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          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      The obnoxious blare of the alarm caused an echo of ringing through my ears. I picked up the pillow next to me and slammed it down on the beeping machine. My lips rolled and I rubbed my eyes, trying to convince them to perk up. It was morning already; I felt as though I’d just fallen asleep.

      My feet kicked off the covers and I pulled myself out of bed. All I wanted to do was get it over with as quickly as possible. I rummaged through the folded piles of clean clothes scattered across the room. As I shoved one against the wall, I pulled a long grey t-shirt from underneath and slipped it over my head. I couldn’t go wrong with the old Fleetwood Mac tee. I looked over my shoulder to see the alarm clock flash to eight. I was going to be late again, and on the first day. I didn’t want to get a detention.

      I had just enough time to wash my face and slip on a pair of shorts before I had to start running to school. I pulled my cell phone out of its charger and sprinted down the stairs.

      Once I reached the bottom, the stench of rancid beer tickled my nose. Dad groaned, lifting himself up from the brown and orange floral couch as if he were a newly undead zombie coming out of the grave.

      “What time is it? Aren’t you supposed to be at school?” I grabbed the empty bottles of beer and threw them down into the kitchen sink. “It’s eight o’clock. Did you even eat anything when you came home?”

      Dad shrugged and scratched his balding head. “I don’t remember.”

      “You know the doctor told you to start eating healthy and stop drinking so much. Your liver is going to kick the bucket.”

      His silent response was all too familiar—his favorite way to handle any situation. Scanning the nearly empty shelves, I grabbed an apple and threw it at him. “I need to pick up some groceries on the way home. Do you have any money left?”

      He took a bite into the crisp apple and pointed to the counter. “There should be some in my wallet. Excited for your first day, kiddo?”

      “Not really.”

      “Well, you don’t have that much time left there, and then you can do whatever you want.”

      “I guess.”

      I sighed, opening the frayed brown wallet. Fifty bucks? I needed to find a way to stretch that for three weeks.

      Dad wasn’t doing so well. He had recently lost his job at the car factory. Luckily, he’d found another, working the nightshift at the local garbage dump. I barely saw him. I tried to tell him how lucky he was to find a job in our small town. Goodsprings was teetering on a whopping population of 1,000. There weren’t a lot of career opportunities in the desert, unless you counted Ghost Tour Guide, but nobody wanted that job; you only got the occasional straggler lost, trying to get to Las Vegas, or the true believers. Those ones were the worst; they always wanted to spend the night at the Old Pioneer Saloon.

      Crumpling the paper money, I shoved it deep into my distressed jean pocket. I stood up on my tippy toes, giving Dad a kiss on his sweaty forehead. The bitter taste of salt swept across my lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow—and don’t be late for work. You know that’s why Jimmy always gives you hard time, right? Don’t be late, and he won’t have anything to nag you about.”

      He patted my shoulder. “You betcha, kiddo. Have a great first day of school.”  I tried to stay positive when it came to talking to my dad, but I felt my voice always betrayed me.

      I laughed, knowing all too well this wasn’t going to be a great day. I grabbed an apple and the smoothie I made the night before from the fridge, and picked up the tattered purple backpack slouched against the kitchen table.

      “See you later, Dad.” He grunted an unintelligible response.

      Just as I opened the front door, the mail man met me on the front steps.

      “Ah, Mercy Brown. I have a letter for you.” He handed me a white envelope stamped in red—'RETURN TO SENDER’.  “You must have sent it to the wrong address.”

      “I guess so.”

      I ripped opened the envelope and pulled out a card wishing a happy birthday to my little brother, Eddie. It was his fourth birthday a month ago.

      He had been taken by the state and given to my aunt, Annie. I hadn’t seen him or heard any news for over a year. I guess she didn’t want me to know where they’d moved to.

      When my mom married my dad, her family shunned her. They didn’t want to be associated with such a small-town person. Mary was from a wealthy family with great expectations. It must have been pretty disappointing to them, her marrying a deadbeat like my dad. Of course, Annie and whatever other relatives decided Eddie was young enough to be brought back into the Vanderkamp family. They’d hassled the state to find my father negligent—not that it was hard at that time, with him being jobless and an alcoholic.

      I knew they would never take me.

      I pushed the card deep into the side pocket of my backpack and hurried down the stone steps.

      The air was so hot and dry I could feel droplets of sweat building up on the crown of head. Even though I had lived in Nevada my whole life, the heat still bugged me.

      I arrived at the bus stop just as it began to pull away, and waved my hands at the driver.

      “Wait!”

      She smiled and slowed the vehicle down, then opened the side doors. When I hurried into the bus, I yelled a thank you. There was no way I would have been able to make in on time by running.

      When I sat down the blue cushion chairs, I heard little a girl whisper, “Look, Mommy, it’s the vampire.” I didn’t turn around.

      The comments didn’t bug me as much anymore. I suffer from porphyria, or what the crazy folks around here like to call the ‘vampire’s curse’. I’m not actually a vampire; I don’t suck anyone’s blood or hate garlic.

      During times of stress, I have attacks. These usually include paranoia and sensitivity to light.

      People don’t like it when you’re different. They’re always scared, or want to punish you for something you can’t control.

      There was a point we would have crucifixes nailed to our front tree, or bulbs of garlic scattered on the lawn. The pranks escalated quickly, especially near Halloween. But these things, I could handle. What I couldn’t were the rumors that accused me of being the reason my mom and sister died, that I must have drank their blood and killed them.

      That pissed me off.

      My family was just like any other; we were just very unlucky. Both my mother and sister died of Tuberculous.

      You know the saying lighting won’t strike the same spot twice? Well, that’s a lie. I can’t tell you what the chances were of my family playing host to two extremely rare diseases. What I can tell you is that it has ripped us apart and made us the town freak show.

      “Mercy Brown, it’s your stop,” the bus driver called out to me. I knew the people who sat watched me get off and hurry down the street. If I had been brave enough, I would have turned around and flipped them the bird, but that would have gone against my ‘stay invisible’ plan for the year.
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          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      I hurried down the road to arrive at my destination, Goodsprings High. At first glance, you would think the building had been abandoned for a few years, with the rickety doors, missing paint chips and dirty bricks.

      At second glance, you would notice the teenagers and adults going into that same building. The school was surrounded by a broken fence that, every year, some fool cut their leg on—or some other body part.

      Every election was the same; the mayor would promise our children deserved a clean and inviting learning environment, but he had yet to follow through. One would think the folks of Goodsprings would have stopped re-electing a crook for the past seven years and elect someone who would actually do some good.

      When I entered the school, a tacky cork billboard welcomed the students for another fantastic year. Flyers were pinned on it for every imaginable club, from cheerleading to yearbook committee. A perky voice popped up behind me. “Mercy Brown. Welcome back to Goodsprings High, where the halls have the quaint smell of BO, pee and,” I turned around, wrapping my arms around the small girl, “week-old fries. I’ve missed you so much.”

      My best friend, Amanda. My lifeline. I’d spent the whole summer counting down the days until I could see her again.

      “Tell me of the outside world. How was Seattle? Did you have a lewd affair with a hipster barista who refuses to drive cars and only rides vintage bicycles?”

      Amanda raised her eyebrows from behind her pale pink frames.

      “The only affairs I indulged in this summer were ones written down on paperback.” Of course, Amanda would always choose books over boys. Her love of them was deeply rooted in her soul; her mother and father ran the Goodsprings Weekly.

      “How was the library?”

      She swished her body, the slinky summer dress hugging her tiny frame. “It was incredible. I felt like Belle in the Beast’s castle. Books everywhere.” She throws her hands up in the air. “They had everything, Mercy. When we move to Seattle, I’m going to hassle that library until they have to hire me.”

      That was our plan after graduation: move to Seattle and start living our lives. Amanda had known since she was a child that she wanted to be a librarian. I had no idea what I really wanted to do.

      As we walked past the lockers, Amanda bent her head and whispered, “Don’t look behind you. Things 1, 2 and 3 have arrived.” The overpowering smell of expensive perfume filled the hallway as the sound of high heels clanked on the floor.

      “Look, the undead freak and super nerd are back. I hope you girls had a wonderful summer. I sure did when my parents took me to Paris.”

      I turned around to see Trinity and her minions. She was captain of the cheerleaders, sporting over-processed blonde hair and outfits that could pay my father’s mortgage for the entire year. The two girls, Brittany and Suzy, following behind her were almost clones. Suzy loved to correct people if they made the mistake of spelling her name ‘–ie’ instead of ‘–y’. They acted as if ‘–y’ ending names were far superior to any other.

      During the sixth grade, Trinity tried to recruit me into her cult. I will admit, at first, the perks of the friendship were amazing. She had the best toys and her parents let her stay up late. That was, until the last sleepover. In the middle of the night, Trinity started her period. It was a horror show. To save her the embarrassment and shame of the trivial incident, I took the blame. One would think that would strengthen the friendship, but it did the complete opposite.

      Thus, the vampire rumors began.

      Brittany eyed my outfit. “I don’t think they did much. Mercy looks like she had a wonderful shopping trip in the Salvation Army.”

      Suzy snapped her fingers. “That was a good one, Brittany.”

      I didn’t want to start a fight with them; I just wanted to survive this year and disappear from Goodsprings. It wasn’t worth speaking up, and I knew they’d keep bugging me even if I did.

      Trinity flipped her perfectly curled hair over her pink dress. “Come on, girls. Let’s not waste any more time on these freaks.” I rolled my eyes, watching the trio clink down the hallway like a herd of gazelles turning into the room. Amanda flung her hair back.

      “Really, Brittany. You are soooo funny.” I mimicked Trinity’s voice the best I could. “Like, we have so much better things to do with our lives, like help each other destroy our like, hair and fill our like, genital warts prescription.”

      Amanda hooked her arm with mine. “Don’t forget that we like, have to plaster our faces with makeup to cover up that we’re not humans, but like, soulless robots.”

      I chuckled as we walked through the red door into our first period classroom. “You would think after twelve years they’d come up with new insults.” We sat at our usual desks in the back corner of the classroom, filled with teens throwing papers and chattering.

      Amanda scoffed. “You really think an original thought has ever passed through their airhead brains?” I shook my head, hanging the straps of my backpack on the plastic blue seat.

      Mr. Rogers shuffled through the classroom door, carrying a pile of textbooks. He slammed them down on top of the wooden desk in the corner of the room. “I know you all have a lot of catching up to do. Settle down and take your seats.”

      A wave of obedience filled the room; each student took their seat, the chattering turned into whispering, and the clicking of text messages being typed out was the most prominent sound in the room. Mr. Rogers flipped through his leather-bound notebook.

      “Well, it seems we have a new student joining us this year. I want you all to give Sebastien Balaur a warm welcome, and try to make him feel at home.”

      The classroom door creaked. Sebastien stood in front of the class with long slicked black hair and stormy dark eyes. His skin was oddly pale, especially for the desert. His black jeans and long-sleeved shirt made him stick out like a sore thumb.

      Mr. Rogers pointed to an empty seat in the front row. I heard a roar of whispers about him. He’s so cute, and Look at his nice clothes. The teacher cleared his throat and shot a look at the whispering girls. “We’re glad to have you, Sebastien. It says that you come from a small town in Canada, near the Rocky Mountains. Is there anything you want to share about living with our next-door neighbours?”

      Sebastien placed his leather satchel around his chair. The bag looked out of place, as if a mere fiber from it was too expensive to even be seen in Goodsprings High. “They have incredible health care.” His voice was cool and deep, sounding so much older than the typical high school boy. A couple of students snickered, and Mr. Rogers nodded.

      “Indeed they do. Now, the theme for this year’s English class will be folklore. Can anyone give me an example of what folklore is?”

      Amanda raised her hand high up in the air. Mr. Rogers pulled out a blackboard pen, nodding towards her.

      “Folklore deals with a variety of things. Fairy tales, curses, legends, lullabies.”

      “Anyone else?”  He continued to walk back and forth in front of the board, waiting for an answer.

      Trinity raised a hand and her perky voice twisted. “Vampires.”

      Mr. Rogers jotted down the answers. “Very good, Trinity.” She turned towards me with a sour look on her face. I wanted to tell her that if she kept staring at me like that, her face would become wrinkled and stay like that forever. “You know, we have our own vampire expert in the room. Right, Mercy?”

      The students turned to look at me and snicker. I wanted to transform into a snake to slither away. There went any chance of making a new friend in Sebastien—and it only took five minutes for him to find out I was a freak. He turned, watching my reaction.

      Mr. Rogers ignored the comment. “Folklore is essentially beliefs or stories passed down from generation to generation. Now, for your first assignment, I want you to write down what your favorite parts of folklore are. It could be a person, a story, a curse.” As all the students jotted down Mr. Rogers’ lecture, Sebastien continued to stare at me. I ripped off the corner of my paper and scribbled a note to Amanda.

      The new kid is staring at me!

      I folded the paper, placing it on her desk. She looked up from her notes, scribbling something down in reply and throwing it on my lap.

      He’s dreamy. Who knew there were so many dark and brooding boys in Canada? Interesting.

      I rolled my eyes, ripping the paper into tiny pieces, leaving no evidence behind. The bell rang and the students began to pile out of the room. As Sebastien made his way towards me, I felt my heart pound. Was he really going to talk to me?

      Trinity and her goons quickly blocked his path. She held her perfectly pink manicured hand out. “Hi Sebastien. I’m Trinity. I would love to show you around the school.” Before he could answer, Trinity wrapped her arm around his and pulled him towards the door. He glanced back towards me. “Don’t worry, I’ll tell you everything about our little school. Who to hang out with, and who to avoid.” She yanked him out the door, farther away from me.

      I said goodbye to any chance of him trying to talk to me. Trinity would tell him the vampire story, probably more than once. She was a lioness sinking her claws into her prey. I quietly followed out the door. Why did this bug me so much? I was used to being alone; why did I think he would be different?

      Amanda turned to me, reading into my brooding silence. “It looks like Trinity is going in for the kill.” I shrugged.

      “Who knows? He seems different than the other boys around here. Older, almost.”

      Amanda laughed. “Let’s cross our fingers and hope for the best.”

      One could only dream. The rest of the day was a blur; the same old classes with the same old people, another run-in with Trinity and the minions, and the mysterious Sebastien nowhere to be found.

      The kids around the school couldn’t help but talk about him. He was the most exciting thing to happen to Goodsprings High for a long time. It was unusual to have a new family move here; most people tried to escape.

      I heard he was an Olympic athlete, a supermodel, and, the most far-fetched, that his family was on the run from a rival cartel, trying to escape Canada before they got whacked.

      That was foolish. I thought Canada would be the last place to have a cartel. Wasn’t it freezing up there? The rumours spread and became even more elaborate by the end of the day, and Trinity claimed him as her own. She usually went for the captain of the football team, but Sebastien’s clothes were clearly too expensive to ignore. Her minions announced that she would make it official at her annual back to school party this weekend.

      At least, that was her plan.
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          Sebastien

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t understand why these girls kept flocking to me. Every single damn town was the same; they all had their own versions of Trinity. It really didn’t matter, though; she would be dead in the end, just like the others.

      I am the shepherd leading the lambs to their slaughter. Not that they would notice with all their electronics.

      I was to slither into the ranks of the high school and pick off the cattle one by one. If I didn’t do what I was told, I would die.

      In each new town, Lucian and Mara sent me to the schools. Not that I minded; I hated being stuck in that house with them.

      That quiet girl, though…I couldn’t get her out of my head. Her eyes looked as though she’d lived a hundred lives, and she smelt like a sweet mixture of coffee and lavender. Was she actually a vampire? I needed to know more about her, and I wouldn’t be able to tell unless I got closer.

      “That girl in English class—what’s her name?”

      The redhead with her hair pulled back in a snug bun answered. “You mean Mercy?”

      “Brittany.” The leader shot the girl a nasty look. “She’s no one.” Her grasp on my arm tightened in desperation. “So, I’m having this party, and I was wondering—”

      Mercy. Compassion and forgiveness.

      My eyes bounced back and forth down the hall to see if I could spot her. I had no luck, but did see the twig she was passing notes to in class.

      “Excuse me.” I jerked my arm out of the girl’s tight grasp. After I walked away, I could hear the trio whispering from behind, and I knew she was shocked.

      “Sebastien!”

      I didn’t even give them a final look. It was too late. I was on a mission.

      The twig’s hands were overflowing with books and, just as I predicted, the top half slammed down to the ground.

      If opportunity comes knocking, you’d better answer.

      I rushed to her side—but not too fast—and picked up a book, placing it on top of her wobbly pile.

      “Thank you,” she said coolly, without giving me a glance.

      “My name is Sebastien. Your friend Mercy seems…” I offered her a glimpse of my pearly whites, but she wasn’t having any of the charm.

      She placed the stack of books on the ground and shoved her hand in front of my face.

      “Just stop.” Her nostrils flared.

      My eyebrows furrowed in confusion and I ran a hand through my hair. “Stop what?”

      “I know exactly what you’re going to say. Mercy seems interesting and you want to get to know her better.” The twig’s tone was ice cold, almost glacial.

      Well, she wasn’t wrong about that.

      “Am I right?”

      I nodded.

      “Mercy is special, and she doesn’t need some prick messing with her head.”

      I could feel the laughter building up in my stomach. I couldn’t remember the last time someone called me a prick.

      “I’m not a prick.”

      I didn’t think my statement changed her mind whatsoever. Her left foot tapped gently against the floor.

      I raised my hand in the air and made a cross above my heart. “I swear to you, I am not a prick.”

      “If you want to get to know her better, I’m going to ask you some questions.”

      I bowed down to her and rolled my arm out, as if addressing royalty.

      “Of course. Proceed.”

      She cleared her throat and her brown eyes zoned onto my face.

      “Favorite color?”

      “Black.”

      “Favorite music?”

      “Blues and jazz.”

      “Favorite author?”

      “Tolkien. But I do enjoy Bram Stoker’s work as well. Homer, Shakespeare, Agatha Christie…why choose just one?”

      The twig looked almost happy.

      “Dream job?”

      “Musician.”

