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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Ever since I was small, my mother always said that life sucked and then you died. It worked as an answer to most questions. If I were asking where my application for free school lunches was, she’d say, “I just had it. Fuck. You know, January, life sucks, and then you die.” 
 
    After today, I was starting to think that my mother was a drunken profit. She got it backward, though. I died, and now I have to suck . . . blood. Trust my mother even to get black-out prophecies wrong. 
 
    Under a neon sign that read, Quick and Cheap Liquor, I stood staring down at a slip of paper nestled in my palm. After a week of handling the note, it had worn down, and the message on it was barely legible, but I could still read the fateful words. 
 
    You’re a vampire. You need blood soon, or you’ll start killing people. Call this number. 
 
    Under it, there was the phone number I’d called early this morning. When I’d called, a mechanical prerecorded voice picked up, only listing off this location, this time, and eighty dollars for eight bags. Then, the phone disconnected. 
 
    The door behind me dinged, and a man who was probably in his mid-forties walked out. He paused as we made eye contact, holding the door open. “You coming in?” 
 
    “Thanks, but no — I’m waiting for someone.” I grinned as I shoved my hands deep in my pockets. 
 
    The guy was probably about my mom’s age, maybe a little older, dark hair, kind smile, fatherly looking. He strolled over to where I was standing. “It’s after midnight. Are you waiting for your parents or something?” 
 
    I paused, not exactly sure how to answer. Aside from a few homeless guys, this man was the only person I’d seen come in or out of the twenty-four-hour liquor store for a while. But I didn’t know the mode of operations for asking a random guy on the street if he was the one you were supposed to meet for blood. Was this the kind of guy who’d be selling bags of blood to random vampires? 
 
    My teeth ached, making the situation even more uncomfortable. It was something that was happening more and more in the last seven days. My incisors would start throbbing, and then I’d feel a sharp prick on the insides of my gums, telling me that my eyeteeth had stretched into fangs. 
 
    You need blood soon, or you’ll start killing people. 
 
    The words echoed again and again in my mind. 
 
    Rubbing my tongue over my aching teeth, I made sure the enamel was still blunt before answering the guy. “I’m waiting for someone I arranged to meet over the phone this morning.” 
 
    Is that you? I tried to convey the question in my tone. 
 
    The man offered me a hand. “Frank. What’s your name?” 
 
    My gaze fell to his outstretched hand, fixing on his wrist, where the bright overhead lights illuminated his blue veins. Saliva filled my mouth, and pain seared through my gums. This close, the faint thumping sound of his heart echoed in my ears. That new development had only started a few hours ago, and it was seriously disconcerting, hearing people’s blood pumping. 
 
    You will start killing people, January. You will start killing people. 
 
    “My name is August,” I lied, taking the man’s hand and shaking it once. 
 
    “This is your month, August, huh?” His grin spread wide, but the smile didn’t quite meet Frank’s eyes. “I think I might be the person you’re here to meet — why don’t you tell me a little more about this call.” 
 
    “I’d honestly rather you tell me about this phone call . . . if you’re the person I’m supposed to meet, wouldn’t you know why you’re meeting me?” I tugged my hand back from his sweaty palm and found the man reluctant to let me go. The dude was giving me some serious Creepy Old Man Pervert vibes, but I didn’t know if that was a vampire blood delivery-dude thing or not. 
 
    A little way off, a truck roared to life, its headlights blazing. The engine gunned and the vehicle veered across the street, heading straight for the liquor store. For one second of shock, I thought the massive truck grill was going to slam straight into me, and I wondered if I could be hit and killed by a vehicle twice in one week. Could I even die? 
 
    Then the brakes squealed, and the truck slammed to a stop directly before me. I threw an arm over my face, blinded by the headlights. Pain seared in my eyes, and it took a moment to clear my vision. When I did, Creepy Frank was gone. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “Really?” I said, throwing up my hands toward the giant truck. “There is an empty lot, and you have to pull into this space with your brights on?” 
 
    The driver didn’t respond, and they didn’t turn off their lights. The moment the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them. Picking fights with random truck owners after midnight at a deserted liquor store wasn’t going to make this night any better. 
 
