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Chapter 1

Leajka
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Cameras flash and the roar of the crowd fades as Lucas slips his arm around my shoulders. I tingle at the press of his palm against my back. Still sweaty from the basketball game, heat pours off of him. From nearby, my friends cheer me on, winking, smiling, and wearing expressions that say see, told you so. 

Teammates knock him on the shoulder, offering congratulations for winning the game and a date to senior prom.

Lucas bites his lip in that irresistible way and leans into my ear. “Someone else already asked me. I’m sorry, Lea.”

Saundra Perkins aka Miss Popularity, wearing a high ponytail and a tight version of our team’s basketball jersey, marches over. “Sorry, weirdo. I asked Lucas first. He’s mine.” Her smile is less sympathetic friend and more mean girl.

My smile falls. My stomach swoops. The last few minutes when I gummed up the courage to walk onto the court with my sign that says Let’s Have a Ball at Prom, with a giant basketball painted on it, and asked him to be my date swarms me with the sting of embarrassment. 

The silly poster that all of my friends insisted I make, goading me on, assuring me that he’d say yes, feels like it’ll slip from my fingers and I’ll go with it. Splat. Right onto the court.

I’m not the kind of girl to put myself on the line. But I’ve been sidelined. 

I’m also not the kind of girl who wishes to disappear. I do now. 

I’m not the kind of girl who does things like ask a boy to prom. This rejection proves that.

I’m not the kind of girl who takes risks when emotions are involved. Never again.

Right then, sadness over the good girl I’m trying to be and fury over the reject that I am rises up inside and go to war. 

As Lucas’s mom pumps the air and takes photos of us, the good girl inside tells me to smile. The warmth of a blush colors my cheeks. The bad girl inside urges me to scowl.

What are the odds, that the boy I’ve been flirting with for months in the three classes we share, had said yes to someone between final period and now? Less than three hours have elapsed.

He’d been date-less. We talked about what we’d do before and after prom, where we’d go to eat dinner, we even invented our own prom theme based on our favorite show during lunch. We pretend to do homework during study period when really we just pass notes back and forth. We’d seek each other out at school. We’d laughed. He’d nudged me with his arm. He’d played with the edge of my notebook and our fingers brushed. They’d remained there. 

Had he led me on? Did he flirt like that with all of the girls?

If a popular guy had asked me to the prom before solidifying plans with Lucas what would I have said?

Confusion meets the sadness and anger, tearing me up inside. 

I look everywhere but at Lucas, as though the post-game chaos will provide answers. I’d just recently split with my bad girl ways. I revamped my reputation. I’d brought my grades up, attended classes, and started hanging out with my girlfriends more. Tyrren doesn’t count because we’ve just always vibed. I wish he was here now. He’s practically family. I’d finally come out of a dark period and now here I am, being thrust back there.

My friends rush over, singing their congratulations. The sound is muted, my vision dull. Yet, there is no mistaking the look Lucas gives me. Pity.

He cranes his head, leaning in again, as though to offer another apology.

No. No way.

This is why I hate high school. It’s all fake—the friends, the drama, the pomp. All of it. Why did I bother to try?

Saundra links her arm through his and then pulls away because he’s sweaty. Realization dawns on my friends’ faces. Of course, they didn’t hear the whispered rejection.

I shove past them to the door of the gymnasium and outside. The nighttime air is Brooklyn-electric—an energy all its own. I won’t be having a pity party. No, I’m out of here.

First, I stop at the forge where Tyrren apprentices as a blacksmith. It’s in a warehouse on Franklin and Kent. After I close the corrugated steel door, I hear the clink, clink of metal striking metal. As I pass shelves piled with materials, the air gets warmer and already fills me with the comfort only Tyrren can bring. 

Huxley, the master blacksmith, doesn’t look up when I linger in the doorway. Tyrren isn’t by the fire or the work table. The hammer doesn’t go quiet in Huxley’s hand when he says, “Tyrren is at work.”

That’s all I need to know. 