      “Before I go whence I shall not return…”

      “Even to the land of darkness and the shadow of death,” I finished.

      “Good.” She smiled. “You know your stuff. Like I said before, she’s special.”

      “I understand.”

      She grabbed my arm and I allowed her to pull me in closer.

      “If I were you, I would go to the strip mall. Mercy will be buying groceries.” Then, the twig squeezed a bit harder and hissed into my ear. “And Sebastien, if you hurt her, I will make you suffer.”

      That, I understood loud and clear. For a human, the twig had a strength I hadn’t seen in a long time.
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          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      Amanda found me at the end of the day; we didn’t have a single class together in the afternoon. I had art, and she had music. We usually walked home from school together, but today was different. Amanda worked part-time with her parents, and this week would be the busiest for their back-to-school issue.

      When we reached the small strip mall, we parted ways and promised to catch up later in the evening. My stomach rumbled, screaming for something more substantial than a smoothie. The numbers crunched in my head. How was I going to make 50 dollars stretch for three weeks? I walked into the small grocery store, grabbing a basket. This was getting to be ridiculous. My dad insisted I just focus on my schooling and not worry about getting a part-time job, but this was the worst our money situation had been.

      I shoved a bag of apples, lettuce, and a few other cheap vegetables into the basket. The jingle that blared across the store made it hard to concentrate. It played on a loop, over and over, the perky melodic drums and bells with wooden flutes like music being played in an elevator. I missed a few aisles, knowing all too well I shouldn’t even bother to look—mainly at chocolate and chips. Finally, I made my way to Rosie, the cashier. She was a robust middle-aged woman with curly hair dyed store-bought red, and a perfectly round face.

      “Hey sugar. How are you doing today?”

      I watched the till closely, the numbers creeping closer and closer to the 25-dollar limit I placed on myself.

      “First day back to school. You know how that is.”

      She nodded. “How’s your pa?”

      I gulped when the till flashed to 45 dollars. How could I be so off on my calculations? “He’s fine.” I pulled out the crumpled fifty-dollar bill from my pocket. Instead of handing it right to Rosie, I told her the few items I really didn’t need.

      Her brown eyes were soft and understanding. She never changed the wide smile on her face, placing the rejected groceries on the shelf next to her.

      That was the end of the conversation. She placed my groceries into a plastic bag and I hurried out the store.

      “Mercy? Mercy?”

      I could have sworn I heard my name being called, but I brushed it off to paranoia and continued walking on the path.

      A swoosh of air pulled me back, and there was Sebastien, standing right beside me. How did he get there so quickly? Was I so determined to get home to the nothing waiting for me that I didn’t even notice someone running to catch up?

      “Mercy. That is your name, right?”

      Sebastien’s voice rolled over me like a cool ocean wave—or what I imagined a wave to sound like; I’d never been to the ocean before.

      I didn’t trust my voice in that moment so all I did was nod.

      He had two plastic grocery bags dangling against his leg, and he handed them over to me.

      “I bought the groceries you left behind.”

      How did he know that? I could have sworn that I was the only person in the store.

      “Oh... you really didn’t have to.”

      He shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Thank you.” I cleared my throat and memorized the tufts of hair wrapped around his ears. “How was your first day at Goodsprings?”

      The hot sun beat down on my neck, causing sweat to roll down. At this time of day, it always scorched and beamed brightly. You would think it would be brightest at noon; not in Goodsprings. Four o'clock was the sun’s favorite time and, of course, I’d forgotten my sunglasses.

      As if Sebastien had read my mind, he pushed down the black sunglasses that held his hair back onto his eyes.

      “You’ve been to one high school, you’ve been to them all. There are the jocks, cheerleaders, artsy people and….”

      “Freaks,” I finished.

      A surprisingly cool hand wrapped around my arm and he gave me a squeeze.

      “You are not a freak,” he said reassuringly. “In my family, I am considered the freak, or the black sleep. Or whatever you want to call it.”

      His answer shocked me. How could someone so perfect on the outside feel the same way?

      And then, all too quickly, there we were, standing in front of my house.

      “Well, this is me. I’ll pay you back for the groceries.”

      “There is no need.” Sebastien looked the house up and down. “Are you going to the party at Trinity’s?”

      My voice stuttered. “I...I…”

      The edges of his lips curved—not quite to a smile, but almost. “If you go, I will go.”

      I wrapped both arms around my stomach. “Okay.” This was the first time anyone had ever invited me to a party.

      He nodded, but before Sebastien turned to leave, he pointed towards my shirt. “Stevie Nicks is pretty cool. People think she’s a witch.”

      I looked down. “She hates that.”

      He laughed. “I know.”
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          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      That night, while I cooked supper, Amanda texted me. I filled her in on the whole Sebastien update and her texts became cap-locked for the entire evening. Neither us had ever been asked out on a date, let alone invited to a party. She insisted on being our chaperone and pretty much invited herself. We were a done deal, doing most things together—except for her abandonment this past summer, but Amanda claimed she had to go for research purposes: Seattle needed to be vetted and explored for our future life.

      WHAT ABOUT TRINITY? SHE IS GOING TO KILL YOU!

      I could feel my chest grow tight, and breathing became harder. Amanda was right; Trinity would freak out. The gentle tickling feeling of insects crawling across my toes spread all the way up to my head. I knew the red hives would be popping out soon.

      Why did I say I would go? Oh god.

      She was going to make a scene. He would get embarrassed and would never see me again.

      Oh god.

      I could see Trinity’s perfectly contoured face twist before my eyes. There was no doubt in my mind that she would make me pay. Like Carrie from the Stephen King novel, I wouldn’t put it past her to go all prom massacre—her family did own a couple of farms and I was sure it wouldn’t be hard to get blood.

      Oh god. This was not part of my senior year plan.

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm down, but the tears trickled down my face. Big red swollen bumps raised in patterns across my arms that almost looked like sunflowers. There was nothing I could do; I wrapped the blanket around my itchy body and laid down on the couch.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The turning key and clinking of the front door pulled me away from my dreams. Dad stumbled into the house, his lunch box crashing down onto the brown carpeted floor. He’d gone out for drinks. How had he paid for it if he only had 50 dollars in his wallet?

      As I sat up, he jumped back. His brown eyes widened with fear. “W-woah...” I could tell my face was still swollen. He clearly hadn’t expected to see me like this—or at all.

      “W-w-whathappened?” His words slurred together. Fortunately, I was a drunk interpreter. I’d had many years of experience.

      I couldn’t handle his gawking so I turned my face away and focused on folding the blanket, placing it on the couch.

      “It was just stupid school stuff. Don’t worry about it.”

      That non-answer was good enough for Dad. He wobbled towards the fridge, pulling the door open and popping a fresh can of beer. I didn’t want to watch this drunk puppet show any longer, so made my way up to my room and fell back asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day, most of the hives had subsidised. My face still itched and felt bigger than usual.

      I made my favorite breakfast of coffee and toast. I expected to see Dad lying on the couch but he was nowhere to be found, so I turned on the television. I flipped through the channels until I landed on the news network. The anchor was perfectly coiffed, her creamy chocolate skin contrasting strikingly with a blue dress.

      “In other news, last night just outside of Clarke county, the body of a man was found on the side of the road. Sources say multiple puncture wounds were the cause of death, but the coroner has yet to release which snake was responsible for the attack. The police are advising anyone who hikes to be aware of their surroundings and use caution when dealing with wild animals.”

      Multiple puncture wounds? The snakes around here usually only bit once—and only in self defense.

      I pushed it out of my mind and texted Amanda to grab my homework. This was the thing about my disease—it lasted hours or days. I hated it. I had to stay out of the sunlight or my skin would burn, and it was more painful than the worst sunburn a normal person would get.

      It wasn’t often that I had to miss school, but I was glad, too. I wanted to forget about the party and Sebastien.

      I used the day to clean and catch up on laundry, all the while staying in my favorite pair of taco pajamas.

      The closer it got to the afternoon, the more worried I became about my dad. I called his usual hangouts—the pub and Charlie—but no one had any idea where he could be. What was he doing? He was going to be late for work and get fired.

      A knock at the door interrupted my worrying; I quickly opened it, shielding my body from the light in its shadow.

      “Hello.” Sebastien lifted his sunglasses up and gave me a puzzled look. In his hands were a few pieces of paper and a couple of books. “Can I come in?”

      I nodded. Just then, my phone buzzed and Amanda was informing me of my little surprise visit—only a few minutes too late.

      His hair was slicked back to the side, and again, he wore dark jeans with a long-sleeve shirt. The white of the shirt made his skin look bloodless, and when he walked past, the sweet smell of coconut filled the entrance way. I couldn’t help but stare at him; it had been too long since someone other than Dad and Amanda were in our house.

      “Cute tacos.” He smirked and placed the papers on top of the coffee table. “I have your homework.”

      “Right...thanks. You…something?”

      His black eyebrow arched. “Do you mean, do I want something?”

      I giggled. “Sorry, you make me nervous.”

      He shook his head apologetically. “It’s okay. I get that a lot.”

      Sebastien looked around the house and flopped down on the couch, like he had been here before.

      “Your friend Amanda had a lot of questions for me. She also informed me about our amended plans this weekend. You should sit down.” He patted circles around the cushion.

      I sank down next to him, feeling my hands tremble and twitch.

      What was it about him that made me feel like this?

      “She does that a lot.”

      Again, the corners of his mouth raised, but no smile.

      “I will bring my cousins. They want to meet some people around town.”

      “Do you live with them?”

      He nodded. “My mother passed away when I was a newborn. Since then, I have lived with my aunt and uncle.” There was pain behind his dark eyes. I knew it all too well; it was the same I’d seen a thousand times in the mirror.

      “My mom’s dead as well,” I blurted out.

      Sebastien turned to me, placing a cool hand against my cheek. His face leaned in. I could almost feel his breath against my lips.

      The front door clicked and his hand jerked back to his knee before he stood up. Of course, my dad had perfect timing; the minute I stopped worrying about him, he reappeared from whatever hole he was hiding in.

      There was something different about his face. He actually looked happy. His mouth grinned from ear to ear and I could swear I saw a twinkle in his eye. He stopped in the living room and offered his hand to Sebastien. “Hello, I’m Mercy’s father, Joe Brown.”

      Sebastien wrapped his hand around Dad’s and they both give a firm shake. “Nice to meet you, sir. My name is Sebastien Balaur.”

      Dad’s hand lingered for longer than expected, reluctant to let go. “Any relation to Balaur’s Packaging?” I looked at my dad. Who else in this town had such a unique last name?

      “Yes sir.”

      Dad was impressed. Both eyes widened and he let out a luminous laugh. I couldn’t tell you when I’d last heard that; it was like music to my ears.

      He strolled to the fridge and grabbed two beers, popping one open and handing it to Sebastien, who stared at me, bewildered.

      “Dad…”

      He almost immediately shushed me.

      “Mercy, it’s only one beer. Today, I happened to get a job at the new packaging plant. Just had an interview with your folks.”

      Sebastien shifted uncomfortably, avoiding any eye contact from me or Dad.

      Wrapping both arms tightly against Dad, I squeezed him as hard as I could. A wave of relief moved through my body. It had been so long since he’d surprised me. Without anyone noticing, I pinched the fat on my arms in case this was all a hopeful dream.

      And if it was, I never wanted to wake up.

      “That’s great news.”

      The rough edges of his unshaved stubble tickled my forehead when he placed a wet kiss on it.

      “You betcha, kiddo. I start tomorrow night and the pay is way better than the dump.”

      With his arms crossed and the full can of beer still untouched by his lips, Sebastien leaned against the wooden island and his silence unnerved me. His eyes looked as though they were a million miles away.

      I almost jumped when he finally moved. Sebastien tilted his head towards Dad while he mumbled about health care benefits and holidays.

      I could see a thick scar that went from his ear lobe down into his perfectly white shirt. How did he get it? Where did it stop?

      Dad flopped down onto the couch and flicked on the television. He loved this time of the year when all the sports started. The room buzzing with announcers talking excitingly about the new football season seemed to snap Sebastien out of his trance, and he stared the box.

      “Do you watch football?” I whispered, wondering if he could hear me.

      “No.” His answer was cold and detached.

      “Do you want to see my room?”

      All he did was nod.

      Without saying anything, we made our way upstairs. I tried to push in front of him to hide the piles of clothing that cluttered my floor.

      I could feel my cheeks burning.

      “Sorry about the mess…” I mumbled.

      The room itself wasn’t anything special. It was actually quite small.

      My collection of vintage band posters was scattered across the walls, and a desk on its last legs leaned against the corner with my art supplies piled on top. Sebastien inspected each poster and stopped at the corner. He rifled through the loose pages and stopping at a drawing of my mother.

      “Your art is beautiful. You look like your mother.”

      I took a deep breath and traced a finger around the outline. “Really? I always thought I looked like my father.”

      “You have the same sad eyes. I would give anything to know what my mother looked like.”

      Why wouldn’t his aunt and uncle have saved a picture for him?

      The temperature seemed to drop in the room and goosebumps made the tiny hairs on my neck rise.

      “I’m sorry…”

      I didn’t know what else to say, and I really didn’t want to be talking about dead mothers. The tears began to well up in my eyes. I bowed my head so he couldn’t see.

      He grabbed my arms, lifted me up, and placed me down on the bed. My heart beat faster than I thought it ever could. With the tip of his finger, he flicked away the small tear that escaped down my cheek.

      “You apologize too often.” His voice was smooth and intoxicating.

      “I’m…s—”

      Before I could apologize again, Sebastien placed his lips against mine. The kiss was hard yet soft at the same time.

      I was surprised his mouth was warm, unlike his cool hands. The touch of his lips sent shivers down my spine that made my whole body tremble. I wondered if he could feel my body shake.

      The butterflies in my stomach danced.

      We kissed again and again, like our lives depended on it. With each break, my lips yearned for another. I could feel his palms digging into the curve of my lower back.

      Even though I had never done anything remotely close to this, my fingers knew exactly what to do. They lifted the white shirt above his head, revealing a well-cared for herculean chest.

      His scar called to me, urging me to touch it. It was beautiful, like a lightning bolt etched into his skin. There was nothing more I wanted to do than to trace it with my fingers all the way down.

      When my finger grazed the tip of the scar, Sebastien’s dark eyes flinched, as if it still throbbed. He found my lips once again and moved down towards my neck, his warm breath sending goosebumps shooting down my body. A soft panting came from his mouth. He stopped for a moment, still lingering against my neck. He looked up, as though he were asking me permission.

      For what, I didn’t know.

      I could see his eyebrows furrow and disgust washed across his face. He shook his head and hopped off the bed, making the space between us greater.

      I wrapped both arms around my body, which began to shake. My heart sank and I could feel the sting of rejection brewing.

      Did I do something wrong? Did my breath stink? Did he realise I hadn’t kissed anyone before?

      My cheeks burned with embarrassment and I wanted to pull the blanket over my head and hide from the world.

      In one swift motion, Sebastien pulled the shirt back over his head, and with a hand wrapped around the door knob, he turned to me but didn’t look me in the eye.

      “You need to be more careful, Mercy.”

      Then, he was gone.
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      The taste of her sweet lips ignited the hunger within me. I needed to hunt. I couldn’t trust the beast with her so close. She was pure and innocent, and I didn’t want to hurt her.

      In the cover of the night, I could hear the smallest echo of footsteps scurrying across the hills. I knew this was a secluded trail for only the most experienced hikers.

      My feet turned towards the sound and I ran as fast as I could.

      The girl would hear me, but only when it was already too late.

      She screamed but my palm slammed down on her lips, muffling the noise.

      My hands wrapped around her small neck and without any effort, I snapped it.

      He was coming…the beast.

      I needed to hurry while the blood was still warm within her veins.

      My fangs extended, and I dug my face deep into the hiker’s neck. She smelt of salt and citrus. The blood flowed down my throat like a river. I could feel the warmth moving through my body, reminding me of being alive.

      I drank until there was not a single drop left.

      I hated to be wasteful.

      I hated myself even more for what I had done.

      What would Mercy think if she saw this?

      My hand crunched into a fist and I lifted it up, slamming it down on the ground. The dirt crackled and crumpled; my fingers pushed into it, spreading it open. I gently placed the corpse into the ground and scooped the dirt on top until my sins were hidden.

      “Please forgive me.”
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      For the next few days, the events with Sebastien replayed over and over in my head. What did he mean, be more careful?

      To make matters worse, a heat advisory was issued for the rest of the week, the daily high at 106. No matter how hot and sticky I became, I couldn’t get him out of my mind. He was the main attraction in my dreams, and my only thought during the day. Even my sketches began to look like him.

      There was not a single sighting of Sebastien, but he was already old news. Now, the kids gossiped and gushed about Trinity’s back to school party. We caught a break on Friday when the school’s air conditioner clunked out; our principal allowed everyone to go home to avoid the suffocating Nevada heat.

      Every Friday, we would visit Amanda’s mom and dad, then usually finish the night off with a pizza and movie. Before we reached the strip mall where the Goodsprings Weekly was located, Amanda and I analyzed every part of that fateful night.

      “So he kissed you?”

      “And I kissed him.” The tip of my finger lingered across the edges of my lips. My cheeks felt hot.

      “Then he left?”

      “Yep. Like I had bad breath or BO. But before that, he told me to be careful.”

      “Maybe the rumours were right. Sebastien is clearly on the run from the cartel and he doesn’t want you to get caught in a gun fight if they ever found him.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You’ve been reading too many romance novels.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      My shoulders shrugged. Honestly, I didn’t know anything about him.

      “What if he’s a vampire, like Edward from Twilight? Did he glitter in the sun?”

      We both stopped and for a moment stared at each other. I could see her holding in a smile behind her stern face. She couldn’t hold it in any longer and burst out laughing. My cheeks flushed red, and I snickered.

      “Wouldn’t that be something…”

      Amanda pushed the glass door open to the small store, the bell jingling its merry welcome. The office was small but welcoming, with only three desks. The walls were covered in papers held up by push pins, and a dinky metal sign that read ‘Goodsprings Weekly’ hung at the back of the room. You could always find Amanda’s mother sitting at her desk typing away, surrounded by empty mugs.