    The searing tooth pain struck again, and I covered my mouth. Screw this. I was going to have to try the number again and hope that I didn’t get murderous in the meantime. I could fume at the random trucker for scaring away Creepy Frank, but this was my own damn fault. It had been a full week since I woke in the morgue with this note rolled in my hand. 
 
    Dying and rising undead was pretty much a blur now. I remembered the old rusted truck, veering across two lanes of oncoming traffic and popping the curb at full speed. The grill had slammed into my chest, and the world had snuffed out like a candle. There was a blurry grayed-out memory of a cold metal table, the rolled note in my hand, and a long walk over rough pavement. It will forever be a mystery to me if I walked out of one of the local hospitals or the coroner’s office or somewhere else entirely, and I’m still not sure if I was wearing clothes. The next day, I woke in my bed, still clutching the note. My mom hadn’t even noticed that I was missing. When I tried to remember the details of the event, I only succeeded in giving myself a headache.  
 
    It didn’t feel real. Vampires didn’t exist. 
 
    I started to believe that I had imagined the whole thing until four days ago when my fangs descended for the first time. I should have called the number right away, but instead, I hid in the dilapidated house I lived in with my mom, dodging all social connections, with only my hundred-pound Shepherd mix for company. 
 
    This night was a bust, and Bailey would be wondering where I was anyway, lying by the door, whining, and pissing off my mother. 
 
    Shoving my hands in my pockets, I resisted the urge to give the trucker a one-finger salute and headed down along the liquor store. I made it twenty feet when behind me there was the shushing sound of a window lowering, and a guy called out, “Where are you going?” 
 
    The words were harsh and demanding, and I felt two-parts fear and eight-parts annoyance when I peered back over my shoulder. My heart skipped a beat as I got my first real clear view of the person behind the wheel of the truck. He looked about my age, sixteen, maybe a little older, with dark hair falling around chiseled features. He had a strong, square chin and high cheekbones that made me immediately think of movie stars and male models. His eyes were a startling shade of yellow-brown that almost seemed to glow in the low light. 
 
    I cleared my throat and threw my thumb over my shoulder. “Home. My mom is probably already calling the cops.” 
 
    His brow furrowed and he gave me a look like I was speaking to him in some unknown language. 
 
    After thirty seconds of heavy silence, I waved. “Okay, bye.” 
 
    I wasn’t even sure why I was still talking to this extremely rude guy. Actually, that was a lie. I knew exactly why I was still here. I was waiting for the random to call out, “Surprise! I didn’t scare off your blood dealer. I am your blood dealer. Here is blood, blood, blood.” My teeth ached again, and I spun away and rushed along the liquor store. 
 
    “Your mom is still alive?” 
 
    The question, spoken softly, was startling enough to stop me in my tracks. Looking back to the truck, I mouthed the words, “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Is your mother still alive?” the guy said, articulating every word. “Or did you kill her?” 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my whole body, leaving a hollow feeling in my stomach. “Of course not.” 
 
    But even as I said it, I wondered if that was what I’d been risking. Except for daily trips to this very liquor store, my mother had been at home all week. At no time had I even considered drinking her blood, but would that change? Would I find her passed out on the couch and bite deep into her veins? Was that what was coming? 
 
    The guy tilted up his ridiculously perfect chin. “Prove it. Prove she’s still alive.” 
 
    I rolled back my shoulders and attempted to stand tall before crossing back to the truck. “Are you the person I’m supposed to meet?” 
 
    The guy just watched, his eyelids narrowing as I closed the distance and stopped a few feet from his window. 
 
    “This is my first time.” I rocked back and forth on my heels, feeling an incredible amount of vulnerability next to this silent truck guy who seemed like he knew what I was going through. Maybe. He at least knew that I was dangerous. “I’ve only been like this for about a week.” I cleared my throat. “Do you know what I’m talking about?” 
 
    “Yes.” The one-word answer was clipped. 
 
    “So . . .” I glanced around the storefront, seeing only the empty lot. Turning back to the truck guy, I winced a little as I said, “I have the money. Do you have the bags?” 
 
    The whole situation made my heart sink. Living where I did, I saw these types of transactions every single day. Hell, before my mom’s ex-boyfriend got picked up for dealing coke to local college students, this would take place daily in our living room. But I never imagined that I would be the one with a pocket full of twenties, waiting for a stash so I could get through the night. I’d never taken a sip of alcohol, and now I didn’t have any choice but be dependent on some blood dealer. 
 
