

      “They wouldn’t be here if they didn’t already know something,” Danielle points out, shifting to her knees and turning around to pick up a decanter of blood on the sofa table behind the couch. She pours the red liquid into a short cup, then reaches over to place it in my hand. “You look hungry,” she whispers, and I thank her, taking a long sip.

      “And if they want to fight?” Vanesa raises an eyebrow, and in an instant, all eyes are on me. “If our people want to regain their natural rights as vampires instead of fake smiling into complacency for the sake of peace? Is her Moral Highness okay with that?”

      I swallow, knowing very well I can’t keep the Draven clan from exercising their right to feed and live freely, but if the American clan is sniffing around, there is no chance of them allowing us to do that peaceably. “We don’t know Adrian will fight us. We don’t even know who he’s told or what he wants. My guess is only a few of his most trusted members.”

      Lucas shrugs at my logic. “She has a point. We can’t stop the inevitable.”

      “Are we done now?” Vira asks, biting at a purple nail and looking bored.

      I start to say yes when Miles puts a hand on my thigh, meeting my gaze.

      “Actually,” he begins. “If we’re coming clean, there’s something else we should tell you. The rest of the clan can’t know. Not yet.”

      “Hold on.” Vanesa raises a hand, looking between us with a scrutinizing gaze. “How the hell does Adrian know you exist to begin with?”

      Danielle opens her mouth, then pauses, leaving her jaw hanging in midair. “Actually, how does he know who you are? I mean, he knew to send his people after you and everything.”

      Suddenly I understand what Miles wants to tell them and why he’s so apprehensive. We never told them where I really went with Elaine at the end of summer, just that I needed a few days to myself. None of them had been particularly happy about it, but I’d had Miles on my side, so it hadn’t mattered.

      “When I went away a few months ago, it was to my hometown,” I say. Five blank stares strip me bare and hang me out in the cold. Not only are they going to be angry, but I’ve also only ever told Miles the truth about my older brother. Even Elaine, who went with me, doesn’t know the full story. It’s not something I like to think about, much less relive for anyone else’s benefit.

      Dallas moves across the room into my line of sight, watching me carefully. We swore to one another that we’d never, ever go back there. No matter what. We also made a pact to never tell anyone what happened so that no matter where we went, we’d be free of our demons… or at least, free of the judgment passed because of them. I’ve already broken both promises, and recounting all of the horrifying details in front of him would only make matters worse, so I make my next words as vague as possible without leaving room for too many unanswerable questions. “I went there to try to turn someone.”

      Everyone sits forward at once, bottoms scooting to the edges of the white furniture.

      Vanesa is the first one to speak, looking especially intrigued by this new development. “Did it work?”

      I fist my hands between my thighs, shifting anxiously in my seat. “I-I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know? How could you not know?”

      “I let her go.” My words come out in one fast, fluent breath, but I have no doubt she caught every syllable. “She was still coherent though, so I think it worked. I told her to find me when she’s ready. Adrian tracked me down as I was leaving. He must have sensed me somehow.”

      “So let me get this straight.” Vanesa bites her lip, looking two fuses away from bursting into flames. “You went all the way to America to turn a vampire and then set her free without guidance or knowledge before even knowing if the transition was completely successful? She’ll kill every soul in sight if it wasn’t, and you’re the one who claims to care about humanity? You just sicced her on the humans like an all-you-can-eat buffet!”

      “I didn’t sic her on the humans, I sent her to kill my brother!” I snap, losing every ounce of control over my emotions. The half-empty glass tumbles to the floor with my jerking movement, splattering blood across the hardwood.

      Danielle is next to me in seconds, placing a hand on my shoulder before I can stand to clean up the mess. “I’ve got it, keep going.”

      Everyone but Miles shifts their attention from me to Dallas. Vira points at him half-heartedly, finger limp and mouth open to form the shape of words she can’t seem to find.

      “Not him.” I shake my head, tears prickling at the corner of my eyes. “My other brother.”

      “There’s more of you?” Vanesa’s voice deepens, and somehow, I think I’ve just transformed her worst nightmare into a reality.

      Dallas grabs my shoulder, whipping me around to face him. “You turned Rachel?”

      Vanesa wheezes, pressing her pale fingers to her temples. “Who the hell is Rachel?”

      “I had to.” I reach for him with a shaking hand, but he pushes me away. “Derek ruined her life. I had to make it right. I had to help her if I could.”

      “Help her? You call turning her helping?”

      “What happened to her—wouldn’t you do everything in your power to fix it? I have the power to do that. I couldn’t just leave it be.” I reach for his hand, and tears blur my vision as he wrenches it away, clutching it to his chest like he’s been burned. “Dallas.”

      “Just—don’t.” He backs away from me, almost running into Danielle as she makes her way out of the kitchen with a clean towel.

      I stand to go after him, but Lucas’ smooth voice stops me. “Just give him a minute. He’ll come around.”

      I nod solemnly, wishing I had his confidence. I’ve put my brother through so much. I’m beginning to wonder at what point it will become more than he’s willing to handle. He tries to accept it—accept me—but I know a part of him is scared of what I’ve become, and turning Rachel wasn’t a remotely good start to gaining his wavering faith in me.

      Dropping my head into my hands, I listen to the rest of the conversation without giving any input. Opening your mouth in front of the Draven siblings—it’s like I’m a glutton for punishment. Lucas suggests the three of us spend the rest of the night here since the vampires were already lurking around my house, and Elliot doesn’t look happy, but doesn’t argue. To my surprise, Vanesa doesn’t either, just shakes her head and struts out of the room with a scowl on her face, as if she already knows it’s a losing battle.

      “And this, little brother—” Elliot pats Miles on the back, giving him a tiny shake, “—is why we don’t get involved with humans.”
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