      “You have to admit it. There’s something dark and mysterious behind those brooding eyes.”

      Joanne looked up from the computer at our conversation.

      I held my tongue tightly. I didn’t want to give Amanda the satisfaction of being right. My heart wanted her to be wrong, but usually that was me. I had a feeling something strange was going on with that boy; I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

      Joanne stopped typing and pushed down her brown glasses, staring at the girls.

      “What are you two gossiping about?”

      Amanda waggled her brown eyebrows towards me. My face urged her not to say anything, but she was too much like her mother and wanted to share any news she could.

      “Mercy’s new boyfriend…Sebastien Balaur.”

      I shot her a nasty look. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “What a coincidence. I’ve been asked to write an article about the Balaurs and their new packaging plant. Do you have any inside information?”

      I leaned against the small wooden desk, playing with the fringes hanging off my washed-out shorts. I could feel Joanne’s eyes staring at me, waiting for an answer. “Nope. I know nothing.”

      I didn’t want to tell her about my dad’s new job. In the past, the two of them had had a couple of heated—to say the least—discussions. I loved my dad, but I also loved Joanne, and he would hate it if I told her. She was a piranha; when she smelled a story, she would clench her jaws and never let go until she got to the bottom of it. Amanda was like her in so many ways.

      Joanne grabbed a notepad and handed it to Amanda, before pointing at the camera next to me, urging me to pick it up.

      “Today is your lucky day. I need two assistants for this job.” Her blue eyes gleamed. “Your father isn’t feeling well and is at home.”

      She turned off the computer and grabbed the keys from her desk.

      “You will take notes, and Mercy will take pictures.”

      Amanda’s voice squealed loudly. I could see the excitement wash over her face. I knew how her mind worked; she wanted to search and prod for any clue about what Sebastien could be hiding.

      “Right now?”

      Her mother nodded. “If you’re not busy?”

      “I don’t think…” Before I could finish my sentence, Amanda pulled me through the glass door and towards the silver car in the parking lot. “You are not making an excuse this time, Brown.” There was no point in arguing with her. It was too hot, and she was too curious. She was a girl on a mission.

      Joanne filled the silence of the car ride with all the information she’d gathered on the Balaurs from the internet. “Mara and Lucian are the main shareholders of the plant, with a couple of unnamed partners. I haven’t been able to find out much about where their money comes from, or even where they come from.”

      We headed out of town, which was surprising. Most of the wealthy Goodsprings residents lived on the south side, nicknamed Golden Row. I watched as the desert passed by in a blur. There wasn’t much out there except for some cacti, pines, and the hills that overshadowed the town, the scenery every once in a while punctuated by the occasional snake or critter.

      “They don’t live in Golden Row?” I asked. The desert made me feel queasy. It was overwhelming, and you could get lost easily. It felt never-ending.

      “No. They bought the old ranch just outside of town and tore it down. My guess would be they wanted to be closer to the packaging plant.”

      The car turned off the main highway onto a rocky side road, and there in the distance stood a large black house.

      It was the biggest I had ever seen.

      It put all the houses on Golden Row to shame. Twisted pine trees made a wall on either side of the road, and sporty cars were parked out front. I didn’t know what kind they were, but I knew they were a lot of money.

      I pulled out chap stick from my pocket, swerving it around my lips. Amanda stared at me and whispered, “Are you planning on a make out session?”

      I took a deep breath in and shook my head. “No. My lips are just dry.”

      She hummed and nodded her head slowly, not believing a single word.

      My fingers strummed against the side of my leg. I took another deep breath and followed Joanne to the front door. We all stood in silence, waiting for the doorbell to be answered.

      The black made the house eerie and uninviting, like something you would see in a horror movie. It was odd—who would build a house so dark in the middle of the desert? I couldn’t even imagine how hot it got in there during the day. Wasn’t the Nevada heat enough for them? I guess this was why people called rich folks eccentric.

      An elderly woman with a salt and pepper bun tight on her head, and skin that was ghostly pale, pulled the door open. She wore a boxy blue dress that hung off her protruding bones. My eyes caught a stain around her wrist; it was dark and looked almost red. Was it blood? I looked at Joanne and then back to Amanda, but neither seemed to notice.

      Her voice was dull and lifeless. “Yes?”

      Joanne cleared her throat. “Hello. We’re from the Goodsprings Weekly and have come for an interview.”

      The maid pulled the door open and held it until each of us were in the house. There wasn’t much to see in the front entry; a small glass table held a vase full of red roses, and not a single picture or painting hung on the bare walls.

      Had they just moved in?

      “Do you enjoy working for the Balaurs? How long have you worked for them?” Joanne waited and stared at the maid, who simply continued walking down the long hallway. Finally stopping at the end, pulling open two thick wooden doors, she disappeared without a single word.

      A wave of something metallic smelling lingered in, making my nose crinkle.

      Lounging on a red leather couch in the middle of the room sat a man and a woman. The man had wispy silver hair, but his features did not match someone that old. The woman was simply breathtaking. Her long, curled brown hair trickled down her shoulders, and her face was made up perfectly. There were shelves filled with books surrounding the room. I could see Amanda’s eyes light up. Against the wall sat a wooden desk, the corners of which were carved into heads of wolves. An antique looking lamp sat on the top.

      “Salut!” the man shouted merrily. “Yoo must be Jovanne.” He stood up and offered Joanne his hand. I hadn’t expected such a thick accent. “My name is Lucian and zis is my Mara.”  His teeth were pearly white, like a movie star’s. Mara stood up and smoothed down the red dress that hugged all the right curves.

      “It is our pleasure to velcome yoo to our home.” I’d never heard anyone roll their r’s the way the Balaurs did.

      I tried to find a resemblance between Lucian, Mara, and Sebastien, but really the only thing all three had in common was that they were all pale.

      Joanne shook both the Balaurs’ hands. “It is a lovely home. This is my daughter Amanda, and her friend, Mercy.”

      Mara’s blue eyes flickered in recognition at the mention of my name. “Ah yes! Yoo are Mercy. Sebastien has talked aboot yoo. Yoo go find him. Go!” Joanne nodded and grabbed the camera from my hand.

      “That’s fine, girls. You can go find your friend.”

      Before we left the room, I turned to look at Mara. There was something about her eyes, the way they stared at me lustfully…and her smile was so superficial. I yanked Amanda out of the room.

      “She doesn’t mind us wandering through the house?”

      She shrugged. “Did you see those books? I wonder if they would let me hold them…or take some home!” Of course, Amanda wouldn’t notice anything strange going on if there were books to distract her.

      This room was more inviting than what we had seen so far. A flat-screen television sat on a brick fireplace, and leather couches were against the walls. What looked to be fur was draped across the leather; my fingers couldn’t help but brush through the soft hair.

      “A fireplace? Fur blankets? In the middle of the desert? You have to admit that’s a little weird.”

      “Maybe.” Amanda sat down on the couch, running a hand against the white fur. “But this fur is probably a fake.”

      “No…It is the fur from a Romanian wolf. My father hunted it himself.”

      I felt my body twitch in surprise.

      When I turned, there was a man with boyish good looks standing behind us; I looked around, but all I saw were closed doors. If he’d had to open one, how did we not hear him come into the room? I waited for Amanda to speak up and say something about trophy hunting.

      He gave her a devious smile. “My father does not waste what he hunts. The wolf was eaten.” He couldn’t have been older than 21. His hair was spikey and brown, and he wore a tight-fitting shirt that read in thick white letters I’d rather be reading. “My name is Noah.” His blue eyes stayed locked on Amanda. “Do you go to Goodsprings High with Sebastien? Is he making many friends?”

      “Yes, we do.” Amanda’s mouth hung low, and she nodded with more enthusiasm than I expected. “I’m Amanda, and this is Mercy.”

      “Any friend of Sebastien is a friend of mine. I would love to give you a tour of the house. Please, follow me.” Noah offered her a hand, and she gladly took it.

      The entire tour, Amanda barely took her eyes off him. I’d never seen her smitten with anything that wasn’t a book, and Noah loved every moment of it. It was like he knew all the right words to make her swoon, impressing her with his knowledge of Dickens and Hemingway, talking about them with an intimate familiarity.

      The more he talked, the more I realised I couldn’t trust him.

      I tried to get Amanda to leave a few times, but she refused, insisting we needed to finish the tour. Noah showed us the kitchen and the backyard—which, of course, had a pool and a very well-stocked wine cellar. I had yet to find any clue of the whereabouts of Sebastien, and I really didn’t want to bring him up.

      “Now, we are coming up to the best part of the house.” We followed Noah up a set of stairs and through another wooden door. The room had the same metallic smell as before, and a girl lay down on the couch. A man, who looked exactly like Noah but with bleached hair, popped his head up. He quickly wiped his mouth on his sleeve and stood up, giving me a once-over.

      “Well, brother, what have you found?”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the girl. Wisps of grey highlighted her face and her lips had a pallid blue tinge. Was she dead?

      My voice was shaky. “W-w-what did you do to her?” He smiled at me.

      “Nothing she didn’t want.” I could hear Noah reassure Amanda, telling her that the poor girl just drank too much.

      “Relax, Mercy. She’s drunk.”

      I couldn’t see if she was breathing or simply passed out. There were no empty bottles around the room, and the smell of alcohol didn’t linger like it usually did. I knew what drunk looked like; this wasn’t it.

      “I don’t think she’s okay.” The brother took another step towards me.

      “Mercy…Will you forgive me like your name suggests? I didn’t mean to frighten you. Humans are such delicate creatures.” My name slithered off his lips in the most ominous way. Everything in my body told me to get away; I could feel my heart beat faster and my skin began to crawl.

      “We should go…” Even though I knew it was impossible, the room began to feel smaller.

      Then, a cool hand wrapped around my arm, jerking me back through the door.

      “What are you doing here?”
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      And there Sebastien was, standing before me, looking infuriated. His dark eyes scowled and urged me for an answer. Even so, he was still beautiful. My eyes couldn’t help but to search for his scar; I could feel my face blush, remembering the feel of his chest.

      “I…I…” My hands shook, and I took a deep breath. I kept trying to tell myself to relax but my nerves continued to quiver. “I came to take pictures for the newspaper. Amanda’s mom is with your aunt and uncle.”

      “Did they do something to you? Are you okay?” His eyes softened, and he released the grip on my arm.

      “No...I…” My hand ran over the perfect imprint of his hand on my throbbing skin. “I just…I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      The wooden door creaked open, and I jumped backwards, using Sebastien as a shield. The blonde brother laughed, one arm flung around the girl, who scratched her straggly blonde hair and smiled lazily, her features still shockingly gaunt. “Hello.”

      “See? Nothing to worry about, Mercy,” he said mockingly. “Everyone is alive and well.”

      Sebastien took a step forward and wrapped his cool hand around mine. “Get lost, Cain.”

      “As you wish.” Cain bowed his bleached head and whispered into the girl’s ear. They turned to go back into the main room, which was now filled with the triumphant notes of classical music. As the door swung open, I could see Amanda and Noah going through books together. She looked happy, and I hoped I hadn’t embarrassed her too much.

      “Amanda? Do you want to come with us?” I called out.

      She looked at me and shook her head. “It’s okay. I’ll catch up later.”

      When I left the room, a wave of relief washed over my body, and I felt like I could breathe again. I knew Sebastien’s eyes were on me but I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. We stood there silently as our hands intertwined.

      He began to walk down the stairs; I had no other choice but to follow. I didn’t want to go back into that room, and I certainly didn’t want to be alone in this house.

      He brought me back outside and sat down on the ledge of the pool, dipping his legs into the cool water. I finally realised that, for once, he wasn’t actually wearing long sleeves or jeans. Instead, he wore blue skater shorts that revealed his pasty skin. His legs looked like they’d never seen a single day of light; he could give Casper a run for his money. I laughed.

      “What is so funny?”

      I shook my head, following his lead and dipping my legs into the water. This was exactly what I needed. “You’re as pale as a ghost.”

      “How do you know ghosts are pale?” Sebastien’s dark eyebrow arched up; he looked at my legs dangling in the water. “I could say the same thing about you.”

      He wasn’t wrong about that. My skin was too sensitive to have a tan. What was his excuse? Maybe he was part of the anti-tanning revolution and slathered himself daily with SPF 100.

      “I thought maybe you were allergic to the sun, or a…”

      “Vampire.” He finished my sentence. “What if I told you I was born on June 19th 1914 in a small town called Hillcrest?”

      “Bullshit,” I snorted. “That would make you over a hundred years old.” I studied his face. Vampires weren’t real; that was something I was sure about.

      Sebastien’s features were unchanged. He watched me silently, waiting for a response. There was no hint of a smirk. His eyes were gloomy and his mouth was stuck in a tight line.

      I could give him a round of applause; he was dedicated to his joke. I playfully grabbed his wrist and placed two fingers between his bone and tendon.

      “Well, I’m no doctor, but you do have a pulse, and you’re sitting in the desert, right in the sun.” My feet swished back and forth, the water flicking up into the air. With the hot sun beating down on my skin, all I wanted to do was jump in. “There is one more important piece of evidence that proves you aren’t a vampire.” I grabbed his arm and lifted it up to block out the sun.

      “See?” I moved his arm like a puppet. “You’re not sparkly.”

      The biggest genuine smile crossed his face and the corners of his eyes crinkled. It was time to be bold, like Amanda always told me—to do what the crazy girls did in her books.

      I pulled with all my might. He was heavier than I thought, but I managed to get him to move, dragging the both of us into the refreshing water.

      Sebastien laughed, scooping up water into the palms of his hands and splashing me in the face. “I see I’m dealing with an expert. What kind of vampires sparkle?”

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “The ones from Twilight.”

      He shrugged, swimming circles effortlessly around me. “What is Twilight?” He was actually serious. What kind of rock had he been hiding under? Even my dad knew what it was.

      “How could you not know?” I mustered up the most dramatic gasp. “It’s a book about a vampire named Edward who falls in love with a human girl.”

      Sebastien wrapped both hands around my arms and pulled me in closer. “I like this Edward.”

      My legs found his sides, wrapping around his back. “You and every female aged 10–80.” I looked into his eyes, never really having had the chance to do so before. Each had tiny golden specks swirling around the dark rings. His face leaned closer to mine, making my heart beat faster. How could I have gone from never being kissed to this?

      I could feel my nerves start to tingle. I needed a distraction.

      “So, if you’re a vampire, does that make me a mermaid?”

      “Have you been to ocean a lot?” he asked. “Do you have scales on your legs?”

      “Well, no…but if we’re choosing mythical creatures we wanted to be, I would pick a mermaid. Or maybe something that could fly.”

      “Like a dragon?”

      “I don’t know why anyone would want to be vampire. I think drinking blood would be borderline cannibalistic.”

      “You’re not wrong about that,” Sebastien sighed.

      “I guess it has its perks. You would look young forever and travel the world…”

      He pushed back the wet hair that clung to my face and his lips met mine.

      “You are really beautiful; you know that?” His voice grew softer, like I’d broken through whatever shield he protected himself with. “I want to spend more time with you, but I really need to show you…”

      A loud clap came from behind, and I quickly unlatched my legs from his waist. Joanne’s voice cut Sebastien off mid-sentence. “We’re done here; it’s time to go.”

      Sebastien wrapped his hands around the ledge of the pool, lifting himself out. He offered me a hand and, without any real effort, pulled me out. In the corner stood a shelf filled with towels. He wrapped one around himself and gave a fluffy pink one to me.

      “Thanks!” I wrapped the towel around my dripping wet body. My voice was perkier than I thought. “It’s been interesting.”

      “I will see you tomorrow night, then?”

      I frowned.

      “The party?” he prompted.

      How could I have forgotten?

      [image: ]
* * *

      The ride home was uneventful. I thought Joanne and Amanda would gather their findings and try to convince me to spill the dirt on Sebastien, but neither said a single word, and after the third unsuccessful conversation attempt, I gave up. When we arrived at my house, I promised Amanda I would get in touch with her to plan for tomorrow night. She grunted a response, and I figured she might have been a little sore about my mild panic attack in front of Noah.

      When I opened the front door, I was greeted by silence. Since taking the new job, I had barely seen or spoken to my dad. There was not a single can of beer in sight and the house was exactly how I’d left it in the morning—except for Dad slouching on the couch, staring at the blank television screen.

      “Hey Dad. Did they cut off the cable?”

      There was no answer.

      I grabbed the remote off the table and flicked on the box. The news anchor’s voice cut through the silence like a sharp knife.

      When I turned to look at him, he continued to stare at the television blankly. His face was sunken and harsh black rings were etched underneath his eyes.

      “Are you feeling okay? You don’t look so well.” I placed the palm of my hand against his forehead. It was cool to the touch.

      “Helloooo?” I waved a hand above his face, waiting and watching, but nothing happened. For a couple of minutes, I sat on the coffee table, just staring at him. His eyes never once focused on me.

      Dad couldn’t be dead, could he? I grabbed his arm and placed two fingers against his wrist.

      Nothing. No pulse.

      Tears blurred my vision and my lungs began to burn. I tried to take a deep breath. I knew every minute counted for resuscitating a victim and the longer it took for me to call for help, the more trouble he would be in.

      My eyes bounced back and forth across the living room, searching for the house phone. Finally spotting it on the kitchen counter, I sprang towards it as fast as I could and began to dial.

      He was a quiet man, but never like this. It was as if someone had ripped out whatever made him human and left him a lifeless husk.

      Just as the phone began to dial, it was ripped out of my hand. I couldn’t help but to yelp.

      “What are you doing?” The receiver clicked and I could hear someone speak on the other end of the phone.

      “D-d-dad…y-y-you didn’t have a pulse. I thought you were dead. You need help.”

      He slammed it back down on the counter.

      “No doctor.” His voice was cool and emotionless. Dad stood there, gazing at me. I could swear I heard a hiss coming from him. I wanted to grab his arms and shake him until he told me what was wrong, but a nagging voice in my head told me to get away—and fast.