The rules I promised to follow get thrown out the window when I meet Tyrren at the garage six blocks away. The owner is a member of the Brooklyn Vampire Club. 

It’s an underground society—yes, consisting of vampires. 

No, I’m not one. Neither is Tyrren. They just hooked him up with the cushy parking attendant job, babysitting fancy cars.

My uncle is the president of the club and vowed if any of them tried to turn me, he’d do worse than destroy them. Pays to know people in high places.

The Brooklyn Vamp Club mostly does good—they help old ladies cross the street, keep threats off those same streets, and live fast, die never.

Tyrren doesn’t ask questions when I march up, wearing a sneer and staring daggers. He dangles a set of keys in the air, knowing exactly why I’m here.

I get behind the wheel and we go.

I put distance between myself and the gymnasium along with the stupid, failed attempt at being a normal girl. I should’ve known better. There’s nothing normal about me or my life. 

Glancing at the Lamborghini’s speedometer in the dashboard’s muted glow, I remember the day sophomore year when I wanted nothing more than to drive away from this life. After the registry of motor vehicles failed my road test, it didn’t look like I was going anywhere, anyway. They argued that I drove too fast, recklessly even. Story of my life. 

Fortunately, Tyrren remedied my problem with private lessons in cars belonging to wealthy people who don’t know about our joy rides. He’s the boy next door and probably the last remaining good boy on earth. However, due to my influence, he takes no issue with enabling my penchant for driving fast...or stopping me from running away a few years ago.

The upholstery in the charcoal Lamborghini smells of new money. It isn’t that Ivan, my uncle, doesn’t have luxury cars of his own. Rather, for me, it’s the thrill of doing something bad and getting away with it. As I’ve just learned, when I try to do good things, I fail.

“You’re quiet,” Tyrren says. 

For once, I let speed do the talking, shifting through the streets of Brooklyn, hitting the green traffic lights strung up like Christmas bulbs. I bring the car up to sixty, then seventy, and take a corner at eighty-five and we spin. 

“Who-hoo.” Tyrren whoops with his arm out the window. 

By a ramen restaurant, we rocket past two girls and two guys who holler after us to slow down.

Never.

The engine purrs and the wind tangles my long dark hair into a web.

I throttle the car toward an abandoned area by the bridge, snaking around crater-sized potholes, not because I want to avoid them, but because I want to see what I can make the car do. It handles like a hot knife as I drop my right foot heavily. I turn the wheel sharply to the left and we spin again, sending a rooster tail of dirt and rocks into the air as I brake. 

The song playing from the stereo makes me think about all of the things I’ve done wrong and replaces the roar in my ears while I drove away from reality.

Yellow light pours from the streetlamp illuminating fresh graffiti slicing through the concrete, a cleft as sure as the one driven between who I tried to be and who I am. It’s also a reminder of a night I’d rather forget. I shiver as though suddenly frozen here, stuck in neutral, staring in a detached kind of way at my surroundings. My mind can sometimes disconnect, but my body doesn’t forget the attempted attack and how I defended myself.

“Lea, we better head back,” Tyrren says over the music as though recognizing that my thoughts went to a dark place. 

He’s always the voice of reason. I don’t want him to get in trouble or lose his job. Nonetheless, I turn up the volume on the stereo, release the clutch, and speed past wooden pallets, rusty machines, and toward the waterfront. 

The steady vibration of guitars and bass, rubber on the road, and the possibility that it could all end in one final breath, at any moment, at a purposeful jerk of the wheel, or a vampire’s bite to the neck fuels me. 

Life on the edge.

The moonlight reflects off the choppy water like ebony-white jewels. I make a decision. I’m leaving. Now and later. Sirens wail in the distance. Time to get out of here.

The windows are down and for a moment I dream that it’s a sunny day, Tyrren and I are on the open road, traveling somewhere in the south. A scream from nearby shatters that reality.

I hadn’t yet locked away the memories of the night I was attacked. Without thinking, I get out of the car. I can’t run away from someone’s plea for help. 