    “First you have to prove that your mother is alive. You walk home, I’ll follow in my truck, you get her to come out — then you’ll get your blood.” 
 
    There were so many things wrong with that suggestion. This guy could be a teenage murderer — okay, that was pretty unlikely. If either of us were going to turn into a spree killer, it looked like that was going to be me. Already, my gaze fixed on the dude’s neck, seeing the gentle quiver of his pulse. I forced my eyes away and cleared my throat. “What if we both walk to my house and then back here — that way we can pretend we’re normal high schoolers and this isn’t supremely fucked up.” 
 
    He considered me for a few seconds, his gaze narrowing, and then he rolled up his window. Damn it. He was going to say no, and I couldn’t let him. I needed that blood, or I was going to end up losing my shit and biting someone. 
 
    I had no clue what my bite might do. For all I knew, biting someone could turn them into a vampire. An intense hunger could overtake me, and I could drain the person dry. I had four days to imagine all the horrible consequences of biting someone, and I had a good imagination. 
 
    To my shock, the truck door opened, and the driver climbed out and slammed his door behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    The truck driver was huge. He was probably a full foot taller than me, and I was five-six. He looked like a quarterback, broad in the shoulders with lean muscles everywhere else. He wore jeans and a button-up under a letterman jacket. Like, if those Halloween superstores sold rich, preppy costumes, this is what would be in the bag. His shoes were brand-new, expensive-looking sneakers without a scuff on them. 
 
    In contrast, I was wearing an old, ripped t-shirt that could double as a dress, especially since it fell well below my cutoffs. My long blond hair was a giant knot coming out of the side of my head, and I’d shoved my feet into rain boots, even though we were having a late-summer inland California heatwave. Even at 2 a.m., the air made sweat gather in my pits and behind my knees, and it had probably been about four days since my last shower. 
 
    There was a loud beep, and I almost fell over before realizing that the guy had remote-locked his truck. Jumpy? Me? 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” He asked as his gaze scanned the parking lot. 
 
    “Nothing. I didn’t think you were going to get out.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” The words were a demand, and as much as I wanted to snap something back, this dude was pretty much holding my life in his hands. So, yeah. I could swallow my pride and get this shit over with. 
 
    The guy didn’t say a single word to me as we approached my house. I had often suspected that my mother chose the cheapest possible residence near the city’s twenty-four-hour liquor store. Quick and Cheap Liquor was less than a mile away from our dilapidated one-story. The streetlamps sputtered, and cracks fissured the concrete. For the last quarter mile, only the gibbous moon illuminated the road. This was when the night came alive to my vampire eyes. 
 
    A mouse skittered along the street, its body glowing golden. The boy beside me pulsed with a crimson light with swirls of blue and yellow. Seeing life in the darkness was the only other difference I’d had since my death, but when the lights went out, the world came alive with color. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as we grew closer to my house, “If you were the one I was supposed to meet, that other dude was probably going to stuff me into his van or something. So, yeah, thanks.” 
 
    The truck guy peered over slowly. “I was protecting him from you.” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    I turned back to the road, deciding that we could take this next hundred yards in silence. “Wait here, please,” I told the guy as I stepped up onto the cracked stones of my walkway. Feeling a twinge of embarrassment, I looked up at my house. I really should care less about what this prep school blood dealer thinks of my living arrangements, but yeah, the view was humiliating. The place was two shades from condemned with half of the windows shattered and boarded up by yours truly. I’d painted the boards so during the day, colors swirled over the façade, but in the darkness, it just looked like a condemned hovel. 
 
    Barks ripped through the night along with a loud thumping on the front door. 
 
    “Crap,” I whispered, as I peered at the house to the left of ours. It remained dark, but I hastened my pace. Most of our neighbors were awesome, but the couple next door picked fights with my mother and started dumping their trash into our yard when my dog Bailey kept them up. 
 
    “It’s me, girl,” I said as I quickly unlocked the front door and opened it wide. 
 
    The moment the door was open, an enormous furry body came lunging for me. Giant paws landed on my chest, and a thick tongue licked my nose. “Down . . . down, Bailey,” I staggered under her weight, and gently moved her away and onto the floor. Scratching her head, I nudged past her wide body. “She’s usually better behaved, but she’s worried. I’ll be right —” 
 
    “You have a dog?” The guy asked as if having a dog was a rare, almost unheard-of thing. 
 