      I took a step from him. My body began to shake, and I could feel my heart thumping.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, continuing to back away, his eyes still locked on mine. When I could feel the soft brush of the carpeted stairs against my heels, my body whipped around and I scurried back to the bedroom, making sure I locked the door behind me.

      I dialed Amanda’s number. It rang and rang, but no one picked up. For the entire evening, I didn’t dare leave my room in case Dad was still home. Luckily for me, I had a stash of granola bars jammed underneath my art desk. This was the first time in my life I’d actually been frightened of him. Even in his darkest and drunkest moments, I’d never felt scared.

      I searched extensively on Google but all it brought up were ads for dark circle cream and articles on iron deficiencies. After a while, I gave up and fell asleep.
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          Sebastien

        

      

    

    
      The better part of the evening was spent with Noah and Cain laughing about how they had marked up Amanda the twig, and how much they enjoyed the taste of high school girls. The ignorant fools. I would have to tell Mercy tomorrow night, but at that point the change would begin, and even though she didn’t believe I was a vampire, I had to make her believe. Maybe this time it would be different, and I would manage to help her escape before this town became a cemetery.

      “My Sebastien, vhat are yoo thinking about?” Mara strolled towards the kitchen table, sitting down next to me. “If yoo like dis girl, yoo should turn her. What a blessing it would be.”

      “More like a curse,” I hissed.

      “So sensitive.” Her cool hand brushed down the side of my face. I jerked away but her fingers dug into my skin, pulling me back. “Yoo vill not run away again. Dis time there vill be no more second chances, and I vill kill yoo.” She traced a line down my scar to my chest. “Yoo vill not interfere vith our plan.”

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. I’m not foolish enough to try something like that again.”

      She lowered her voice, and motioned to the maid to come a little closer. “Good.” She sank her fangs deep into the wrists of the elderly woman. I couldn’t stand to listen to the slurping noises, so I left the house and went for a walk, unsure of where I was going until I ended up outside Mercy’s house.

      The lights in her room were still on. I looked around the street to see if anyone could see me, but there was not a soul in sight. I leapt up against the siding of the house, grabbing onto the eavestroughs and pulling my body onto the shingled roof.

      I could see she was fast asleep at her desk, and I pulled open the bedroom window. I grabbed a blanket off the bed and gently wrapped it around her.

      In her hand was a charcoal pencil. I gently slipped it out and pulled the paper from underneath her still head.

      Mercy had begun to draw my face and the likeness of the picture was uncanny. The word vampire was scribbled on top corner. She had tried to erase it; the letters were faded but it hadn’t disappeared completely.

      Did she believe me?

      I could hear the slightest moan escape her lips.

      She looked peaceful and content. Blissful. Unware of what waited for her in the waking hours.

      I could feel the hunger pains rise and I knew the beast wanted the tiniest taste of Mercy. I could imagine the sweet nectar of her blood dancing around my mouth.

      I couldn’t let him win. I refused to hurt her.

      I didn’t want to accidentally wake Mercy and scare her off. Then, I would really be alone. Even though I didn’t want to leave, I forced myself to.

      The rest of the night, I walked around the town and knew why Lucian had picked it. There was nothing really going on. I could only see a couple of people walking, and even the local pub was empty. The town was a tiny pinpoint on the map of America—perfect for predators.

      By the time I got back to the house, the sun had begun to rise. This was my favorite part of the day. The house was deadly silent, and Mara and Lucian were hidden in their lavish basement. It wasn’t that vampires couldn’t go outside in the day; we just preferred the nighttime. The darkness always gave us a shroud of cover to hunt prey, and our powers were stronger during that time.

      Not me.

      I loved the feel of the sun and longed for a human life.
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          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      In the morning, I called Amanda once again, and she finally picked up. I told her everything that had happened with my dad, but she didn’t care at all.

      I asked her if she wanted to get ready for the party together and she insisted I meet her there, saying she was getting together with Noah before the party. With that, she hung up. The brief conversation made me feel uneasy.

      Was she still mad about me being upset and wanting to leave? In all the years of being friends with her, we’d never had a fight, and she was usually the one to help me when I had an attack. I decided to leave her alone and give her some space. There was no point in trying to talk to her now; I would attempt to get Amanda alone at some point this evening and talk things through.

      Creeping step by step, I tried to go down the stairs as quietly as possible. I wasn’t ready to face my dad once again. Before reaching the bottom, I peeked my head out from behind the wall. No sign of him. The tension eased from my shoulders, pushing the thought from my mind. I brewed a pot of coffee and stuck my phone charger into the outlet, flipping open my laptop as I went. Curiosity got the best of me.

      I typed ‘Hillcrest, Canada’ into Google, and the fifth result caught my eye.

      June 19th 1914. Hillcrest Mine Disaster. 189 people dead.

      I didn’t get what kind of joke he was playing on me. Why Hillcrest, and why that date? Grabbing my phone off the charger, I snapped a picture of the webpage. I needed evidence to prove he wouldn’t fool me.

      For the rest of the day, I caught up on my homework and did some run-of-the-mill chores around the house. When the clock hit seven, my nerves got the best of me and my mind was going into full panic mode.

      I was going to a party.

      With a boy.

      I’m sure to others this wasn’t a big deal, but for me, it was the first time. I really wanted to call Amanda and gush about what I was feeling, but after that earlier icy reception, I resisted the urge.

      Instead, I had a warm bath and straightened my hair. I brushed a little makeup across my face, even though I didn’t wear it often. Rummaging through the closet, I threw potential outfits on the bed. After a few minutes of deliberating, I decided to wear one of the few dresses I owned. It was short and black.

      A thought crossed my mind. If Sebastien wanted to convince me he was a vampire, I would push the joke even further. I needed my mother’s crucifix—and maybe some garlic. I knocked on my dad’s bedroom door just in case he was home, and waited for a moment without any response.

      The door creaked open and a pungent smell seeped out of the room, sticking at the back of my throat. I gasped for air, coughing. I covered my nose and mouth with the back of my hand, trying to block out the scent.

      Sheets were shoved between the window and blinds, making the room dark.

      I flipped on the lights. Clothes and bloodied napkins overwhelmed the floor.

      What the hell had happened?

      I jumped from empty space to empty space, trying to reach the armoire in the corner of the room without touching any of the mess. I pulled open the heavy doors and grabbed the entire jewelry box. Hopping back to the door, I decided tomorrow I would have to clean Dad’s room, even if he didn’t like it.

      Was he fighting depression again?

      His room had looked similar during that time. Except for the blood.

      Maybe he was sick or dying and didn’t want to tell me about it? It would explain why he had been acting so strange lately.

      I placed the small jewelry box on top of my nightstand. Little by little, I pulled the tiny drawer out, revealing necklaces clumped together. My mother loved jewellery. I remember playing with them when I was small. I could almost imagine what her smile looked like, but every year, the memory of her faded. Her laugh…how tight she would squeeze during hugs. I’d tried to gather all the photos of her but during Dad’s depression, he had burnt most of them, claiming it was too hard to keep them around.

      After a few minutes, I was able to pull the crucifix out of the knotted mess, and latched it around my neck. I looked at myself in the vanity mirror. It brought my outfit together. I looked like a vampire groupie, if that was a real thing. The black in the dress made my skin pale even more, making me look like I was on the edge of life and death. If anything, Sebastien would think this was funny. To finish the outfit, I grabbed a small purse with a long silver chain, and tossed a bulb of garlic inside it.

      Before leaving the house, I slipped on a pair of black flats and made my way through the neighbourhood. It wasn’t a very quiet night. Kids screamed and jumped through sprinklers, and the smell of meat barbequing filled the air and made my stomach rumble, reminding me I hadn’t eaten supper. It must have been game night; I could hear the pop of beer cans in the distance.

      [image: ]
* * *

      You didn’t have to walk very far to get to Golden Row, but when arriving, you would swear this wasn’t the same town. The scenery completely shifted. In my neighbourhood, front lawns were scattered with toys or rickety metal chairs with not much grass or foliage. Here, the lawns were perfectly manicured and lush with tall palm trees that soared high, and the sound of running water from all around. Every second house had an extravagant water fountain.

      The closer I got to the end of the lane, the more my heart began to race, and my hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Why was I doing this? Trinity was going to make a huge scene. I’d heard about the cruel pranks she liked to play at her parties, from shaving people’s eyebrows to locking someone in a closet for the entire night.

      I made it all the way to the front steps.

      There were a couple of stragglers on the lawn, smoking cigarettes with one hand and holding red plastic cups in the other.

      My hand grabbed the door knob but before I turned it, I twisted around and went back down the front steps.

      I can’t do this!

      Pushing past the smokers, I scurried down the front lawn, feeling the wet grass brush against the tops of my feet.

      “Mercy?”

      I stopped dead in my tracks. This boy had immaculate timing. I tried to persuade my body to keep moving but my brain screamed at me not to be rude.

      “Hi.” My voice tried to sound as neutral as possible, and not at all fleeting.

      “Were you going to leave without saying anything to me?” He sounded hurt.

      In response, all I did was nod.

      In Sebastien’s hands were two red cups. He tried to hand me one but I shook my head.

      “I don’t drink.”

      That answer seemed to please him. He passed the cups to the smokers instead, who merrily welcomed them.

      I sat down on the edge of the curb, crossing my legs so I didn’t unintentionally flash anyone. Sebastien followed my lead, sitting right against me.

      “Why didn’t you want to come in the house?”

      My shoulders shrugged. I didn’t really want to tell him I chickened out. “Uh...well. I didn’t want to cause a scene with Trinity. She likes you.”

      He placed a cool hand on top of my knee and squeezed.

      “She barely noticed I was there. Cain caught her eye. He went in for the kill and she was loving every minute of it.”

      That did make me feel a little bit better.

      “Want to go inside?” He stood up, offering me his arm. His dark eyes fixated against my neck, and a smirk rose from his lips. “You’re wearing a crucifix.”

      I grabbed his hand as he pulled me off the concrete curb.

      “Do you like it?”

      He nodded, his fingers trailing down the small chain onto the cross. He slowly traced it, not allowing a single spot to go untouched.

      “I thought crosses were supposed to frighten vampires?”

      Sebastien chuckled while we walked hand in hand back to the house. “Not this one.”

      “I have another little surprise.” I giggled and pulled out the bulb of garlic from my purse. I tossed it towards him.

      Sebastien laughed as he caught it.

      “Garlic…you are really digging Hollywood deep for their vampire myths.” He shoved it into his pocket. “Maybe later, I could make you some garlic toast.”

      “That sounds like music to my ears.”

      He held the front door open like a true gentleman and allowed me to enter first. The house hadn’t changed much since I’d visited in elementary. The walls were still a shrine to Trinity, covered in her pictures from birth until recently. People were in every nook and cranny of the house, flopped over the expensive leather couches, drinking kegs in the kitchen, and dancing on tables that most likely cost more than my dad’s car. It looked as though the entire student body was scattered across the house.

      Sebastien pulled me through the crowds of people and blaring music into the backyard, which was more peaceful. There, past the pool, was a sight I thought I’d never see in my lifetime. Trinity and Amanda sat next to each other, their arms actually touching. I had to take another glance. I thought my eyes were playing a mean trick, but they were telling the truth. When Sebastien and I sat down on the opposite orange couch, their conversation stopped dead, as if we were intruders. I smiled at my friend, but she turned towards Noah and whispered into his ear.

      Amanda looked different, like she’d aged since the last time I’d seen her. Her cheeks seemed more sunken, the glow of her tanned skin faded. Her small body wore a tight black dress with a tiny bow on the neckline. Where had she gotten it? I knew her wardrobe like the back of my hand. We had a game we used to play; pretending we had dates, we’d choose our favorite outfits. That was never an option. Had Noah already bought her something? My eyes darted towards him. I had to admit, he did have a charming smile.

      In the corner of my eye, I could see Cain watching my every move.

      “My, my, look what the puppy dragged in.”

      Trinity gave him her signature high-pitched laugh. I didn’t want to look him straight in the eye and give him the satisfaction of me being uncomfortable.

      Sebastien wrapped an arm around my shoulder, easing me into the chair. He cleared his throat.

      “It’s a nice night—warm, and the sky is clear.”

      Why was it people always brought up the weather when they had nothing else to talk about?

      “I guess so.” It probably came out much snarkier than I’d expected.

      His voice low, he turned his head ever so slightly away from his cousins. “Is everything okay?”

      What was I supposed to say? My best friend’s ignoring me for your stupidly handsome cousin, and your other weirdo cousin is staring at me?

      I shook my head and lied. “Everything’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “You don’t seem fine.”

      “It’s just…” I turned to look at Noah and Amanda, who were now cuddled even closer. Sebastien followed my glance.

      “I understand. Noah is very charming when he wants to be.” His voice went lower. “It’s a coping mechanism to distract people from his lack of personality.”

      “And what about the other one?” I whispered as my head bobbed towards Cain.

      “Don’t even get me started on that one. Do you have an whole day to spare?”

      This made me laugh and feel a bit better.

      “And if you add Lucian and Mara to the mix, they become a freak show act in the circus.” His voice became bitter. “I am stuck in the middle of it all.”

      “Until you’re eighteen, right? Then you can leave if you want.”

      He scoffed. “It’s unlikely.”

      “Never give up hope. Once the last day of school is finished, I am out of here and I’m going to travel the world.”

      Sebastien smiled sadly at me.

      After what I thought was at least an hour of meaningless small talk with Sebastien, I finally got the opportunity I needed. Amanda stood up and announced to Noah that she was going to the bathroom.

      I waited until she was back inside before I stood up. I needed to follow her. This weird atmosphere between us was unacceptable.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      I couldn’t remember exactly where the bathrooms were until I noticed a line of people leading to a door. Amanda wasn’t in it. She must have snuck upstairs.

      Quickly, I went up the winding hardwood stairs, making sure no one noticed my exit. The hallway was long. With barely any light, it felt eerie. Which door was the right one? It felt a little wrong to be snooping.

      Just when my hand touched the first door knob, a light sprang out of a door in the middle of the hall, and Amanda stepped into the hallway. My feet went faster than I thought they ever could, and I pushed her back into the bathroom, blocking the door without her realising.

      The harsh bathroom light highlighted her grey skin.

      My voice became shaky. “W-what’s wrong with you?”

      She barely batted her brown eyes. I could see harsh black rings underneath that were smothered in foundation. “Nothing,” she answered.

      “Are you serious?”

      She just stood there, absolutely still. No anger, no confusion; utterly blank.

      “You look dead. Are you sick?”

      If that didn’t shock her, I didn’t know what else would snap her out of this trance. Amanda’s lips barely moved.

      “No.”

      I screamed. I really couldn’t help it. My hands grabbed her arms and twisted her towards the mirror.

      “Look at yourself,” I yelled, my voice bouncing off the walls.

      Amanda’s eyes looked into the mirror. I could tell nothing was turning the wheels in her brain. Could she be drunk? No. I shook my head. This was not what drunk looked like. I rolled my lips and sighed. This wasn’t working.

      About to give up, my hands fell to her sides. Two perfectly round marks jumped out from her pale neck. How had I not seen them before?

      I leaned towards her, trying to get a closer look. The marks looked fresh, each having a perfectly red ring around them, a dried drop of blood on the one closest to me.

      “What happened to your neck?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Did Noah hurt you?” I could feel rage boiling throughout my body. I couldn’t believe Amanda would have let something like this happen to her. Her magical spark of life had been snuffed out by some stupid college boy.

      “Is this why you’re acting so weird?”

      I wrapped my hands around her cool arms and shook her body violently.

      “TELL ME! Did he hurt you?” I hadn’t felt this much rage since the day my mother passed away. I wasn’t going to lose my best friend. I couldn’t.

      “He did…didn’t he?”

      I could hear the faintest whimper come from her tight lips.

      “I am going to kill him.”

      Finally, I saw a glimpse of the person she used to be. Her brown eyebrows scrunched down. It looked as if she were trying to remember something. A single tear rolled down her cheek.

      “I-I-I-I-I…” She sounded like a broken record, and Noah was to be blamed.

      Her body crumpled against the bathroom wall. She covered her sobbing face with both hands. I leaned down, planting a kiss on the top of her head.

      My mind was made up. No one would hurt my friend and get away with it.

      Before leaving the bathroom, I told Amanda to wait for me at the front door. I wasn’t sure if she entirely heard me or understood behind the continuous sobbing.
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          Amanda

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to scream out to Mercy, Don’t leave me, please don’t! I tried, but the words wouldn’t escape my lips. It felt as though I had become a prisoner in my own body.

      The decisions it made were not my own. Every time I tried to recall what had happened, the memories became foggy and blocked. When I tried to take over, I was pushed deeper down.

      “There you are,” Noah called out for me from down the hall. “It’s time for you to leave.” He ran a hand against the side of my cheek. “Now, go home and wait for me there.”

      I wanted to claw his eyes out but all I did was nod.

      “And if you feel hungry…you’d better eat.” Noah chuckled, then smacked a kiss on my lips and slithered his wet tongue inside my mouth.

      “Go! You’re not ready for the next act of this party.” He placed a hand on my lower back and pushed me.

      I didn’t know how long it took me to get back home, but I was welcomed by the porch light. The front door was left unlocked and my feet dragged me through the house into the living room.

      “You’re home pretty early. Was the party fun?” Mom peeked her head out from behind a book.

      She stared at me, waiting for an answer.

      I nodded.

      “Are you feeling okay, honey? You look a little pale.”

      Once again, I nodded.

      “Did you drink too much? You’d better not have done any drugs,” she warned.

      “No drugs.”

      “Well, you’d better go get some sleep then.”
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          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      Both hands balled up into fists while I jolted down the stairs, the party even rowdier than before. People hollered and the sound of shattering glass came from the kitchen. Two boys were wrapped around each other, trying to get a hit on the other. I had to jump over them. I needed to do this and nothing was going to stop me.

      I whipped through the kitchen and made my way out the door into the backyard. Noah, Trinity, and Sebastien were gone. The lights that once highlighted the yard were now shut off.

      Cain lay there casually, both feet on top of the orange cushion. His eyes looked amused, a ring of red wrapped around his mouth. Some of the red dripped down his neck, staining the top of his shirt.