Boiling tar, rotten eggs, and decay waft through the air. This part of the city hasn’t yet seen gentrification, and there’s everything from trash to construction materials under tarps, in bins, and bags.

The scream comes again, closer now. I spot four silhouettes beneath an underpass. One has bowed shoulders. The others tower over her.

Crackling energy lights up my veins. Because of my uncle’s position as the president of a covert vampire empire, and the many risks it involves, I learned to fight young, if only to defend myself. From experience, sometimes when vulnerable, instinct goes out the window. Other times, it flies through windows, doors, and faces. My fists tighten by my sides.

The stink intensifies. I resist gagging.

The three guys corner the girl, backing her against a chain-link fence. 

“Hey, leave her alone,” I shout.

They all spin to face me.

One laughs dryly.

Another smirks.

The third has yellow eyes.

The hairs on the back of my neck lift. “I said let her go.”

One steps closer. The other two remain beside the girl.

He opens his mouth and the foul stench causes me to stagger back. A slender hand grips my arm and I tug it away. Then he launches himself at me and clutches my neck. This time, I do gag, but lash at his eyes with my fingers, using my remaining breath to scream. Over his shoulder, the other two leer. The girl’s eyes, a vibrant shade of lavender, fill with tears.

Just then, headlights beam toward us, blinding the other two and providing a distraction. I knee the guy in the stomach and he lets go.

“Run,” I tell the girl. “Run.”

I don’t move fast enough and the other two pounce on me, knocking me to the ground. The ding, ding of a car with keys left in the ignition pierces my awareness. Tyrren lands a few punches to the attackers as I buck to my feet. Then they have him pinned. 

“Trunk,” he yells. “Front trunk.”

Confused, I open the trunk of the car. A shining sword lies there like a treasure inside a chest.
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Tyrren
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I can’t blame my best friend for wanting to help someone in a tight spot. But right now, I’m the one in need of help. I’d never endorse violence or car theft or most of the things Lea does with her spare time. But I’m also not one to judge. I haven’t been through her trials, never walked in her shoes. I’m here to keep her safe.

And I’m doing a terrible job of that right now. However, my father was a ninth degree red belt open weight champion practitioner of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. He went on to open academies all over the world. He taught legions of people, including my brothers and me. I’ve learned sometimes being able to fight back isn’t enough.  

However, right now isn’t one of those times. I made a promise to myself to never, ever let anything happen to Lea again. I’ll protect her from the world’s monsters no matter what. 

I pop to my feet, clinch the guy nearest me in an armlock, and then drive my knee into his gut. For one strange moment, he seems less muscle and bone and more like flubber, goo, something not quite solid. I land a solid punch across his nose. I blink a few times because the light pooling from overhead is dim, but he seems to flicker. I glance at Lea who shoves another one of the guys off her. The girl is long gone. Good thing, too.

Lea socks the guy in the groin. Instead of wincing and howling in pain as I’d expect, he too flickers. Then all at once shrinks into a brownish-gray creature with leathery skin, horns along the jaw, and eyes the color of phlegm.

“Demons?” I ask aghast.

“Aye, Captain Obvious,” Lea says.

“But they were human a moment ago.” My knowledge of the world and reality as I witnessed it just collided and then exploded. Boom.

“I didn’t know they could change from a regular demon to human-looking though,” Lea mutters as she dodges one with pale green flesh and milky eyes.

I grew up knowing about the existence of demons and the work the police do along with vigilantes like Ivan and the Brooklyn Vampire Club to rid them from our world, but I’ve never seen one in real life. Neither has Lea, to my knowledge.

The other two guys morph into demons and launch themselves at her. She rolls and pops up by the trunk of the car where I’d stashed the sword earlier. “Once a boy scout, always a boy scout. Is this your version of a Swiss Army Knife?” she asks.

“Trust me, it was unintentional. Someone was supposed to pick the sword up at the garage tonight. Huxley was weird about it. Didn’t want it at the forge or something.” With both hands, I grapple with the demon and thrust my elbow into its side. There’s an unsatisfying crunch and then a weird give. This whole thing is making me feel slightly ill. At least, there’s no blood—that I couldn’t deal with. Just goo, ooze, and slime. Gross.