    When I turned back, the dude had walked to the front step, which was way closer to my house than I wanted any random person I didn’t know. I never brought people home — for many reasons, and this guy was even less welcome than the general public. “Wait here, okay? I’ll get her to come and say hi.” 
 
    “January?” Mom’s voice called out from somewhere in the house. 
 
    “Here, Mom,” I hollered back. “Don’t come out, yet, someone is here.” 
 
    I turned back to the guy, holding up a hand as a wave of mortification swept through me. “Wait here . . .” 
 
    It was too late. My mother stumbled in from the back. She was wearing clothing, thank all that was holy, but her pants were soaked in the crotch and down the legs. The reek of urine filled the house, making the wet spot’s source unmistakable. Her eyes were barely open, and she staggered straight into the wall, bouncing off it and falling onto the cracked linoleum floor. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “Dude, can you give me five minutes?” I waved behind me at the guy but didn’t wait for his response. “She’s alive, see? I’ll be so fast. Don’t go. Bailey, stay.” 
 
    Bailey sat her big old dog butt down a few feet from the door, looking up at the dude on the doorstep. Between her massive size and positioning, she almost managed to look the part of guard dog, but her long, bushy tail swishing across the patchy carpet completely ruined the effect. 
 
    Rushing into the house, I left my mother on the floor and turned the shower on high. Glancing back, I checked that the guy was still standing at the door, and then I headed off into the back. By the time my mother showered, my whole front was soaked through and plastered to my body, including the wad of cash in my shorts pocket, which was just awesome. “Now go to the bathroom before you go to bed, Mom, okay?” 
 
    “I’m the adult,” she slurred. “Goddamnit, January. I’m the adult.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mom. I know.” Shaking my head, I closed her into the bathroom and headed back toward the front door. Seeing that the dude was still standing there, relief washed through me. “Sorry, I’m here. Let’s go back to your truck.” Bailey rushed forward and pushed into my way as I attempted to leave again, effectively blocking the door. 
 
    The guy put his hands on the doorframe and leaned in over Bailey, and the living room lamp illuminated his features fully. I couldn’t help but notice that his face was smooth, the kind of skin that probably never once was afflicted with a pimple. His cheeks, slightly upturned nose, and jawline were made up of sharp, chiseled angles. A very slight cleft indented at the center of his chin. He had straight, dark eyebrows over dark eyes and a thick fan of black lashes. His lips were so full they were just short of pouty.  
 
    “We should just stay here,” the guy said. “It’s safer than on the street.” 
 
    I met his golden eyes and then glanced down at his body, wondering where he could be hiding eight bags of blood. “Um . . .” I looked behind me, considering. Part of me was screaming that I was acting like a total idiot, letting some strange guy into my house to sell me blood. We should be somewhere public. But most of me realized the flaw in that logic — we weren’t any safer in front of that liquor store or at any spot between here and there. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The question surprised even me. Like, what did it matter? The guy was going to give me a fake name. If my mother hadn’t shouted out mine, I’d have told him that it was August. 
 
    He leaned against the door, absently reaching out a hand toward Bailey. “Justin.” 
 
    Bailey started licking Justin the blood dealer’s hand like it was a lollipop, her tail wagging so much that even her giant butt was wagging.  
 
    I rocked on my heels, deliberating. “You go to Hampton?” There were two public schools in our city, Garrett to the south, where all the below-poverty-line teens and I went, and Hampton. Hampton was literally on the other side of the tracks from us, two sets of tracks. 
 
    “Blackburn Academy. I’m going to be a junior.” 
 
    Blackburn Academy was the school the snobbiest Hampton students complained was “too elitist.” The Academy students were from the wealthiest among the wealthiest families of Brightside, California. Every year, they allowed a small number of students to join their school, and teens came from all over the world to compete in the entrance trials. The competition was by invite only, and no one knew how you were invited. Yes. I’d checked … more than once. And, even the students entering the trials were rich enough to keep far away from this side of Brightside. 
 
    Why would a guy rich enough to go to Blackburn be running blood bags for eighty bucks? He probably wiped his butt with hundred-dollar bills. 
 