      “Where’s Sebastien?”

      “The little puppy is hiding his sins from you.” With one finger, he wiped the red from his mouth and licked it off.

      “Where’s Noah?” I demanded. “Tell me!”

      He sat up straight, his grin revealing his pearly white teeth, reminding me of a wolf.

      “Why?” he asked coyly, batting his abnormally long eyelashes.

      “He hurt my friend, and I am going to make him pay for that.” My eyes scrunched down. I looked around for any indication of where they went. “Tell me,” I repeated. It was becoming harder to stay brave and stop my voice from cracking.

      “You know, he could snap you like a twig.” Cain let out a deep, booming laugh that sent goosebumps shooting down my spine. “What do you think you can do about it?”

      Maybe he was right. I couldn’t do much other than let Noah know what I thought about him. I could probably get at least one slap in before he stopped me.

      “Mercy, Mercy, Mercy.” He jumped up from the seat and, in one swift motion, stood in front of me. “Sebastien always finds the saddest little girl in every town. He is obsessed with the pathetic puppy look.”

      I took a step back from him, my heart beginning to race. “But you…” He took yet another step towards me and his tongue ran across both lips, like he was about to lunge at a trophy. “You smell different.”

      At this point, he was so close to me, I could smell the bitter alcohol oozing off his breath.

      My head whipped towards the kitchen, which now was blocked by a group of yelling teens. The only option I had was to run past him; I couldn’t remember just how big Trinity’s yard was but I wasn’t going to allow him to back me into a wall. In this moment, I was thankful I had worn flats instead of high heels.

      My feet pushed my body past Cain, the pool blurring beside me as I felt the adrenaline boiling throughout. I felt a drop of sweat roll down my forehead. Before I knew it, I was past the couches and onto the grass. It was so dark I wasn’t sure which direction to go.

      Cain’s voice echoed into the night. “I love it when they run.”

      I could see a faint outline of something that looked like a tree. That was the way I was going to go.

      “Do you know why they call me Cain?”

      Forcing my legs to push even faster, my lungs began to burn and I made small gasping noises.

      I reached what felt to be a palm tree with its rough edges. I crouched down, leaning against it.  I took a single deep breath in. The racing of my heart just wouldn’t stop. It’s going to be okay…it’s going to be okay.

      “I am the one who turned my brother—like Cain in the Bible, who murdered his own brother and lied to God about it.”

      He let out another chuckle, and it surrounded me, wrapping around my body like a blanket. I couldn’t tell exactly which direction he was coming in but with my luck, he wouldn’t take too long to find where I was hiding.

      “Yes, I know you know what we are. It’s all part of Sebastien’s twisted little game of self-torture. He loves telling the girls he’s a vampire.”

      I could hear the thump footsteps coming closer, I took another deep breath and prepared myself to run once again.

      A cool hand slapped down on my mouth, and Sebastien whispered, “Don’t scream. Just trust me.”

      I wanted to bite down on his hand, but heard yet another crunch of footsteps. This time, Cain’s voice was too close for comfort.

      “I am the one who usually gets the pleasure of killing Sebastien’s pets.”

      Sebastien wrapped an arm tightly against my waist, digging into my sides. With great strength, he jumped up, and fled into the darkness.

      I couldn’t feel the ground, even with the tips of my toes. The wind battered my hair as the darkness buzzed by. He finally came to a halt.

      No one was supposed to move that fast.

      No human, at least.

      My head spun and the insides of my stomach felt as though I’d been on a rollercoaster. I had a hard time keeping my balance and fell straight to the ground. Placing both elbows on the cool concrete, I prayed for my head to stop spinning and my dizzy spell to be over.

      I felt a cool hand on my shoulder. My head felt the intruding notion that it was meant to be comforting, but the thought of him touching me in this moment was almost sickening.

      “Don’t touch me,” I hissed.

      I placed the top of my forehead against the concrete until the world went back to its usual equilibrium.

      Of course, the girl who was accused of being a vampire her entire life would be an actual vampire magnet.

      “This can’t be real. I have to be dreaming. Time to wake up, Mercy.” I pinched the fat on my arms, my skin reddening and forcing me back into reality.

      Lifting myself off the concrete, I brushed the small specks of dirt off both knees. Sebastien took a single step towards me.

      I shook my head, both hands shooting out before me, blocking the path. “Get away from me.”

      “Listen, I am so sorry. I did try to tell you the truth.”

      I couldn’t answer; he was right about that part, at least. We both sat in silence, the echo of coyotes filling the air.

      Vampires were real. All the grueling jokes and comments I’d had to endure for the past few years ran through my mind.

      Freak. Bloodsucker. Daughter of the night. Dracula’s long-lost wife.

      “Is this all some sick kind of joke? Are you playing with your meal before you decide to eat me?”

      My eyes shot back and forth from each end of the street. I didn’t recognize where I was. There were only a couple of street lights, but not a single street sign. It didn’t matter, anyway; wherever I ran, with his super speed, I wouldn’t be able to get very far.

      I could feel him staring at me. His voice was higher pitched than usual. “I do drink from humans at times. Mostly, I get blood from butchers or hospitals but I haven’t been able to make a connection yet here. I try not to kill people…” He sounded proud, like I should give him a humanitarian award.

      “Well, isn’t that kind of you. You’re trying so hard.” I was on the verge of throwing up.

      “You don’t understand. Sometimes, I lose control.”

      “When I lose control, I eat a whole row of cookies, not kill people.”

      “Do you think I like this? I don’t want to be a monster. I hate myself. Every day I think about dying, and every time I fall sleep, I see the people’s faces…the faces I’ve killed. More than anything, I want to be human. I want to be normal.”

      Both hands slid down the sides of my face as I groaned.

      “So you were telling the truth? You were born on June 19th 1914.” My head spun. “That would make you…”

      “103.” He answered so calmly.

      “Noah and Cain are also vampires? What about your aunt and uncle?” He avoided my gaze now, his dark eyes focusing on the grey concrete.

      “Yes, but you have to know they are not my real family.” Sebastien was so still, unlike me. My feet were tapping against the hard ground and my arms twitched at every little sound.

      “Sit down, you’re making me nervous.”

      Roaring laughter spilled from my lips and I couldn’t stop. Tears rolled down my cheeks as my stomach clenched. His eyebrows furrowed, watching the performance.

      “You are nervous? I am sitting here with a real-life vampire who drinks blood and could kill me in a split second.” I sat down on the concrete while my stomach still throbbed from the laughter. I could tell he wasn’t very impressed.

      I used the back of my arm to wipe the tears from my face.

      “Why are you with them if they aren’t your family?”

      “If I ever left, they would hunt me down and kill me. It has happened over the years; vampires are ruthless when they travel in packs. It makes their powers grow and their hunting abilities intensify.

      “For the past 5oo years, Lucian and Mara have been going from small town to small town, kidnapping, killing, and destroying all evidence of their existence. They came to Hillcrest and drained and slaughtered many people. They used the mine explosion to cover it up.”

      “Why did they take you?” My voice cracked. “Why wouldn’t they just kill you with everyone else?”

      “Even as a human, Mara was unable to give birth. Every so often, she wants a baby to satisfy her motherly needs.”

      “Have you ever tried to escape?”

      Sebastien nodded. “I was punished.” He pointed to the scar that ran down his chest.

      I gulped. “What about your real mother?”

      “They kept her until I no longer needed her milk, and then drained every drop of her blood. Once I reached an acceptable age, they turned me into this monster.”

      I shivered, even though it was warm outside.

      “And now what? They’ve come to Goodsprings to destroy it?” I gawked at his face, waiting for his reply. “Well?”

      He avoided my stare.

      “Yes, but I don’t want to be part of it. If nothing happens by the time they want to leave, they’ll orchestrate a tragedy. On my eighteenth birthday, an 8.2 magnitude earthquake ripped apart Mexico. At least 400 people died. Lucian has killed countless numbers of people to hide the existence of vampires.”

      Without even thinking about it, my body jerked jumped from the concrete and jolted down the street towards the closest light. All I could think about was Amanda and my dad. I needed to get them out.

      I could hear Sebastien running behind me, but that wouldn’t stop me. At least he had the courtesy to run at a normal human speed. The road twisted and turned but I didn’t stop until I once again reached the familiar houses of Golden Row. The neighbourhood was deadly silent. In place of the smoking teens on Trinity’s driveway was a black sports car—the exact one I had seen in front of the Balaurs’ house.

      Mara and Lucian were here.

      “You need to leave, Mercy.” Sebastien wrapped a cool hand around my wrist, pulling me away from the front door. “If you don’t, they will kill you.”

      “B-b-b-but…” I whimpered. How could I have left her? I should have just taken her and gone back home. “I can’t leave Amanda again.”

      “If she’s still here, it’s too late for her, and if you don’t leave now, you’ll never be able to find out if she is okay or not.”

      “What about everyone else?”

      Sebastien shook his head. “They are dead, and you won’t be able to help anyone else if you die.”

      The sharp tips of my nails dragged along the itching trails down my burning arms. I tried to take a deep breath, but it didn’t work. The throbbing red hives popped out perfectly on the top of my hand.

      I needed to save my dad and Amanda. I didn’t have time for a freak out.

      I didn’t say another word. Sebastien followed behind me the entire way to my house. It helped, knowing he was there. I did jump once, crossing paths with a black cat that leaped out of the bushes.

      “Mercy.”

      “What?”

      Sebastien was standing in front of me, tears glistening in his eyes. “I am so sorry for what has happened to you and your town.”

      “Bad things happen to good people.” I was used to this hopeless feeling. First, my mom. Then, my sister. My brother. Now, vampires. The tips of his fingers brushed against my cheek, scooping up the tears that spilled from my eyes. His cool forehead leaned against mine. I could feel the warmth of his breath against my lips.

      “I’m sorry a million times over.”

      This time, I was the brave one. I kissed his lips. One of his hands tangled into my curly hair, my breath became shallow, and the butterflies fluttered in my stomach. I made myself stop, I didn’t want to go further than kissing and I knew if I didn’t stop, I would lose control.

      With my hand entwined with his, I pulled Sebastien until I was at the front door.

      I opened the door just a peep; there was not a single sign of my dad. I kept pulling him, all the way into the house.

      “What are you doing?” His voice was quick and breathless.

      I didn’t say anything until we reached my bedroom. I flung my body down on top of the cushiony bed.

      “Just hold me.”

      Sebastien nodded, slipping off his shoes and very politely placing them against the wall. The weight of his body sank the mattress down. He pulled the soft blanket over both of us and held me tight. I didn’t want him to let go.

      He rubbed circles between my shoulder blades, relaxing me to sleep—not that my body needed much convincing. I felt as though I could sleep for five days straight.

      “Tell me a happy story.”

      “Once upon a time, there was a boy who was alone in the world. He was sad and scared that his life would be stuck like this forever. Then, he met a beautiful girl who had the power to free him.”
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      The morning was bright and clear, almost like the horrendous events of the previous night hadn’t happened. Both arms stretched above my head and I felt great, better than I had in a long time, but something was missing.

      I looked around the room, but there was no sign of Sebastien. I didn’t see a note, so I assumed he must have been in the bathroom.

      Wait…did vampires use the bathroom?

      I shrugged. I had so many questions. How did vampires die? Was it like in Buffy where they poofed into a pile of dust? Did they have familiars? Could they eat human food?

      Pulling off my dress from the night before, I slipped on my favorite pair of shorts, followed by a white holey t-shirt.

      I opened the bedroom and peeked down the hallway towards the bathroom.

      “Sebastien?”

      No answer.

      Footsteps creaked against the kitchen floor. I tried to smell the familiar scent of coffee, with no such luck.

      “Sebastien?”

      I walked down the stairs to find my dad standing in the middle of the kitchen.

      “Dad? Is everything okay?”

      He turned to look at me, his features even harsher than before. His once robust face was sunken, as if he hadn’t eaten in a few weeks. Now that I thought about it, when was the last time I had seen him eat?

      His voice was rough. “I am so hungry,” he growled.

      “Okay, I’ll make you something to eat. Go sit down.”

      “Hungrryyy…”

      “I heard you the first time.” Since when did he get so impatient? My fingers wrapped around the handle of the fridge and, with a swift jerk, I pulled it open.

      I scanned the nearly empty shelves. A bag of apples laid scrunched in the corner, hidden behind a jug of expired milk.

      “Found apples.” My voice became chipper. “I bet there’s a bit of oatmeal left in the cupboard as well.”

      I turned to hand him an apple, but he was standing directly behind me.

      “What?”

      There was not a single flicker of recognition in his dark eyes.

      I gulped.

      What did he want?

      He stood there for moment, just staring.

      He lunged.

      Both arms flung into the air, trying to block his incoming body. Dad snarled. His mouth was surrounded by a ring of white foam, snapping like a dog with rabies. His teeth were jagged and broken. I didn’t have time to think of why that was; with all my might, I just tried to push him away.

      “Dad! Get off!”

      It had the opposite effect. Instead, his heavy body pinned me against the fridge.

      The sharp pricks of his teeth rammed into the skin of my neck. I knew I was screaming, but for some reason, I couldn’t hear it. My mind was so focused on the burning bite and the warmth of what had to be blood soaking my shirt.

      The sickening sound of slurps echoed throughout the kitchen, bouncing off the walls.

      The insides of my stomach twisted and turned. Everything became fuzzy.

      I was going to die here. My own father was going to kill me.

      He suddenly gargled. Dad took a step back from me as he slapped a hand on his throat, blood draining out of his mouth. His body jerked from side to side, shaking like a seizure. Then, the movements stopped. He stared at me. His eyes didn’t look so dead anymore, shifting back to their regular brown luster. After a few moments, they rolled back into his head.

      Then, he exploded, like a pizza pop cooked for too long, washing the white walls in garnet red. A large chunk of his flesh slapped the side of my face. The air felt thick as a pungent sweet smell slithered up my nostrils, ripping my stomach apart.

      I tried to scream, but I couldn’t.

      The image of Dad exploding replayed in my head and the popping echoed through my ears.

      The entire kitchen spun in circles and fuzzy black dots appeared before me.

      My eyes shut.
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      It took some effort to pry open both eyelids. I couldn’t help but stare at the blank off-white ceiling. How long had I been on the floor? Then, the pain in my body snapped me out of the trance. Every single bone screeched in misery before the throbbing fixated directly on one single spot: my neck.

      After an unsuccessful attempt at sitting up, my fingers dragged across the cupboard, looking for an anchor. Finally, I wrapped them around the metal handle. My chest rocked back and forth, gaining momentum until I was able to sit up.

      Splatters of red painted the entire kitchen. You would think World War III had just happened. Clumps of skin and hair were scattered across the room, surrounded by pools of dark blood.

      A putrid taste rose from my throat. I heaved and heaved, only managing to throw up the smallest bit of bile.

      My arms began to shake, followed by what seemed to be endless tears streaming down both sides of my face. It became harder to breathe.

      Some part of my body knew I was about to pass out once again. My hands dug into the countertop, holding on for dear life.

      The corner of my eye caught the home phone near the couch. Step by step, my feet dragged through the sticky blood and I finally made it.

      I grabbed the phone and began to dial 9-1-1.

      My body sunk down into the soft cushion as the phone rang once, twice, and was then was followed by an unfamiliar beep and click.

      “H-h-help...I n-n-need…”

      “You have reached a number that has been disconnected or is no longer in service.”

      I dropped the phone down on my chest while the beeping resonated throughout the room. I tried to keep my eyes open but it wouldn’t work. I could the feel the heaviness push down again against my eyelids, forcing me into the darkness.

      “Mercy...Mercy!” The voice called to me, trying to pull me out.

      “Mom?” I mumbled.

      “Mercy.”

      I knew I must have been dreaming. There, in front of my eyes, stood my mother. Her perfectly curled blonde hair trickled down the sides of her shoulders, and she wore a white dress that flowed all around her.

      “How are you here?” I tried to look down at my feet but all my eyes could see was the warm glow of a white light.

      She smiled and laughed. Her body glided towards me and her arms wrapped tightly around my body. All I could smell was her perfume, a mix of exotic florals and honey that wrapped around my body like a warm blanket. My fingers tingled as I gripped her back. I was home.

      “You need to fight, Mercy. Your time is not up yet.” Her hand rested against my cheek.

      “I just want to stay with you. Please,” I begged.

      “You need to wake up.” She held my face in her hands. “You are a Brown and you need to fight.”

      “Wake up!”

      I could feel something gripping my shoulders and shaking furiously. I tried to grab Mom’s hand but my fingers fell through. She gave me one last sad smile before her body began to fade away.

      “No! I don’t want to leave.”

      My body was pulled back into the darkness as the white glow of Mom’s outline disappeared.

      “No....No!”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to even take a peek of reality. “Please take me back.”

      “Mercy? Thank god you’re awake.” Sebastien hugged me tightly and kissed the top of my forehead.

      When I opened my eyes, the bloody mess that was once my dad was gone. The only blood left was the streaks on Sebastien’s face.

      “You’ve been in and out of consciousness for four days. What happened?”

      “My dad is dead.” My throat itched like it was on fire. “Water…Please.” I tried to sit up but was pulled back down by the dizziness.

      Sebastien nodded and rushed to the kitchen. He shuffled through the cupboards and filled a glass with water. “You must be hungry as well.”

      My stomach grumbled an answer. He was right.

      “Yes.” A chill rose from my spine and I wrapped my body with the plaid blanket flung against the couch.

      He came back carrying a plateful of sliced apples, cheese, and the water bottle. My body thanked me almost instantly when I bit down into the apple. Sebastien sat down quietly on top of the coffee table. He didn’t say a single word until the plate was empty.

      “Tell me what happened.” His voice was cautious.

      “My dad attacked me.” My fingers lingered across the edges of my neck, but I couldn’t feel anything. They tapped around, looking for any sign—a cut, a bump; anything. “And then he exploded…I…made him pop. My…my blood killed him. W-w-why I can’t I feel where he bit me?” I looked down at my shirt. It was the same white one I’d had on before, but encrusted and hard with blood. “See? How?” I poked at my neck. “W-w-why am I not dead?”