“I’m not authorized to do this, but it’s been a tough night and I’m not going to let these nasty creatures roam free.” With that, Lea lifts the sword.

The sharp edge gleams in the light like a strand of silver thread. I was surprised when Huxley let me forge the entire sword myself—he said I was ready. After I lost my parents, hammering away on hot metal and subsequently hammering away my thoughts became more than a new hobby.

In a swift motion, Lea swipes at Demon Number One. It hisses but doesn’t move away from the blade fast enough. Good riddance.

She spins and then angles the sword at ninety degrees and rids the world of Demon Number Two. A spray of black tar hits the car, which I probably need to get back to the garage. I hope I still have a job.

Demon Number Three is a bit wilier and teases her toward the shadows. I take the opportunity to get behind the wheel of the Lamborghini, rev the engine, and drive directly at the demon. It jumps onto the hood of the car, blocking my view so I swerve, narrowly hitting a pallet topped with construction materials.

I push on the gas as it clings to the hood. Before I hit a cement pylon, I stop short. Adrenaline surges. The demon slams into the structure and then hits the ground. Its gaze is fuzzy and a rash of red bumps and bits of gravel cover its skin.

Lea rushes over with the sword aloft then slays Demon Number Three. Like the others, it evaporates into the air with a hiss.

We both stand silently in front of the Lamborghini, catching our breath. The headlights shine from behind us, casting our shadows onto the start of a construction project.

I let out a long exhale and turn to Lea. “You were good with that sword.” I named it Fire Eater but don’t share this dorky info.

“I took a cue from your ax-throwing habit.”

“That’s Huxley’s doing. Anytime I mess up, I have to throw axes until I hit the target a number equal to the cost of my screw up.” It’s not as cool as it sounds.

“I’ve been practicing throwing knives, juggling them even.” Lea’s lips quirk.

I’m not sure if she’s joking. The thing about Lea is it’s probably true.

“Aren’t we a violent pair,” I mutter. The word pair does something to me. It makes me want to close the space between us. Hold her. Hug her. Chase away the demons in her mind that she can’t seem to shake. 

“I’d argue that we’re compassionate. Three fewer demons in Brooklyn.”

“Hope the girl got home okay. Did you notice her eyes? They looked lavender,” I say.

Lea doesn’t reply. She still has the sword in hand and then lets out a nervous laugh. With the tip of the blade, she writes Leajka was here in the sandy gravel. Sometimes, I worry about her.

“Maybe we should invest our time in more wholesome activities. Want to go ice skating this weekend?” I ask.

She snorts.

“You used to love it.”

“Used to.” She turns away from me. “I didn’t know demons could appear to look like humans. It’s getting worse. I should talk to Ivan.”

“I should get the car back. But about those wholesome activities, I take it the promposal didn’t go well.”

“I could take up baking. Pie was always your favorite,” Lea says instead of answering. “The cream-filled kind are also good for smooshing into people’s faces.” 

I take this to mean that’s what she’d like to do to Lucas. He wasn’t good enough for her, anyway.

“Hungry?” I ask.

She has a scratch on her cheek and I wipe it with the edge of my shirt. The sight of blood makes me ill, but I hate to see her wounded.

She lifts her hand to the spot and our fingers brush, sending a jolt through me. She dips her head and gets in the car.

I’ll be spending the rest of my life trying to clean this thing, if I still have a job, so since the damage is done, I pull a cool-guy move out of the movies and slide across the hood. I nearly trip when I land but recover with a smile and a salute as I get in the passenger seat. “Good work, soldier.”

She laughs and peels back toward the street. Instead of taking the turn to the garage, she gets on the parkway toward Long Island.

“Are you running away?” I ask.

“Is that an option?” Lea replies while changing lanes.

“Use your blinker,” I remind her.

She zooms around another car without using her blinker.