    This was a bad idea. No, actually, this was a bad situation. At sixteen years old, I was signed up to become a murderer against my will, and I had to trust some rich-ass stranger from Blackburn Academy to get me out of it. 
 
    A spark of humor shone in Justin’s eyes, the first glimmer I’d seen. “You seem really reluctant to let me into your place, but I’m the one going into a strange house with a . . .” He nodded, “You know.” 
 
    Vampire. 
 
    He had a point. Yeah, this situation was weird, but in reverse, it had to be scarier. And, this guy went to a high school in the same city as I did. It wasn’t like I was inviting Frank the creep to my room. 
 
    Sighing, I whispered, “Okay, my room is out here.” 
 
    Opening the door wider, I let Bailey out the front, and she bounded off. I used my keys to lock up and headed around the side of the house and unlocked the door to my room. My room had initially been a shed a few years back, but I’d cleared out the spiders, patched the missing boards, and even framed in an antique window I’d bought at the junkyard. 
 
    Bailey bounded in first, bouncing onto my bed and taking up pretty much the whole thing. 
 
    Crossing over to my standing lamp, I gestured to a plush chair that I squeezed between the wall and the bed. “Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    I’d found the nearly perfect condition chair on the side of the road, waiting with the trash, and I’d dragged it all the way home. It had only needed some mild cleaning and a few patches, and the plush chair looked store-bought. And yet, Justin eyed it warily like it might have fleas. 
 
    “Or don’t make yourself comfortable.” I shrugged. “I have some soda if you want. I also have juice and milk.” 
 
    The fridge had been another find, this one beside a dumpster. It wasn’t in quite as good of condition, but it worked, and I’d inked a fantasy battle scene across the front, with elves attacking a fortress. 
 
    “You should probably get me juice.” 
 
    It was a weird way of putting it, but I grabbed a mason jar off the shelf I built and filled it with some orange juice before handing it over. Justin’s golden eyes met mine, and he kept my gaze while taking a sip. 
 
    Inhaling deeply, I sat on the edge of my bed. “I have no idea about this vampire stuff. Do you know how long eight bags will last me? And, if I need more, do I call the number again? Is the price fixed? Oh. You probably want your money.” I pulled out the soggy twenties and winced. “Sorry, they got a little wet.” 
 
    Justin didn’t even look at the money. He set his orange juice glass on my shelf and perched on the armrest of my chair. His legs were just inches from mine, and he stared down at me intently. “Okay, this is how this has to go, January. In exchange for me coming by every Tuesday and Thursday at 1 a.m. so you can drink from my wrist, you have to agree to three things. First, you’re never going to call that number again. Second, don’t ask me questions about your condition. I won’t tell you anything. Last, don’t tell anyone what you are — and I mean anyone at all.” Another small glimmer of humor shone in his eyes. “Oh, also don’t try to give me money again — I’m not a prostitute.” 
 
    “What the what? Drink from your wrist?” I blinked hard and shook my head. “The recording said I was buying blood bags.” 
 
    “Nope.” He lifted his wrist toward my mouth. “Fresh blood. It’s better for your health.” 
 
    My incisors seared with pain, and I felt the telltale stab of my fangs piercing the inside of my gums. I shook my head. “No, no, no . . . what if I turn you into a vampire? That’s not what this is, right? You’re not trying to get me to turn you or something, because I can’t even deal with me right now. I’m not doing that.” 
 
    Leaning forward, Justin grinned. “Never going to happen. I won’t tell you how that’s done, but it’s not from that. You need blood, January.” 
 
    “So, you’re just going to show up here twice a week for nothing and feed me from your vein?” The word vein again made my mouth fill with saliva, and I had to swallow to speak. “Why do I have to keep this a secret from everyone but you?” 
 
    “Because I said so. It’s important.” 
 
    “Yes,” I drew out the word. “But why is it important? If you’re not going to tell me about vampires, I need to figure it out somehow.” 
 
    His gaze dipped down to my teeth, where my fangs were now fully extended. 
 
    “I’m not explaining anymore. I can help you, but I’m only going to help you, for free, if you do it my way. You keep it our secret. You don’t ask questions. That’s it.” He opened up his hands and shrugged. 
 
    “What do you get out of it?” I asked. 
 
    “Call it . . . charity work.” 
 
    Really? Honestly, he couldn’t have said anything more infuriating, and from the wry little smile on his face, Justin knew it. 
 