      “I don’t know.” Sebastien shrugged both shoulders. “You heal like a vampire, but you’re not one. And you killed a Bokh.”

      “A Bokh?”

      Both his eyes were glued to my neck, while one of his fingers ran down it. “Bokh are what we call the ones in a transition to becoming a vampire.”

      “He was turning into a vampire? But why was he so…”

      “Wild? When humans begin to change, they are like feral beasts. The hunger is in control. After a few feedings, they regain some of their former self. Most embrace the beast.”

      The beating drum of my headache quickened and my stomach rolled.

      “Oh god.” My heart raced.

      What could I do? My dad was dead. I had to call the police and tell them what was happening.

      I grabbed the phone that was now shoved in between me and the couch cushions, my fingers fumbling once again to dial 9-1-1.

      Again, my phone call was answered with the obnoxious beep and automatic message.

      “Why isn’t anyone answering?” I tried to take a deep breath, but all I could feel was my lungs burning. I didn’t want to let the impending doom feeling that was boiling through my body win. I couldn’t.

      Sebastien grabbed the phone and hung up.

      “It’s too late, Mercy.”

      With a rush of energy, I jumped off the couch and ran to the front door, pulling it open.

      Barefoot and crying, I continued to the middle of the street. Cars were still parked in the neighbours’ driveways — a weird sight, especially during the afternoon. There were no screaming children, no dogs barking, and not one single person in sight. Just me.

      “Help!” I yelled with all my might. “Someone please help me!”

      No answer.

      I jogged across the rocky road and onto the smooth sidewalks, making my way to the blue house in the corner.

      My knuckles scrunched up and I smacked the door as hard as I could. “Mr. Rogers? Please? Open up.”

      I continued to hit the door. “It’s Mercy Brown. Please.”

      A click came from inside as I watched the doorknob twist, and there stood Mr. Rogers. His wrinkles were deeper than usual, and his Nevada born tan was tinged with pastel blue and white.

      There was no recognition in his blue eyes. Taking a step back from the door, I missed the edge of the concrete step, stumbling down and slamming into the ground.

      “I am so sorry this has happened to you.” Two perfectly round deep red pricks stood out against the pale skin of his neck.

      Mr. Rogers stood motionless, not blinking an eye. I pulled my body off the step and brushed the dirt from my scuffed-up knees.

      “Can you hear me?”

      I watched and waited for a response that never came.

      A tickle of a cool breeze made goosebumps rise across my legs and I knew that Sebastien was behind me.

      “At this point, they are closer to being zombies than humans.” Sebastien clapped his hands in front of Mr. Rogers’ face. He didn’t twitch.

      “We should put him out of his misery.” He placed both hands around the base of the teacher’s neck and began to squeeze.

      “NO!” I dug my fingernails deep into Sebastien’s skin. “Wait a minute… ” I didn’t stop until he loosened his grip and placed his hands firmly against his sides.

      “Can’t we help him? Isn’t there a cure or something we can do?”

      “No cure.” Sebastien shook his head. “Vampirism is not a disease. It’s a curse.”

      “So what? We leave him to be food?” I took a deep breath in. “Mr. Rogers was a great teacher.”

      “Let’s show him some mercy.”

      My eyebrows furrowed at him and I really wanted to hit him. He must have not realized what he’d said until I glared at him.

      He whispered an apology.

      “Okay, just take a step back. It’s going to get messy.” Sebastien looked at me. It seemed like he wanted to say something witty, but decided against it. At this point, that was probably a very wise decision.

      Without hesitation, I pushed past Mr. Rogers into the front entrance into the living room. Stacks of papers surrounded the coffee table, and in the corner of the room stood a piano. A thick line of dust brushed across the top of the piano, which was now used as a stand for picture frames.

      A woman with black curly hair and beautiful caramel skin was the main interest in each photo. A few even included Mr. Rogers, with his same rectangular 1980’s glasses, but he looked young no older than 30. I hated to admit this but he was cute, in a geeky sort of way. The last picture frame was carefully placed on the edge of the piano, with dried roses that were once red, and the woman sat on that very same stool in front of me.

      I didn’t know if she was Mr. Rogers’ wife or girlfriend, but now that story would be lost to the world, and it hurt my heart.

      I made my way down the small hallway, the haunting photos of his past calling to me, but I couldn’t answer. By the time I got to the kitchen, my entire body was shaking, and I shuffled like a maniac through the drawers, looking for a knife.

      A sad melody, one I had never heard before, flowed through the house. I grabbed the first knife that caught my eye and headed towards the sound. Sebastien sat at the piano, his fingers gently dancing on top of the black and white keys flickering the dust around the room.

      I wanted to tell him to show respect but the song nested deep in my soul.

      Sebastien’s entire body moved with the soft melody of the music and he bowed his head down once the song was complete.

      “Je me souviens de vous,” he whispered.

      “Where did you learn that song?”

      With his sleeve, Sebastien brushed the dust off, focusing on the task and avoiding any eye contact with me. I wouldn’t tell him that I could I see the small bloody tear run down his face.

      “Âme éternelle.” He spoke as if the language were his mother tongue. “My friend from a very long time ago taught me. Her name was Sophia. She was an extraordinary musician from a small village in France. Carentan was its name.”

      “What happened to her?” I really didn’t want to know but the small voice in my head urged me to pursue the answer, knowing that Sebastien never really had anyone to talk to.

      “Her village was destroyed first by vampires, and then by World War II. Sophia didn’t survive, and it was my fault.”

      I wrapped my hand around his shoulder and gave it a tight squeeze before bending down and kissing him on the cheek.

      “I’m sorry that your life is full of death, but so is mine.”

      My feet turned towards the front entry before I reached Mr. Rogers. I took a deep breath and pushed the tip of the knife into my finger.

      “Ouch,” I winced, watching the fresh blood drip down the full length of my hand. In one quick step, I was right behind the teacher and I whispered, “Please forgive me.”

      I reached around him and brushed the bloody finger against his lips. His body jerked alive and both of his hands grasped the finger for dear life. The dull edges of his teeth dug into and I bit down on my lip to stop any yelling.

      Within a minute, his body began to convulse, and I ran past living room into the kitchen. The ear-splitting pop echoed behind me. Both knees buckled down to the ground and I slapped my hands together.

      “Dear God, I’ve never prayed to you before and I am so sorry. I just need you to forgive me.”

      When I stared out the dinky kitchen window, a raven flew down from the sky and sat on the ledge. I could feel its black eyes judging me.

      “I just need a sign. I don’t know what to do next.” The raven cocked its head to the side and bashed the glass with the tip of its thick beak.

      “Please…” I begged, as if it could understand me. The bird spread out both of its long, black wings and gave me a caw before it flew away. “I don’t what that means. I don’t speak bird.”

      “Mercy? Who are you talking to?”

      “No one,” I gulped, standing back up and looking down at my shirt. “I need to go back home and change.”

      We walked hand in hand silently back to my house. I wanted nothing more than to jump into a burning hot shower. The air in the house didn’t feel the same; it was thick with the suffocating smell of cleaning products.

      “Sebastien?” I watched him flop down on the sofa.

      He answered with a grunt.

      “Thank you for cleaning up my dad. I…I think he would be happy you’re here with me.” An oh so familiar tear rolled down my cheek. I was really getting sick of crying but they now came so quickly I didn’t know how to stop them, or even have a chance to.

      Sebastien stood up and wrapped his arms around me, giving my forehead a kiss. “I will protect you, Mercy. I promise I won’t let anything bad happen to you again.”

      I nodded, even though I didn’t believe him. A pretty little lie. Now I knew vampires were alive and Dad was dead, nothing in my life would be safe again.

      “Of course.” I pulled out of the hug and scurried up the stairs, throwing the crusted t-shirt off my head. I turned the knobs of the shower until the hot water tingled my skin.

      I squeezed a glob of shampoo into my hand and scrubbed it as hard as I could into the tangled knot that was once my hair.

      “This is so fucked up!” My fingers balled up into a fist and I slammed it down on the surrounding wall. The dull pain vibrated through my arm. I hit the wall again and again, watching the blood of my father drain down the shower.

      I screamed at the blood smudged against the surrounding tile, but I stopped once a knock came from the bathroom door.

      “Mercy? Are you okay?”

      “No. Just give me some space.”

      I knew he’d answered but I couldn’t hear the exact words. I stayed in the shower until the running water became bone chillingly cold.
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      By the time I got out of the shower, my skin was numb. I spent a few minutes brushing the knots out of my hair until I gave up. The scissors gleamed up at me from the countertop. My fingers grasped the handles and I began cutting.

      Long strands of hair fell down, blanketing the floor with brown. I didn’t stop cutting until it reached the bottoms of my ears. Again, I ran the comb through, but this time it was smooth.

      I wrapped a fuzzy towel around my shivering body and went into my room. My eyes found the backpack shoved deep into the corner, hidden behind a wooden shelf. I grabbed it, pulling the bag open. I dug through my drawers and tossed what I needed into it.

      I slipped on whatever I could find and finished off the outfit with my ratty pair of black high tops. These shoes had seen better days; the black was now faded into a murky grey and the laces looked as if they would break at any second.

      I glanced at myself up and down in the mirror.

      I needed to sleep.

      I looked like the living dead, and I felt like it, too.

      For a second, I could have sworn my reflection nodded back in agreement. I tossed that thought out while I filled the backpack with clothes, my wallet, and a couple other knick-knacks.

      I headed down the hall into my dad’s room and stepped over the stacks of dirty clothes. Pulling open the wooden closet doors revealed a black gun safe.

      My fingers turned the lock until it hit two, six, and then eight. The metal door popped open. The first gun I grabbed was the shotgun. I threw the sling across my back and filled all my pockets with slugs until they couldn’t hold any more. I shoved a final box deep into my backpack.

      When I went back down the stairs, the kitchen smelled like coffee and eggs. Sebastien was placing plates and cutlery down on top of the wooden table. He turned to me and smiled. “You cut your hair. It looks good.”

      My fingers ran across the jagged edges. “It was bugging me.” He swaggered towards me, his eyes glued on the shotgun.

      “Do you know how to use that?”

      I scoffed.

      “I’ve been going hunting with my dad since I was four years old.”

      I really was proud of it. Even though he wasn’t so good with being an adult, my dad taught me a lot of things—mostly, how to survive. In this moment, I decided I was going to survive this because that was what I did.

      I was a Brown.

      “It will help if we escape.”

      He just said we.

      “Does that mean…”

      Sebastien scraped the eggs and placed them down on the plates, along with the remaining vegetables from the fridge.

      “Yes,” he whispered, motioning me to sit down. “We are leaving this godforsaken town.”

      “Good.” I placed the backpack and gun on the couch.

      The vampire scooped up a forkful of eggs into his mouth. I couldn’t help but giggle; his face lit up, clearly enjoying me watching him.

      “Are you feeling well?”

      I nodded, trying to choke back the giggle. My eyes stayed locked onto his fork.

      “Are you sure? Why are you staring me?”

      My shoulders shrugged and I took a sip of the lukewarm coffee. “A vampire eating eggs in my kitchen. There must be a joke in there somewhere.”

      I followed his lead and scooped a spoonful of eggs into my mouth. They had a spiciness I hadn’t expected. The hot sauce swirled around on my tongue. Who knew vampires could cook?

      His eyes widened and he gave me not quite a smile but a small smirk. “Eating food is just a habit now. It reminds me that I was once human.”

      After I drank the first cup, I hesitated before pouring the second, but I had a feeling it would be a long night. “What happens if you stop drinking blood and just eat normal food?”

      He finished off his plate and placed it down into the sink. “I would go insane and eventually die. I tried it when I first turned. I ended up killing lots of innocent people.”

      Oh.

      It seemed every conversation we had turned morbid and depressing. I truly was becoming a magnet for the strange.

      When I’d finished off the food, I grabbed the dirty dishes and started to wash them. I knew this was going to be the very last time I would be home, and for some reason, I didn’t want to leave it messy.

      Sebastien came up behind me, wrapping his hands around my waist. His warm breath brushed across my neck, shooting chills down my spine.

      “We should probably get going before it becomes dark.”

      I nodded. “We still need to go to Amanda’s house.”

      His hands pulled me around without any effort, flinging soap suds around the kitchen floor.

      “But—”

      I placed a finger against his lips.

      “Stop. I know what you’re going to say, and there is no discussion.”

      He began to mumble but I shook my head.

      “No. I will not leave her again. This is all my fault, and I need to help her if I can.” I gave him a stern look. “Now, I’m going take my finger off, and I don’t want to hear any other answers except for ‘yes, Mercy’.”

      Before I removed my fingers, he left a few kisses.

      “Yes, Mercy.”

      I grabbed a couple of bottles from the shelves and filled each one to the rim with water. Without instruction, Sebastien grabbed boxes out of the basement and filled them with canned foods and blankets.

      While he looked through the house once last time, I searched the living room for the keys to my dad’s car, finally finding them underneath the couch cushion.

      We seemed to work pretty well with each other, playing Tetris with the boxes while loading up my dad’s beater. He’d loved the car; it was his most prized possession, a 1967 Chevrolet Impala. The car where he proposed to my mother, where he took her to the hospital to give birth. When my mother was alive, he would spend countless of hours changing the parts and reupholstering the cream leather seats.

      You could tell its age from the rusted clouds eating away at the paint, and the jingling rattle every time you went over a bump. It was once loved, but now forgotten.

      My hand ran across the hood and I laughed, hearing my dad’s voice in my head and the way he used to smell like gasoline when he gave me a hug.

      Sebastien closed the trunk door. His face studied mine, looking for the answer to the riddle.

      “What’s so funny?”

      I pulled open the driver’s door and sat down. “My dad always said if the apocalypse happened, this car would be able to survive. I guess he was right.”

      “It’s a nice car. I remember when they were first released.”

      And then he did it again, reminding me how old he actually was. I kept forgetting he wasn’t just a normal teenager.

      “Will you ever age? Or you will be stuck looking like a teenager forever?”

      “Eventually,” he answered, climbing into the passenger side. “Mara was upset the other week, finding her first grey hair, so I do know it will happen—if I survive that long.”

      The keys jingled as I shoved them into the starter, and I didn’t want to give him any false hope. I didn’t know if he was going to survive but I did hope he would.

      He placed a cool hand on top on mine and pulled something out of his pocket.

      “I saved this for you. I thought you would want to keep it. “

      He grabbed my hand off the steering wheel and placed a chain into it, closing my fingers together.

      “Open your hand.”

      I did what was told and saw my mother’s crucifix.

      “This means a lot to me.” I placed it around my neck and gave the cross a quick kiss.

      My eyes focused on the road ahead, avoiding looking back at the house. I knew if I did, even for a split second, I would change my mind.

      The car ride to Amanda’s was silent, and every so often, I looked around the neighbourhoods for any sign of life. Sebastien’s face rested on the window and I would have given anything to know what he was thinking, but I couldn’t ask. I needed to save my bravery for what I was going to find at Amanda’s.

      I stopped in front of the yellow house on the other side of town. Sebastien grabbed my hand and gave it a little squeeze.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      I nodded, shoving the keys deep into my back pocket. I flung the shotgun strap on, flicked the safety off and pushed the butt of the gun against my shoulder.

      “Let’s go.”

      Sebastien swooshed in front of me and waited at the front door.

      He counted down with his fingers. One…Two…Three…

      The door screeched open loudly, blowing any hope of a sneaky entrance.

      When I entered the house, a rancid smell slithered its way into my nose. I wanted to cover my face with my hand but I couldn’t let go of the gun. Laughing voices came from the living room. Amanda? My heart thumped and I rushed towards the sound, only to be greeted by the television.

      Old cups of coffee sat untouched on the wooden table, placed on top of newspapers dating back from last week. I could feel my heart sink. What was that smell? It was like a garbage dump mixed with all sorts of things my nose couldn’t identify.

      “There are dead bodies somewhere in the house,” Sebastien whispered.

      “I wonder wh—”

      He cut me off. “Someone is upstairs.”

      I knew exactly where I was going, and Sebastien trailed right behind. I went through the small hallway into the kitchen, just in case his vampire senses were wrong.

      There was my answer to the smell. The glass kettle had an inch of coffee left in it with obscured rounds of mold stuck to the side, and on the table were bowls of soured yogurt and fly-ridden plates of what was once food.

      I led him back to the staircase leading out of the living room.

      Every step I took, the stairs moaned in agony, showing their age. When I reached the top, I didn’t want to go any further. This was the point in every horror where the bad guy popped out, and I didn’t want to be surprised. Sebastien must have sensed my reluctance. His body smoothly pushed me to the side and he went to go investigate the first door.

      He came out of the room quickly, shaking his head. He checked the bathroom and Amanda’s parents’ room with no luck. I pulled his hand off the last door’s handle. This was something I had to do.

      I was shaking as I wrapped my fingers around it.

      In one quick movement, I jerked open the door.

      A gust of the rancid smell hit me in the face. I turned to throw up, but Sebastien simply tapped me on the shoulder.

      I followed his gaze to corner of the room.

      Amanda was huddled, her back towards us, and she was still wearing the same little black dress from Trinity’s party. Her arms were drenched in blood while her body blocked two large lumps covered by a white sheet.

      “I-I-I-I didn’t mean to,” she sniffled. “I was just so hungry.”
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      As we walked deeper into the room, I could feel my grip on the gun loosen. I knew if she was going to attack, it would have already happened. Who was I kidding? I couldn’t kill my best friend, even if she was a vampire.

      “Don’t come near me!” Amanda howled.

      I looked up at Sebastien, who was creeping towards her, and he signalled me to stop. He placed a hand on top of her shoulder as she spun around, hissing, and revealed two perfectly pointed teeth. He didn’t back down.

      “I ate them…my own parents. I…killed them.” Bloody tears rolled down her cheeks; she brought her hands up to hide her face.

      “I’m so sorry.” I took a step towards the sobbing vampire. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      Sebastien shook his head, warning me not to go near her.

      I didn’t listen.

      Amanda looked up at me, her mouth smeared with crusted blood. “Please don’t come any closer,” she begged.

      “It’s okay,” I reassured her. “You won’t hurt me.”