“I could see the two of us, way out there in Montauk, in a little cottage, throwing sharp objects,” I say with a laugh because when we were kids my parents would take us to the beach every weekend. The most trouble we’d get in was not wiping the sand from our feet before we got back on the bus.

“I don’t think there are any little cottages left in Montauk.” 

I don’t want to take her reply as a subtle rejection, just a fact.

Passing traffic casts Lea in light, shadow, light, shadow. I want it to pause long enough to see the fullness of her face, for her to smile in that way that lights up her eyes, and to notice that I’m the one looking and not Lucas.

“Not Montauk. Somewhere else, anywhere. Spin the globe. Close your eyes. See where your finger lands.” I silently command that she not close her eyes while driving for this symbolic activity.

“I’ve always wondered where my parents were from. Other than that, I’ll get back to you.” She closes the door on that convo. 

“For the record, Lucas’s name rhymes with mucous. Don’t get me wrong, it’s a good name. I have a cousin named Lucas. But Lucas from school is—”

“Like a wad of spit. I agree. Whatever.” Again, she closes further discussion on the topic.

I push on the imaginary brake pedal on the passenger side when she comes up behind a delivery truck. “If you’d asked me to prom, I would’ve said yes.” Oh, my sword. Did I just say that aloud? My cheeks heat. Thankfully, she’s focused on the road.

Lea answers by driving ten miles over the speed limit. 

“This isn’t our car,” I say. “If we get pulled over, we could get arrested.”

“It’s not stealing if you have the keys.” In a flash of a streetlamp, I catch her sly smile.

“You have your license with you, right?” 

She doesn’t answer. 

“That’s a problem.”

“Not unless you make it one.” She exits the parkway somewhere on the north shore of Long Island. 

A canopy of trees, boughs dipping low, open to a broad road. 

Lea is quiet while the engine does the talking for us. 

She veers across the double yellow lines to pass a caravan of dirty sedans, a minivan, and a work truck. The Lamborghini handles like a bolt of liquid lightning as she blasts past numerous shopping plazas.

My knuckles turn white as I grip the seat.

I want to fill the space with conversation, ask questions, hear answers, and unravel the knots and webs Lea uses to protect herself. If I could reveal the truth about how I feel and she wouldn’t push me out the door at sixty miles per hour, I would. 

As I think about how we just slayed three demons, my stomach churns, staging a riot of ache and nausea. 

Abruptly, Lea slams the car onto the rough shoulder of the road. “What’s the matter with me?” Her voice is a husky whisper. 

I shake my head, confused. “Nothing—” 

She stops me from saying what she’s not ready to hear or doesn’t want to hear. It’s almost like she wants to think something is wrong with her. Tears glisten in the corners of her eyes.

I get out of the car and open the driver’s side door. Taking Lea’s hand, I draw her to her feet. I pull her close, wrapping her in a hug, anchoring her, offering a promise with my proximity. I will always be here for you. The world might hurt you, but I never will. 

Her citrus spice scent threatens to knock me over. Right now, I’m her best friend. Not the boy who’s had a crush on her since jump street.

She sags a little in my arms. “I’m tired of being strong. For just one moment, I want to—”

I squeeze tighter, enveloping her, drawing the tension from her muscles. And for just one moment, it works. Her shoulders relax and she leans into me, letting me support her. I wasn’t there sophomore year when she was attacked. Fortunately, she walked away unharmed but shaken up as though what happened had been her fault. It wasn’t.

Lea pulls away. There’s no sense in lingering long enough to let myself think this could be anything more between us. I lead Lea to the passenger side, get back on the road, and drive until I spot a diner.

Inside, we settle into a worn vinyl booth. An abandoned newspaper sits folded by the salt and pepper shakers. The image of the edge of a burning building catches my attention, no doubt more bad news related to the misfits called the X-Crew. 

A fuzzy-haired waitress who looks like she’s been here since the place opened asks to take our order.

I don’t even need to look at a menu. My order is always the same in places like this. “Tea and a slice of lemon meringue pie, please.”