    I wasn’t stupid. This was the best deal I was going to get. I couldn’t afford eighty dollars a month, much less twice a week. Calling that number again and hoping someone else came with blood bags to the liquor store just seemed too risky. I’d have to do the whole, ‘prove I’m not a matricide-committing monster,’ to someone new. 
 
    “So, I can’t even tell my best friend?” I told Charlotte everything. I’d spent a good part of this week trying to figure out how to break it to her. 
 
    “No one. Ever.” 
 
    His words were actually kind of a relief. I was feeling a little guilty for not confiding in my friends, but if I was required not to in this deal, then I didn’t need to feel guilty about it. Inhaling deeply, I reached out toward his wrist. 
 
    “Say it out loud first. You agree to my terms.” 
 
    I froze. “You are a seriously bossy person, Justin.” 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    I guess I didn’t have one. He was bossy, and I was going to have to deal with it and him — end of story. “Yeah, okay, I’ll agree to your terms, but if you vanish, I’m going to have to call that number again. Also, no adding on favors or anything like that. ” 
 
    “Deal,” he said, lifting his wrist toward my mouth. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around his wrist. “I’ve never done this before. Will you tell me if I’m hurting you?” 
 
    “You won’t hurt me.” He lifted his hand to my mouth, and I could smell hand soap and maybe a gentle cologne on his wrist. “Now bite in gently, and then pull out your teeth.” 
 
    Slowly, I pressed my fangs against his wrist, breaking his skin with gentle pressure, and warm, coppery blood dripped onto my tongue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    One Year Later 
 
      
 
    The clock ticked closer to one, and my heart thumped in my chest, beating like a cracked-out drummer. Like always on Tuesday nights, I left my door unlocked, and sat on my bed. Spread open on my lap was Wuthering Heights in its plastic library jacket, but the familiar words all blurred into a smear of gray. 
 
    The door opened, and Justin stalked in, practically falling into the chair. As per usual, he gazed around my room with a tolerant apathy, as if he would rather be anywhere but here. Utterly unaware of Justin’s antipathy, Bailey crawled off the bed and settled down on his feet. She’d settle in his lap if she’d fit. For some unfathomable reason, Bailey had fallen absolutely in love with Justin over the past year. Laying her head on her paws, she closed her eyes, so content that her boyfriend was here. 
 
    Taking a steadying breath, I focused on the book in my lap, knowing that if I looked directly at the guy, I’d probably lose my nerve. 
 
    Well, lose my nerve were the wrong words. The problem was that I didn’t want to say what I needed to, but it was getting harder to look at myself in the mirror every day and not because of vampires being invisible to mirrors or anything, that wasn’t true. For the most part, I was just like any normal living teenager. Aside from fangs and blood, every urban legend about vampires that I’d researched proved false, and I’d studied every single one that our community library had access to. 
 
    “Hey, Justin. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Good.” His eyes closed, and he lifted his wrist. 
 
    For almost a year, this was the extent of our twice a week visits. Justin walked in and slumped into a chair. I tried to engage him in conversation about anything, anything at all. I told him about books, art, my day, anything to normalize these blood-drinking visits. If I was lucky, he would give the odd one-word answer. I drank his blood. He left. Repeat. 
 
    Sucking in a long breath, I steadied myself. “Look — I was thinking that maybe we should . . .” 
 
    His golden eyes snapped open, and he lifted his head. “What? What’s up?” 
 
    Damn. I had this awful squirming feeling in my stomach. It felt like I was breaking up with the guy, but I was pretty sure that Justin hated me. Closing my book, I rolled back my shoulders and sat up straight. “CPS got involved with my mom and me. Well, they’ve been involved on and off for a while now. This time it was because my mom got arrested for like her millionth drunk and disorderly, and now she’s going to 12 months of court-ordered rehab.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, even though he wasn’t exactly giving me condolences. “Anyhow, my grandmother has temporary custody of me, and a friend of mine hooked her up with a housekeeping job on your side of town. So, we’re going to be living there.” 
 
    “You’re moving to my side of town?” In a single second, Justin’s look switched from exhausted to alert and almost angry. “Whose house?” he demanded. 
 