      With that, I wrapped both arms as tight as I could around her. Her body shook and sobbed. My hand rubbed circles and I rocked her back and forth.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I repeated over and over. “I’m here now.” I didn’t know who I was trying to convince—her or myself.

      After what seemed like hours, I finally persuaded Amanda to take a shower. When she was safely in the bathroom, Sebastien and I carried her parents into the backyard.

      “Why isn’t Amanda a Bokh?” I dug the shovel deep into the dirt and tossed it to the side.

      “After a Bokh feeds sufficiently, they finish the transformation and regain their consciousness.”

      “And if they don’t feed enough?” I asked, wiping the sweat rolling down my eyebrow.

      “I’ve never witnessed that before. I have no idea.”
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      I did what I was told and headed for the bathroom. When I looked in the mirror, I didn’t recognize the face staring back at me.

      The artificial fluorescent light emphasized the ghastly paleness of my skin.

      The brown in my eyes was dull and lifeless.

      My fingers ran across the edges of my protruding cheek bones. Mercy was right before; I looked dead, and I felt dead. Cool to the touch.

      Both shoulders began to shake and I heaved, throwing up on the floor. The bitter smell of bile filled the air.

      How could I have slaughtered my own parents? How could I become this thing?

      My teeth ground together and spat down into the sink.

      I could still taste the coppery blood in my mouth, and every time I closed my eyes, I heard their screams.

      I didn’t think I would ever forget the feeling of their limp, cold bodies in my arms.

      Bloody tears began streaming down the sides of my face. I tried to push them aside, but they kept falling. I grabbed the towel that hung on the door and scooped up the vomit, shoving it into the garbage can.

      I turned shower on, the temperature set to high. My fingers pulled the crusted dress off my body, and I threw it on top of the towel.

      The steam from the shower fogged up the room while I sat on the ceramic bottom of the tub. The drops of water stung as they fell down my back. They felt like little prickles of heat jabbing into my skin.

      I lifted my knees up to my chest and held them tightly.

      “I’m a monster.”
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      Once the holes were deep enough, we placed the corpses down. Sebastien helped me cover the bodies with loose dirt and I said a little prayer.

      “It’s me again. Two prayers in one day. It’s a record. Please bring peace to Joanne and Garret. They were really good parents.” I took a deep breath and marked the two graves with a makeshift stick cross. “Amen,” I whispered.

      “Amen,” Sebastien answered.

      “Amen.” Amanda’s voice echoed from the back door, her wet hair braided to the side and her hands filled with bags.

      The three of us stood there watching the graves until dusk fully came and the familiar dark washed across the sky. Sebastien pulled me to the side, giving Amanda some privacy for one last goodbye.

      “We need to leave now. Now it’s dark, they’ll start looking for me.”

      His deep voice was not as calm as usual. This was as close as I had seen him to panic. It didn’t settle well with my stomach; if he was worried, shouldn’t I be freaking out? I glanced over towards Amanda, who was now wiping the bloody tears against her arm and mumbling goodbyes to her parents.

      “He’s right, Mercy. Noah and Cain will be here soon.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” I looked at them. “Let’s go!”

      In the end, I was the one they had to wait for, as they used their super speed to get to the car. Did all vampires just inherently get faster? Could they fly? More questions for my list…this was probably the worst time for Vampire 101, and I didn’t think Sebastien was in the mood to answer any of them.

      When I finally reached the front of the house, Amanda and Sebastien stood frozen, side by side, in front of the car.

      “What are you guys doing?” I asked. “Get in.” I was slightly annoyed, especially when they could have both been buckled in, instead of whatever the hell they were staring at.

      Neither said a single word.

      “Hello?”

      “Mercy,” Sebastien said steadily, “We need you to get in the car and drive away.”

      Who was he to tell me what to do?

      “This isn’t funny. Let’s get going.”

      From the flickering edges of light made by the street lamps, I saw a person come out of the shadows, followed by another and another, until there were at least six.

      They were crouched down, moving slowly on all fours. Some hissed and groaned, but they all had something in common: blood smeared on their faces. I knew it was fresh; even in the darkness I could it dripping.

      “No sudden movements,” Sebastien whispered.

      The only female Bokh sniffed around Amanda’s feet, and then Sebastien’s, while the others paced around the streetlights, searching. In the distance, a man’s screams echoed down the road, making a few Bokh scatter towards it. I raised the shotgun to my shoulder and very carefully took one step to the car, and another, until I could touch the door.

      My eyes stayed glued on the creatures. I wanted to call them people, but they were far too wild, like feral cats.

      I could only imagine what the scientists would be able to find out from doing experiments on them. What if I was able to get someone in the government to believe vampires existed? Would they order the execution of all to help mankind? Would they spare Sebastien and Amanda?

      That might be a good idea, if we were able to escape Goodsprings. My fingers dug under the car handle and I slowly opened it. When the door was almost completely open, it let out a creak. The Bokh stood to attention. One tried to lunge towards me, only to be met by Sebastien’s hand. He grasped the attacker and snapped its neck in one swift movement.

      Another jumped forward. This time, Amanda lunged towards it, hissing and grabbing the Bokh’s arm and lifting it up with such strength before slamming it back down into the pavement.

      Two other Bokh circled around Sebastien, each swinging at a chance to hit the vampire. I tried to lock onto one of the attackers but I didn’t want to risk hitting Sebastien with a slug.

      The female Bokh slid out from behind the fighting vampires and stood up on both legs. She licked her lips. “Hungry.” Her bloody face twitched to the side, revealing jagged teeth.

      With a flick of the safety switch, I aimed and fired. I watched in awe as the slug embedded deep into the Bokh’s fleshy stomach. The creature let out a horrifying screech as dark blood gushed out of the wound, but it didn’t stop coming towards me and wouldn’t shut up.

      I lifted the shotgun again, aiming towards her head, and I pulled the trigger. This time, the gun slammed back down into my shoulder while I shut my eyes, turning away from the exploding creature.

      “Sorry,” I whispered to the remains that scattered a bloody picture across the pavement.

      I used the back of my arm to wipe the drops of blood rolling down my face.

      “The other Bokh would’ve heard the shot…let’s go.”

      When I turned around to see what my friends were doing, I was met with a fist directly to my face. The last thing I saw was Cain’s devious smile.
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      My eyes flickered in and out of consciousness. All I could tell was that I was buckled into a car, and moving really fast.

      “Sebastien?” Every part of my brain throbbed, and I was sure I was going to throw up. My eyes closed once more.

      “Wake up, sleeping beauty.” Cain laughed at his own joke. “You were mumbling about vampires. Did you have a nightmare?” His voice mocked me. “Your little Sebastien isn’t going to save you now.”

      I gasped, releasing who I was with. My eyes pulled wide open while I jolted my body awake. When I reached for the door handle, Cain slammed his hand around my throat, gripping it tightly.

      “No funny business or I will break your windpipe. Understood?”

      I nodded.

      This seemed to please him and he let go, focusing on the wheel. The familiar wretched smell wrapped around my body. I followed it until my eyes reached the back seat. There was Trinity, dead, in Dad’s car. Her once beautiful tan was a morbid white blue, her blonde hair stained with blood. She would have flipped out to see what she looked like in death.

      I could feel the build-up of tears. I hated Trinity, there was no doubt about it, but she didn’t deserve to die like this. No one did. Cain laughed again, as if he could read my thoughts.

      “Do you like my gift? I could see in your eyes how much you despised her.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why do you have to be like this?” I studied his face, looking for an inch of humanity. Underneath his icy blue right eye was the faintest scar, almost in the shape of a cross.

      “Humans are useful for two things: relations and sustenance.” Cain ran a hand through his bleach locks.

      “You were human once,” I reminded him.

      “I was once a sheep, and now I’m the wolf. It’s more entertaining being the predator than the prey. I am free.” His hands let go of the steering wheel and the car began swerve to the side, the wheels squealing in glee.

      My heart pounded as both of my hands gripped the wheel, pulling the car to the middle of the round. Cain let out his roaring laugh.

      “See? I wouldn’t die, but you would. I am free from the shackles of humanity.”

      “You are not free.” I needed to distract him and allow myself to grab a bit more time to think of a plan.

      He slammed his foot down on the pedal. The car stopped so suddenly I bumped my head on the side of the door. I could feel a stinging and prayed for blood. When my fingers brushed against the scrape, they came back perfectly clean.

      All I needed was one drop.

      “I am intrigued.”

      “If you leave, Mara and Lucian would kill you.” I took a deep breath in. “They tell you what you can and can’t do. That’s not freedom.”

      He took a minute to think about what I had said. “That is true. Regardless, I would never want to leave them. I have too much fun.”

      I smirked. “Really? What did they tell you to do with me?”

      His fingers ran across the leather wheel, his eyes clearly locked onto my neck.

      “We needed to bring you and your friends to the high school. Alive.” He did sound a little sore about that.

      I slowly moved my hand closer to the car handle, keeping my eyes on him.

      “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      Cain’s fingers strummed across the dashboard as if he were lost in thought.

      This was my chance.

      I pushed the door open while my legs hopped out of the car, and I ran the only way I could—towards the edge of the desert. My lungs dragged and burned harder than before, but I needed this getaway plan to be believable.

      He loves it when they run, I reminded myself.

      “Do you think I’m stupid?” Cain’s angry voice bellowed from the car. With a swoosh, he was right in front of me. “I won’t let you get away again.”

      His tongue flicked across his lips and his eyes burned with desire. I knew exactly what he wanted to do.

      “J-just get it over with and bite me.”

      I tried to take a deep breath while my shoulders tensed up for the inevitable as a yellow blur dashed towards me. The sharp edges of his nails dug into my back while his teeth sank into my neck. I shrieked. I could feel his heartbeat racing faster against my chest.

      His strong grip tightened as he bent me down, pushing both of our bodies into the sand. My eyes flickered up towards the night sky, my mind trying to distract me by counting the stars.

      “You’re so stupid. Why do you think I let you bite me?” My voice winced. It was so quiet but I knew he had heard me, since I could feel his fangs retract from my neck. Both his hands let go of me while he jerked back onto his feet.

      His lips were surrounded by a perfect ring of blood. “W-w-what did you do to me?” Blood gushed out of his mouth and his pretty blue eyes convulsed. Cain let out a sharp, gut jerking cry. I gave him one last wave goodbye before I turned towards the sand, blocking my face from the approaching pop.

      “I’m no longer the prey,” I whispered, as blood exploded around me.
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      I thought of vultures and coyotes while I brushed off the mixture of sand and blood that coated the back of my pants. Would they be attracted to dead vampires, or did they know that this thing was neither human nor animal? Thank god I was smart enough to wear black, I thought while I made some leeway with the dark smudges. I didn’t even want to think of my hair, and I knew the smell of dead vamp would linger for a few days.

      I grinned at the bloodied entrails of Cain and spat. “This is for all the invisible girls you killed. May they rest in peace, knowing you are finally dead.” I found the car keys in the middle of the blood, and hastily wiped them on the side of my pants while I made my way back to the car.

      Before I slipped the keys into the ignition, I pushed down the rear-view mirror to investigate the bite marks. “At least this time it wasn’t so bad.” My finger ran across the burning red circles.

      There was something wrong with the reflection—and not the vampire bites.

      The rancid smell was gone, and so was Trinity. Where would she go? It didn’t matter now. That was the least of my problems.

      In any case, Cain had the decency of leaving the shotgun in the car, except my pockets were empty. I scrambled around, looking for any sign of the slugs. I was lucky enough to find two that had fallen underneath the passenger seat.

      Cain’s voice echoed through my head. I knew I had to go find Sebastien and Amanda. Goodsprings had finally become the ghost town I always thought it was. Driving downtown, there was not a single light in any of the stores; the only ones were the automatic street lamps and my headlights.

      I had an idea, although I didn't know if it was a good one.

      I slowly stopped the car and pulled off to the side of road. My cellphone nuzzled between the dash and the seat. I jumped out of the car, flipped on the phone, and clicked a picture of the buildings. Just as the flash lit up the hollow street, I could hear the shuffling of feet from behind.

      "Hunnngry," the Bokh's deep voice echoed.

      When my body turned around, I was faced with Charlie, my dad's closest friend. His buzzed off salt and pepper hair was covered in splotches of blood and dirt. I slowly lifted the phone back up and snapped yet another picture.

      This startled the Bokh. He raised a hand and blocked his eyes, which gave me time to rush into the car. I turned the ignition and sped away, leaving Charlie in the dust.

      Arriving at Goodsprings High, there was nothing out of the ordinary. What did catch my eye was a couple of lights on near the gym. I parked behind two cars abandoned in the middle of the street.

      I flipped on my phone once again and decided to post the pictures on the internet. I didn't know if it would make a difference, or if anyone would even see them. I would leave the comfort of the car once I knew for sure that each picture had uploaded. At least if I died, someone might investigate.

      Rubbing the sides of my temples, I watched the upload bar fill.

      "Well, here goes nothing."

      I pulled open the car door and was met by the warm embrace of the Nevada air. My two feet shuffled towards the teachers’ entrance. I wrapped my hand around the metal handle and tried to yank it open with no luck. I peeked through the small window, only to see chains around the side.

      Of course. The vampires were smart; they'd been doing this for hundreds of years. What they didn't expect was that I knew at least twenty ways of getting in without a door.

      I ran as fast as I could around the corner, all the way to the far east end of the school to what was once the students’ lounge. I shimmied the window open, my fingers grasping the wooden sill, and I pulled my body up and into the room. My head peeped through the door and I waited for the coast to be clear before I snuck into the hallway.

      The vampires would have taken Amanda and Sebastien to the gymnasium if they were still alive. I readied the shotgun and headed down the hallway.

      "Well, well...what do we have here?" Noah sang from around the corner. "Where is my brother?" He dropped his charming voice and became sour. I took a step back towards the corner, trying to put as much room as possible between us.

      I aimed the gun towards his head. "He ditched me. We weren't having any fun." Noah took another step towards me. I couldn't take any more chances so I fired. I didn't factor in the whole super speed part when he lunged to the side, only getting grazed by the slug.

      His nostrils flared, followed by his fangs. He came full speed at me, knocking my body into the ground. I could feel the warmth of his breath brush against my neck, and the tips of his fangs poked the skin. Yes. Please bite me.

      "Stop!" a girl’s voice yelled from behind. "Don't drink her blood. It will kill you."

      Trinity.

      "She killed your brother. I saw everything."

      Noah’s hand balled up in a fist with a chunk of my hair and slammed my head down into the floor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I woke up, my head throbbed and pounded. I tried to stand up but was brought back down by thick ropes. I looked around the classroom, which was unfamiliar. It had to be on the main floor because I could see the football field clearly.

      I wondered if I were closer to the gym.

      Abandoned backpacks were shoved in the corner of the room. I tried to jerk up from the chair, but only managed to move a couple of inches.

      The door swung open, and in staggered Trinity, dragging a lifeless Brittany.

      "What did you do?" I asked. "She was your friend."

      Trinity chuckled hesitantly while she wiped the blood smeared around her lips and threw the body in down front of my feet.

      "Brittany wasn't my friend. I only hung out with her so Daddy could take over her parents’ business. Now, I don't have to worry about any of that."

      I shook my head. "Yeah, because you’re a dirty bloodsucker." My lips snarled in disgust.

      She flipped her blonde hair back and I could see her chest puff out just a bit. There was no doubt about it; Trinity was actually proud to be a vampire.

      "I’m going to look eighteen forever." She jumped up in glee. Her hand ran across her cheek. "I will never get a wrinkle, and I’m going to be rich with no one holding me back."

      "Who has ever held you back?” I watched her pace back and forth around the room, dodging the desks.

      "Oh, Daddy is dead. He tasted like cheap chardonnay and cigarettes. I won't have to listen to his stupid ideas about university and working hard for money. Now, it’s going to be cabana boys and designer clothes for all eternity."

      "Good for you, for knowing such a complex word like eternity. It looks like vampirism is reversing all the brain damage from the years of bleach."

      "What?" she hissed. "My hair is naturally blonde."

      "As if anyone believes that."

      In a blur, she slammed into me, pushing the chair down into the ground, giving my hands some wiggle room. I slipped one hand out of the binding and pulled the knife from my waist. I lifted the it up and jammed it into her eye.

      Trinity howled. "Y-y-you stabbed me." She flung her body back, trying to block out the gushing blood. “I can’t believe you stabbed me.” I could see her body begin to shake. “W-w-why would do that? What did I ever do to you?”

      Was she actually serious?

      In a panic, Trinity staggered towards the backpacks, searching for something to help her eye.

      Blood poured out of the socket, and while she was distracted, I worked on the ropes. I moved as fast as I could up and down until the binding broke. I sliced the palm of my hand, running across the room and lunging towards the sobbing vampire.

      Trinity looked up at me, her bloodied eye twitching and tears falling from the other. “P-p-please don’t kill me. I know you hate me, but please don’t kill me.”

      Her begging made my body freeze up.

      “I’m sorry for everything. I’m sorry for killing Brittany and Suzy. And my dad. I didn’t mean to...I was just so hungry.” Her bottom lip quivered. “They told me if I didn’t kill my friends, they would kill me…I didn’t want to…I don’t even eat meat.” She let out another annoyingly high-pitched howl.

      God, I needed her to be quiet. She was going to blow this whole escape plan.

      “I’m just so scared,” she whimpered, crouching down into the littlest ball.

      How could I kill her when she was basically groveling for her life? I wasn’t a monster. The Trinity I knew never begged for anything.

      I couldn’t lie to myself. I did feel a tiny bit sorry for her.

      I took a step towards her and her body shuddered.

      “Leave Goodsprings and never come back. If I hear even a whisper of a blonde vampire attacking a human, I will hunt you down and I will kill you. Understand?”

      Trinity nodded and rushed towards the windows, but before she leaped out, she turned to me.

      “Thank you.”

      I shook out both hands and prepared myself for what was about to come. I had a horrible pit in my stomach.

      Let me try this rescue mission one last time, I thought, pulling the wooden door open. When I was sure no one was around, I left the room.