“Coffee,” Lea says.

“Also, a piece of whatever pie you have that’s chocolate, please,” I add for Lea. Chocolate is her favorite.

“Do you mean the one with the Oreo cookie crust?” the server asks.

The corner of Lea’s lip turns up. She loves Oreos.

I wink. “Slaying demons builds up an appetite, you know. If those demons were human-looking, even Shirley there with the pouf of white hair could be one. I need you to have your energy.”

Lea lifts an eyebrow and almost smiles. 

“If that were the case, we’d get a pie in the face and probably worse. I just don’t understand why. What do the demons want? Why all the violence and destruction?” I ask.

Lea’s eyes flash like she knows more than she lets on. Not surprising since her uncle is in the business of keeping demons and bloodthirsty vampires off the streets.

The pie arrives and I watch Lea take a big bite. My eyes are hungry for her. I dismiss the notion and dig into my slice of meringue piled so high it’s twice as big as the layer of lemon.

“This is so good,” she says around a mouthful.

“Always got your back. I came here a few times with my parents.” I blink away the memory. No sense in looking back.

“I miss them,” Lea says. “They were like family to me too.” 

This reminds me that Lea is off-limits. We’re squarely in the friendzone and I’m grateful to at least have that.

“Right about now, your dad would be passing your mom a coin to put in the jukebox.” She fusses with the buttons on the old music player at our table. 

It clicks and a song begins. Someone must not have used their credits because a Beatles song comes on, but not just any Beatles song. My parents’ song. She Loves You.

To my surprise, Lea gets to her feet and holds out her hand. “Come on, for them.” 

At the back of the diner, we dance like we’ve been doing since we were kids...best friends. Take that, Lucas.

There’s a moment, during the chorus, when a piece of Lea’s long dark hair catches in her mouth. I gently pull it away. Our eyes meet. My racing heart thumps in my ears. I suddenly feel confident that Lea likes the idea of us, but it scares her. Me too if I’m honest.

When the song ends, we return to our seats and awkward silence laces between us. A news report flashes on the television in the front of the diner. The rest of the patrons go quiet. 

“Breaking report. A fire, another in a wave of mass destruction happening throughout the city, rages out of control in Queens. Is it the work of the infamous and mysterious X-Crew, plaguing our streets?” the newscaster asks. “By the enormous black letter X painted across the top of the building, I would say so. Police report to follow.”

“They’re hitting each of the boroughs,” Lea says.

“If so, that means Brooklyn is next.” I shiver.

She lets out a long sigh. “I don’t understand why,” she echoes my earlier question. “But I wonder if Ivan knows who.” She fiddles with her fork. “He’s been strange lately. Distant. I imagine he has a lot on his mind. Doesn’t seem to keep him from his usual dating life though.” She snorts.

The guy has a different girlfriend every week. 

“We should get back,” I say, tossing some money on the table.

“Thanks for the pie.” I get another almost-smile from her.

Since my parents died, Lea hasn’t said thank you for anything and it fills me with hope despite the crazy world we live in.
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Leajka
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I park in the underground garage as if tucking the Lamborghini into bed. I linger in the driver’s seat, sliding my hands over the smooth steering wheel. I moor myself to the tangible over what I cannot begin to understand or explain. Demons who looked like humans.

Tyrren rubs a chamois over the interior and pulls the key out of the ignition. He replaces it on the pegboard along with dozens of others including Audis, Jaguars, and BMWs. “I’ll have to wash and polish the thing.”

“Want help?” I ask.

“Nah. You should get home—you’ve had a long day.” 

I know he refers to the thing with Lucas. I don’t dare look at my phone. I’m sure there are posts capturing my humiliation. It wasn’t lost on me that Tyrren said he’d have said yes. Of course, he would, we’re best friends. That’s what we do for each other. Like in a movie, if we’re still single when we’re fifty, we’ll just get married because why not?