    I chose to ignore his anger and shrugged. “Yeah, I know, I was surprised too. They allow people from this side of town over in your side. There wasn’t even a waiting period —” 
 
    “January.” He leaned in. “Whose house?” 
 
    “Elvis. Turns out . . .” I threw up my hands, “He’s alive.” When Justin only continued staring expectantly, I sighed. But what was the harm in him knowing who we were moving in with? Tracing my fingers around the cover of my book, I said, “Do you know the Roberts?” 
 
    The tension drained from his expression, and he leaned back into his chair. “Yeah, alright. It won’t be a problem for me to find you.” 
 
    “Well, about that . . .” 
 
    Justin nodded slowly. 
 
    “I was thinking that maybe I could switch to bagged blood. You work for an agency, right? Couldn’t we maybe make another arrangement?” I said it all in a rush, and by the time the words were out, I wanted to stuff them back in. 
 
    “You’d rather someone drop off bagged blood?” The stunned hurt that fell over Justin’s features took me off guard. I didn’t understand how he could be offended. I’d always suspected he was doing this out of obligation. Why keep this going if there was an easy way out? 
 
    I set my book aside and scooted to the end of the bed. “Look. You don’t want to be here.” 
 
    “I don’t?” He lifted his dark brows. “Because it sounds an awful lot like you don’t want me to be here, even though I come here twice a week and ask nothing in return.” 
 
    “That’s just it.” I winced. “You’re giving, and I’m taking. It’s not right. This arrangement is clearly making you miserable. And, I just want to be in relationships that bring happiness in my new life.” 
 
    “So, now I’m not happy enough to be in your sunshine life, January? Should I fake smiles and sing you “Kumbaya”?” 
 
    I suppressed the urge to flip him the bird and sighed. “Dude, that’s not what I meant. I’m sorry —” 
 
    “Stop apologizing and just say, straight out, that you don’t want me in your life anymore.” 
 
    Without meaning to, I slid my legs just inches from one of his, and he’d slipped his leg between mine. Neither of us had moved away. An all too familiar and unwelcome fluttering sensation tingled through me. There were so many reasons that these little blood-drinking sessions had to stop, but the deluded butterflies in my belly that took flight every time we touched were a big part of it. Even knowing how wrong it was, I didn’t move away from him as I continued, “Justin, you hate me. You don’t want to be here, and you don’t want me feeding on you. I can tell. This . . .” I gestured between us. “This is toxic. It’s wrong of me to keep this going just because it makes me feel good. You’re obligated to do something you don’t want to, and it sounded like maybe there was another way. I want to be happy. I want us both to be happy, and this is making us both miserable.” 
 
    There. I’d said it, and there was no way to take it back. 
 
    We said nothing for a minute, and the silence felt charged like I’d unloaded raw electricity into the room, and it was crackling between us. 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    I leaned even closer. “What do you mean, ‘no’?” 
 
    “I’m not going to arrange for you to get blood delivered. If you want to replace me with blood bags, you get them yourself.” 
 
    “All right.” I shrugged. “Not a problem.” 
 
    “And . . .” He set his elbows on his knees, bringing his face so close to mine that I could smell his minty toothpaste. “Don’t call that number. It was part of our deal, and I think we both know that I more than lived up to my side of it. I’m also more than willing to continue upholding my side of it.” 
 
    Unbidden, my gaze slipped down to Justin’s lips. The dopey butterflies in my stomach grew into full-blown monarchs. “Okay. A promise is a promise,” I whispered. Slowly, I looked back up to his big golden eyes. Our faces were only inches apart. And then reality struck hard and fast. This was as much as this guy and I had talked in a full year. A. Full. Year. What was wrong with me? I was trying to break this non-relationship off, and instead, I was two seconds from throwing myself at Justin. Finally convincing my body to break away, I scooted back, pulled up my knee socks, stood straight, and headed toward the door. “Thank you so much for all you’ve done. Even though I think this is for the best, I really, really want you to know how grateful I am.” 
 
    Justin stood and closed the distance. At first, I thought he was walking straight past me, but his hands came up and propped against the wall to either side of my head. His scent enveloped me, soapy with a sandalwood cologne. 
 