      Step by step, I crept back into the hallway, this time checking both ends to make sure no vampire would pop out and surprise me. When I finally made it to the gym, I could hear voices talking while screams spilled out of the tiny crack in the door.

      Another voice echoed down the hall. My heart raced and I hid behind a garbage bin shoved against the wall.

      Noah.

      He was standing in front of the gym door, talking on his cellphone. I could only hear fragments of his conversation.

      “Yes, Mother. I know.”

      This was my chance. His hearing couldn’t be perfect when he was on the phone.

      I popped out from my hiding spot, one hand still dripping with blood and the knife prepped in the other, waiting to be used once again. I jumped towards the vampire, placing the edge of the blade against his throat and my bloody hand near his mouth.

      “Hang up the phone or I will make you drink my blood.”

      I could hear the panicked callings from Mara, but Noah did as he was told.

      “Where are my friends?”

      His head motioned at the door. “You don’t know what you just d—”

      “Shut up.” I really wasn’t interested in what he had to say.

      With the back of my knee, I pushed him towards the gym.

      “Open the door.”

      Again, he followed my orders, but when the door was open, I was hit in the face with the putrid smell of rotting bodies that had become all too familiar.

      “Oh my god,” I whispered.

      Piles of corpses were scattered across the gymnasium floor. These were people I’d grown up with…all of them tossed around like pieces of garbage.

      In the middle of room, Sebastien and Amanda sat tied to wooden chairs. His face was bruised and bloodied while she was sprawled out with her wrists slit. Blood pooled around her feet. Sebastien and I locked eyes.

      I wanted to run to them and untie their ropes, but there stood Lucian next to the vampires, and in his hand he had a sliver dagger with the carved head of a wolf.

      “Ah! Yoo have arrived. The guest of honor.” Lucian bowed his head down to me. “Yoo tell me how yoo kill my son with yoor blood.”

      “No.”

      I had no idea, and I wasn’t going to let him know that. You don’t tell the bogeyman your secret.

      “No?” he answered, placing the silver dagger against Amanda’s throat. “I vill kill her.”

      “Then I will kill your other son. Do you want that?” I dug the knife deeper into Noah’s neck so the smallest drop of blood ran down. “You’re already down two sons. What’s the last one worth to you?”

      Lucian let out a warm chuckle. “Yoo are stubborn for a human. Or maybe yoo are not human at all? It doesn’t matter now; vat yoo have done cannot be undone. Yoo have set in motion plans that will rip apart yoor very existence.” Lucian peered down at his watch.

      Did he mean me killing Cain? What was with the riddle?

      “Okay,” I said hesitantly, “just untie my friends and let us go. No one else has to get hurt.”

      He bowed his silver head down to me. “As yoo vish. Humanity vill be over soon.”

      “Listen, I don’t have enough time for your tricks. Just untie my friends.” My foot tapped, watching the vampire with a close eye.

      Was he going to try something?

      Lucian took step towards my friends and began to untie the rope until it was fully unravelled. He glanced at his silver wristwatch.

      Amanda lifelessly flopped off the seat down into the pool of blood but Sebastien was in much better shape and stood right up. I didn’t know if Lucian went easier on him or if he was able to heal faster than her.

      I gulped. I didn’t want to say too much. My voice would reveal how nervous I was, so I simply said, “Take her away.”

      His feet were rooted into the ground and I knew he didn’t want to leave.

      “Go.”

      Sebastien looked miserably at me with his one eye that was not swollen. I wanted to cry and run away with them, but I knew if there was any chance of my friends escaping, it would be from me distracting the vamps.

      “It’s going to be okay. Just go,” I reassured him.

      Please go, I begged him in my head. Let me be brave for all of us. If I was going to die, I wanted to do one last good deed.

      He nodded, as if finally getting the message.

      In the corner of my eye, I caught Lucian once again looking at the time.

      Sebastien limped over towards Amanda, flinging the unconscious vampire over his shoulder. We watched in silence as he took his time drudging through the pools of blood and corpses and out the gymnasium. I could see Lucian check his watch.

      What did he need to know the time for?

      While taking a step back towards the door, I whispered into Noah’s ear, “Before we came in here, what did you mean I don’t know what I did?”

      I could see his shoulders shudder from the slightest laughter.

      “Didn’t Sebastien tell you vampires love to cover up their messes? And you just posted pictures—” He was cut off by the echoing of a muffled roar.

      The ground and entire school began to shake, followed by an ear splitting bang. Then another, and another. My hand gripped Noah’s shoulder to help my feet stay grounded.

      I tried to back up with Noah but the vampire stood his ground. I could hear him whisper, “If I am going to die here, I am going to take you with me.”

      What?

      Yet another blast came. This time, the glass windows screeched.

      “It is time for me to go,” Lucian bellowed above the explosion. “Goodbye my son, and yoo, hunter. May yoo die a painful death.” And with that, he was out of the gym in a flash. The explosions seemed to be coming closer to the school. They were so loud, my ears rang, and for a few moments I couldn’t hear anything.

      I could feel Noah’s neck moving but I didn’t know if it was from the blasts or if he was yelling at me.

      The final detonation hit the school. The glass shattered into the gymnasium, spraying the entire room. Pieces ripped apart my hands and face but it was too late for Noah. My blood splattered across his face and he began to convulse.

      His body exploded in sync with the what I thought would be the last explosion to hit the school. My body flung across the floor like a ragdoll and I slammed into the wall. The smell of smoke filled the room, making my lungs burn and cry out for fresh air. Tiny ripples of explosions followed. I tried to pull my body up but my feet felt as though they were made of bricks. My head spun and I began to see white spots in the oncoming smoke. The bones in my body ached.

      If I didn’t leave now, I was sure I would die.

      My feet still weren’t cooperating, so I drove my chest towards the floor and began to drag my body until I reached the door. I managed to grab hold of the tiny metal bars used to lock it, and lifted myself up. I used what was left of my energy to push it open.

      I didn’t remember these doors being so heavy.

      Getting out of the school was a blur, and I had to stop every so often to rest against the cool metal lockers while my head continued to spin. Once I reached the safety of the outdoors, my body didn’t feel like walking or moving anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

          Sebastien

        

      

    

    
      I crossed my fingers and prayed to God that Mercy was still alive after those explosions.

      I didn’t want to leave her but I knew if Amanda didn’t survive, she would have killed me. Also, I couldn’t risk having the twig near Mercy. A hurt vampire was a desperate vampire, and the beast might cloud Amanda’s judgement and make her attack her friend. I needed to get Amanda blood, and quickly. Then, when she regained some strength, I would go back for Mercy.

      I placed her on the grass and limped towards an abandoned car. There was a thick blood trail leading away from it, but thankfully the keys were in the ignition. I grabbed Amanda and placed her down in the backseat.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I told her, even though I was positive she wouldn’t be able to hear me.

      After those explosions, the animals would have scattered out of town, so that’s where I went. With some moans from Amanda and some swift driving, we made it out of Goodsprings in record time. Just as I’d predicted, the animals were fleeing and I managed to grab a squirrel and rabbit from the outskirts.

      Once the blood touched Amanda’s lips, the vampire jerked up and wrapped her hands around the dead animals, drinking like there was no tomorrow. It didn’t take long for the blood to start healing her wounds and she was finally able to talk.

      “Mercy? Where is she?” Bloody tears ran down her face as the panic set in. “I heard her with Lucian. Tell me where she is!”

      “I just needed to get you some blood,” I said hastily.

      “What?” she screamed. “You left her? Let’s go!”

      I did what I was told and jumped back into the driver’s seat.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time we got back to the school, Mercy had made it out of the gym and was lying in the football field.

      “We need to get her to a hospital. She’s going to die.” Amanda placed her head against Mercy’s chest.

      I carried her back to the car and Amanda held her while we headed to Las Vegas.

      “Can’t we just give her some blood and heal her?” Amanda asked. “Don’t vampires have that ability?”

      I just looked at her in the rear-view mirror and shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. Plus, she isn’t like anyone I know. It might kill her. Do you really want to test out a Hollywood theory?”

      “No. I just feel so helpless.”

      “I know.” I kept my eyes on the road. “Me too.”

      When we finally reached the hospital entrance, Amanda rushed out, yelling for help. The nurses quickly wheeled Mercy out as Amanda answered all the questions she could.

      An older doctor with snow white hair came to question me.

      “Son, what happened to your friend?”

      I cleared my throat. “All you need to know is that her name is Mercy Brown, and she is probably the most important person you need to keep alive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      My eyes flickered open, only to be met the by the cool welcoming of a blank white ceiling. This was getting to be ridiculous. How many times could a girl wake up not knowing where she was? I tried to jerk back up but the veins in my hand were pulled by the clear tube of an IV. The panic in my heart rose.

      Where am I? How did I get here?

      The room was clearly in a hospital with its bleach smell, stiff bed, and a clipboard filled with papers. But which one? This was bigger than the small medical center in Goodsprings.

      I winced when I yanked the IV out of my hand and rubbed circles around the tiniest pinprick it left. I was certain I no longer needed it, along with the breathing tube which now blocked my normal air flow. Once that was ripped out, an alarm sounded, and two nurses in green scrubs appeared.

      “Oh my goodness.” The older chubbier one with a blonde bun ran to my side. “Mercy Brown! You’re awake.”

      “How do you know my name?” My voice felt strained and tired. “Where am I?”

      The other nurse, who was much younger with a pixie cut, felt my forehead and smiled. “Of course we know who you are. Everyone does.” She rushed out the door. “I’ll go get the doctor!”

      “What do you mean, everyone knows who I am?” I watched as the nurse filled the plastic cup full of water and handed it to me.

      “Oh sweetie, don’t you remember? The vampires.”

      My eyes twitched. Did I hear her right or did I just make that up in my head?

      “What did you say?” I sat up urgently. The nurse just stood there, staring at me like I’d spoken a different language.

      “The vampires.” This time, she said it slower, and with a frown. “You uploaded the video.”

      The door swung open and in came the doctor, whose hair matched perfectly with his white coat.

      “Now, now, Nurse Killjoy. Let’s not speak of those creatures. Let me take a look at our patient.” He shooed the two nurses out of the room, grabbing the clipboard from the yellow washed wall. “Well, this says it’s your birthday. What a great present. Happy birthday, Mercy Brown.”

      “It’s already October 18th?” I asked. “But it was just September.” I could feel the itchiness start bubbling up on my arms.

      I reminded myself to breathe and relax. It wouldn’t help anyone, getting worked up at this point.

      The doctor sat boldly down on the edge of the bed and grabbed my hand, giving it a hard squeeze. “You’ve been in a coma for over a month, but everything is going to be okay.” He didn’t sound very convincing, and he knew it. His tired eyes seemed to soften around the edges. “You were found on the side of the highway just outside of Las Vegas.” His eyes wandered off, looking out the barred window.

      “And what about Goodsprings?”

      “Quarantined. Officials from the government went to investigate after your video went viral, and they found the infected.”

      “You mean the Bokh?”

      He nodded. “The Vampires—and Bokh, as you call them—started attacking all across the world, spreading the infection. But humankind is strong, and we are fighting back.”

      Was this my fault? My punishment for uploading the video?

      “And how many are dead?” I whispered. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know.

      The doctor took a deep breath and fiddled with his rectangular glasses. “It’s estimated more than half of the world’s population is gone. China, India, and Russia are completely obliterated. The borders to Canada and Mexico are closed. They are calling September 18th V-day: the day vampires attacked.”

      My heart sank.
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* * *

      Once the doctor completed his examination, he left a container with a change of clothes and a handgun. I dressed in record time and strapped the leather holster around my shoulder, placing the gun inside. I went into the bathroom and regretted not taking a shower before getting dressed. Instead, I splashed a handful of water through my hair and crunched the ends. It would dry and curl without any fuss.

      I guess I needed to figure out my next move.

      When I left the room, the hallway of the hospital was chaotic. Guards strapped with guns roamed into the rooms, and injured people were scattered about as the hospital staff attempted to control the situation. I grabbed hold of a guard’s arm; the boy looked no older than fifteen.

      “Excuse me—what’s going on?”

      The boy furrowed his brown eyebrows at me. “What? Have you been hiding under a rock? The vampires attacked again last night.”

      “I’ve been in a coma for month...I guess that’s close enough to a rock.” The guard’s mouth dropped. As if the world had stopped moving, the entire hallway became silent. I must have been talking a lot louder than I thought.

      “You…You…You’re Mercy Brown.” His baby blue eyes lit up and grabbed my hand, giving it a good shake. Everyone who was in listening distance watched my reaction.

      “That’s me.”

      He kept shaking my hand. “I heard you killed almost 100 vamps all by yourself.”

      I stared at the boy and laughed. “Not even close, but I wish I had.”

      “You’re a legend. I knew one day you were going to wake up. Just sorry it had to be when the world became the vamps’ toilet.”

      I smiled. “Well that makes two of us. It was nice meeting you.” I gave him a pat on the back before turning to where I thought the entrance would be. I could hear the people whispering about me.

      A woman dressed in an army green tracksuit followed me around the corner. “Mercy Brown! Please, a moment of your time.” Her cheeks were flushed red and she panted for a breath. “I ran down six flights of stairs when I heard you were awake. Mercy Brown, the girl who survived.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Everyone knows who I am, and I have no idea who you are.”

      She smiled back. “I’m Lieutenant Garcia. I’m in charge of protecting the hospital. Believe it or not, I have something for you.” I followed her to a small room past the lobby.

      Lieutenant Garcia sat in the wooden office chair and pulled out an envelope from her desk, then handed it to me.

      “I was told to give you this if you ever woke up.”

      “From whom?” I asked.

      “He never left his name, just this envelope, and he disappeared as quick as he came.”

      I ripped open the letter and pulled the paper out, smoothing it down on the desk.

      “What is it?”

      “It looks like coordinates. Do you have a map?”

      “I have something even better.” Her eyebrow flicked up in excitement.

      The Lieutenant yelled out to the guards to bring her a GPS. It didn’t take long for one to appear. It almost looked like a walkie talkie, except for the screen that could light up.

      “Okay, Mercy. Read me the numbers.”

      “49.5686°N, 114.3769°W.”

      The GPS worked its magic and beeped when it was complete.

      She cleared her throat. “It says Hillcrest, Alberta. Why would anyone tell you to go to Canada? It’s pretty bad up there.”

      I smiled and laughed. “My friends are still alive.”

      I was ready to run out the door until she stopped me.

      “Wait just a minute. I have something else for you.” She dug through her drawer once again, this time throwing a pair of keys at me. Not just any keys—my dad’s.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so relieved as I held them tightly to my chest.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. For everything.”

      She nodded. “Just tell the guards at the gate who you are. They’ll let you through. And Mercy…try not to get killed.”

      I turned back towards her. “Don’t worry. My story is just beginning.”
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      October 9th, 2018

      Health Alert Notice

      USA & Canada

      HELP STOP THE SPREAD OF INFECTION (LEVEL 3 WARNING)

      Information for residents,

      Vampirism can spread through broken skin contact and saliva transfer. If you, your children, or anyone you know exhibit any of the following symptoms, it should be reported immediately to the local authority or CDC.

      
        	Fever

        	Loss of appetite

        	Sensitivity to light

        	Personality changes

        	Eye discoloration

        	Hoarding

        	Inability to walk on two feet

        	Blood cravings

        	Body aches

      

      What can you do?

      
        	Wear long sleeves and pants

        	Avoid being alone, especially at night

        	Check for cuts or bite marks

      

      

      If bitten, don’t panic and seek immediate assistance.

      

      Your safety is our greatest concern.

      

      For more information:

      

      Call 800-CDC-INFO

      

      U.S Department of Health and Human services

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Appendix II

          

          Mercy Brown (Rhode Island 1892)

        

      

    

    
      Mercy Brown and her family were victims of the New England vampire panic. The exhumation of Mercy Brown is one of the most documented cases of a corpse being dug up for ritualistic intent. In the town of Exeter (Rhode Island), the Brown family was unluckily struck with consumption, otherwise known as tuberculous, not once but four times. Mary, the mother, was the first victim to die of the terrible disease, followed by the eldest daughter Mary Olive. Mercy Brown and Edwin both contracted TB. Mercy Brown died in the winter of 1892. Edwin was the only one of the victims to survive. The villagers blamed one of the Brown women for his deteriorating state.

      Both Mary’s were dug up and nothing out of the ordinary stood out from the decaying corpses. Due to the freezing temperatures when Mercy Brown had passed away, her body had not decayed at the usual rate.

      Blood still remained throughout her body—especially in her heart. The rumours of Mercy’s state spread across the small town and even some villagers claimed to see her wondering the graveyard at night. The father, George, allowed Mercy’s heart to be removed and burnt to ash.

      Edwin consumed the ashes of his sister in hopes of a cure, but unfortunately succumbed to his disease and died several months later.

      You are still able to visit Mercy Brown’s grave in the small cemetery in Exeter, Rhode Island.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Appendix III

          

          Porphyria

        

      

    

    
      (por-FEAR-e-uh)

      Porphyria is a disorder that causes your body to build up certain natural chemicals, called porphyrins. Porphyrins are an essential protein for the creation of hemoglobin. Higher levels of porphyrin are linked to serious problems.

      There are two categories of porphyria:

      Acute porphyria affects the nervous system, meaning symptoms appear rapidly. Symptoms can last from hours to days.

      Signs include:

      
        	Anxiety

        	Hallucinations

        	Paranoia

        	Pain in muscles, numbness in muscles and tingling.

        	Seizures

        	Breathing problems

      

      Cutaneous porphyria causes sensitivity to sunlight.

      Signs include:

      
        	Sensitivity to light (natural or artificial)

        	Blisters

        	Severe pain

        	Swelling

      

      When exposed to triggers, the hemoglobin pushes the production inside the body.

      Triggers include:

      
        	Stress (emotional or physical)

        	Drugs, alcohol, smoking

        	Too much sun exposure

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading! I hope you loved Mercy Brown, and if so, please review it and share with your friends. If you sign up on my website, I will let you know when Part Two will be released. Your support means the world to me. Happy reading!

      

      
        
        >> Sign up here <<
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