He puts on the parking-security-attendant jacket and we bump fists. His biceps and forearms flex. I hadn’t noticed how strong he’s gotten from working at the forge. Where there were once noodle-like boy-arms, now there are man-muscles. I certainly felt them when he hugged me. Somehow he always knows what I need.

“Next Wednesday I heard we’re getting a new Stingray,” Tyrren says, referring to one of my favorite cars.

As I walk into the night, I leave him with a smile, unable to tell him I won’t be returning. Not to school for sure. It’s time to leave Brooklyn. No one will miss me. Especially not Lucas. Maybe Tyrren, but he doesn’t count.

When I get home to the penthouse I share with Ivan, my uncle, I breeze into my room. I don’t leave for the entire weekend. I guess he doesn’t notice—why would he? It was only this past autumn that I returned to the land of the living. If you could call having a vampire for an uncle living.

Despite my long dark hair, tawny skin, and deep, dark eyes, I’ve always been different. There are things in the past that I force myself to forget. Things more recently that are harder to block from my memory. Unfortunately, events at the end of my sophomore year made my attendance spotty until my uncle decided I ought to graduate. 

It’s not happening now.

On Monday, I don’t go to school. I don’t pick up my phone. I don’t do anything other than plan my departure. I’ll probably get fired from my job at the bookstore. Then again, my favorite coworker, Aina, put in her resignation a couple of weeks ago. 

After exactly ninety texts from friends spilling tea about Lucas rejecting me (turns out Saundra ambushed him outside the locker room before the game), thirty-one voicemails (including several reporting me truant), and an email reminder that there are only fifteen days until I’m supposed to collect my diploma, Ivan enters my room without knocking.

I ignore the click of heels echoing from the living room—probably one of the many women who fawn over Ivan. He’s tall, dark, dangerous, and handsome. Devastatingly handsome hence the many dates. When I was a little girl, I thought I had a lot of aunties. When Tyrren and I were old enough to become aware of what was going on, we guessed that maybe he was involved in something sketchy. Nope. Not unless you count vanquishing demons a bad thing.

Ivan’s expression is grim. No surprise.

He wants to talk. No thank you.

To his credit, he doesn’t bite any of the women he goes out with. Ivan and the Brooklyn Vampire Club are humane vampires. They adhere to a strict code of only drinking human blood that’s been voluntarily donated. In other words, he has his own version of a blood dispensary. He also rehabs bloodsuckers (vampires who feed on humans) and helps them end the cycle of violence. Usually, they end up joining him to keep the streets clean and safe. Though there’s no shortage of bloodshed since there are rival, brutal vampire gangs who do feed directly on humans along with regular non-vampire gangs that are territorial. If only they knew how Ivan protected them, they’d be grateful.

“We have to talk,” Ivan says, moving a pile of books from a chair in my room and sitting down. He rests his elbows on his knees.

“You want to know what happened?” I ask.

He shrugs.

We’ve never been the mushy, emotional kind of family who talks about our feelings.

“It doesn’t matter, anyway. I thought Lucas liked me. He didn’t.” I’m sure the video of my promposal and subsequent rejection even reached his social media feed. As part of his job, he keeps his finger on the pulse of what’s happening locally. 

Ivan claps his hands lightly together. “I’m not meddling in your personal life. No, I’m referring to the incident a few nights ago. By the canal off 2nd.”

“Do you mean the borrowed car and the demons that were disguised as humans?” I figured that would catch up with me, eventually. After all, I did sign my name in the dirt.

“No, I mean the two humans who were killed by—”

I know the word he stops himself from saying starts with the letter M and rhymes with tragic. It’s something we never talk about and not because we don’t believe that it exists.

“I’m referring to the couple, Lea.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” For once, I’m not lying.

Ivan’s expression softens and he moves as if he’s going to pull me into a hug then stops himself. We don’t do hugs.

If I were honest, I could use one.

I haven’t even answered Tyrren’s texts, acknowledged the Thai takeaway he had delivered, or the post on his social media of a goose with fangs—inside joke. Tyrren’s hugs are usually pretty good.

Ivan’s gaze flicks to a list I made of the blood dispensaries he’s established all over the country. “Lea, we’ve talked about turning you. It’s not going to happen and jumping into a vampire fight isn’t going to change that. I’ve asked you not to use your—”

“What are you talking about? I didn’t—” I’ve certainly been thinking of having someone turn me, but I didn’t do anything to hurt two people by the canal and I certainly didn’t use magic. The one time I did, it was sophomore year and involuntary.

He holds his hand up, silencing me.

Along with everyone else in Brooklyn, I obey him. 

“Because of your delinquency from school, the trouble with the rival vampire gang, and your repeated defiance, my hands are tied.”

“Um, I’m pretty sure if your hands were tied you’d bite your way out.”

He doesn’t laugh. 

“The officers from Magical Management will be here shortly.”

My stomach flips. “What do you mean?”

“I’m sorry, Lea. I did everything I could to keep you out of hot water.” He scrubs his hand down his face. “While you’ve been holed up in here, I’ve had my people on the inside, lawyers, advisors, everyone working to keep you, well, in here.”

“I don’t understand. I didn’t do anything.” Once again, my stomach plunges. “I mean, I did. I borrowed a car. Drove around with Tyrren. Slayed a couple of demons with a—but nothing else happened.”

“I’d like to believe you, but your track record isn’t in your favor.”

I grind my teeth. “That was different.”

“I know, I know. There was an altercation with some demons, another vamp gang was involved, there were eyewitnesses who claimed you attacked them with—” He doesn’t say the word and I don’t need him to. The reality of who I am is something I refuse to think about. 

“Two natural mortals were killed and they say you did it. You know the laws, Lea. No magic against nats.”

“I didn’t do it.” My voice is almost a whisper as shock, dismay, and fear slash through me.

“Lea, I want to believe you.”

The fact that he didn’t say I do believe you stings and so do my eyes.

He’s always believed me and been on my side. What suddenly changed?

“It’ll be easier if you go peacefully.”

“Go where?” I ask even though I know the answer.

“Riker’s.”

I shake my head as though that’ll rewind or erase the truth.

“Riker’s Supernatural Prison and Reformatory School,” he clarifies.

Also known as RIP as in you go there and you never leave.

My expression crumbles as Ivan gives my shoulder a squeeze. “You know my position on this stuff. We’ve talked about it at length.” He’s silent a beat. “I’m sorry, kid.” 

For the first time in my life, he doesn’t meet my eyes. Instead, he drops something in my hand. “You’ll need this.” Then he leaves the room, leaves me alone. But not for long.

I know how this is going to go. I have two choices. Go peacefully or run. I stuff a few articles of clothing in a bag, about to opt for the latter, when there’s a knock on the door.

The officers for magical enforcement have come for me...or Tyrren sent more food. Doubtful. 

If this has been going on all weekend, there were probably news reports with my photo online. I just didn’t know since I’d unplugged. Tyrren probably hates me now for breaking the law, just like my uncle. I’m bad, but I’m not that bad.

Clutching the necklace from Ivan in my hand, I feel that unwelcome surge, the part of me ever-ready to rebel and let loose my magic. It’ll just make their case against me stronger. I push it away. I won’t lose my cool again. If that means locking me up, well, maybe that’s where I belong. I pocket the random necklace and then dutifully open the door. 

Four officers stand on the other side. One waves a cream-colored piece of paper at me. My name curl across the top. “Warrant for the arrest of Lea Vladikoff for illegal use of magic and the murder of two natural mortals.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t do it.”

“We have proof you did,” says the officer with the warrant. “Cuff her.”

I’m read my rights and dragged downstairs and outside. From across the street, Ivan sits in his McLaren as though watching, waiting.

I narrow my eyes. He said he’d tried. Obviously, not hard enough. Ivan could’ve stopped this. He has that power. He could’ve hidden me away, turned me, or made an arrangement with the cops, paid them off. He’s done it plenty of times for others. They prefer he deal with problem vampires since the risk is so high for regular cops.
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