    “Woo-kay. You are definitely in my personal space bubble . . .” My voice came out embarrassingly breathy. Heart racing, I leaned back into the wall behind me, not sure how to feel about his closeness. My stupid butterflies were rejoicing, probably because it almost looked like Justin was going to be the one to kiss me. Lifting my brows, I asked, “Are you trying to scare me?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes up to the ceiling and sighed before his gaze fell back to mine. “No. But, if you’re heading off on a blood bag search, you’re going to need some blood to tide you over. It’s already been almost a week.” 
 
    Even though I tried to stop myself, my eyes slid over to Justin’s pulse. Perhaps feeling my gaze, he tilted back his head, showing me his neck. I’d only ever drunk from his wrist, but for some reason, there was something so much more enticing about biting him on the juncture where his neck met his shoulder. But the guy was just too tall. 
 
    “Should I …?” I reached up toward his wrist on my right, but Justin only stepped in closer, tilting his head even farther. 
 
    I leaned back against the wall. “Unless I grow five inches, that’s not happening.” 
 
    “How about I lift you then?” He moved in really slow, giving me time to object. His hands slid around my legs, and he scooped me onto him. Immediately, I wrapped my legs around his hips. My entire body thrummed at his nearness, soaking up his warmth. 
 
    Justin tilted his neck, showing his smooth expanse of skin. Pain radiated through my mouth, and the sharp prick of my fangs notified me that they’d fully extended. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, my fangs thickening my voice. 
 
    “I’m the one asking for it.” 
 
    Needing no further encouragement, I pushed the points of my teeth into his soft flesh. Justin inhaled sharply, his breath expanding his chest. Over the past year, I’d perfected the amount of pressure to use. I bit down, pulled out, and then began to drink his salty, metallic blood. 
 
    While I drank, Justin carried me across my room and dropped my butt onto the counter. Knowing that it was the right thing to do, I unwrapped my legs from around him, but his hands were still wrapped around my hips and front pressed up against the length of mine. 
 
    Under my tongue, the punctures closed, no longer pumping blood into my mouth. I pulled away slowly as a familiar tingling warmth filled my body. 
 
    “Drink again,” Justin whispered, voice hoarse. 
 
    I ran my thumb over Justin’s pulse. “I don’t want to take too much.” 
 
    “You’re not, and if you plan to go off on your own, you’ll need enough blood to last a couple of weeks.” He pressed just the littlest bit closer and ducked his head toward mine, an almost mischievous glint lighting in his eyes. “Drink again, January. I double dare you.” 
 
    Shit. I wanted to. The warm feeling pumping through me was one of the best sensations in the world, and drinking more blood would only make that better. But, if I was going to end this, I had to do it, and this here was making me want to dive back down the Justin rabbit hole — more like Justin black hole. 
 
    Scooting back on the counter, I regarded him with what I hoped looked like a smile. “Let’s call it a night. And let me say again that what you did this year —” 
 
    Justin broke away from me, crossed the room, and threw open my door, leaving me mid-sentence. He didn’t even give me a chance to say a final farewell. He just took off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Another phrase my mother repeated almost daily was that people will always screw you over if you give them a chance. It was another all-purpose phrase of hers that she managed to apply to a myriad of situations. If one of her boyfriends wasn’t coming around anymore, “Well, people will always screw you over if you give them a chance, January.” Since I was a small child, my mother and I had never seen eye to eye. Even before I got hit by a truck and woke up a vampire, I’d always cherished this beautiful thing called life and all the people I was lucky enough to have in it. That was why I had no room for people who hated me, like Justin. 
 
    The way that he was toward me the last time we were together was still making my head spin, but he’d only acted like that after I’d told him I was finished. If I’d given in, he’d have just gone back to the same old cold jerk routine. No thank you. Relationships like that were toxic. With my mother and Justin out of my life, I was determined to be a negativity-free zone for the rest of high school. 
 
    Five days with no blood, and I was doing just fine. I hadn’t started hearing people’s heartbeats. My fangs weren’t aching all the time. I didn’t need Justin. I had this. 
 
    “We might be living in a cramped one-bedroom,” my grandmother said as she watched the road. She said the words as if she was continuing a conversation, but we had been driving with only the buzz of the engine and jangle of keys for entertainment since we left the house on King Street. My grandmother’s old, beat-up van rode low under the weight of all of our earthly possessions packed like puzzle pieces in the back, save for a small hollow where Bailey sat, tail wagging. 
 
    Nana pursed her lips, causing wrinkles in her otherwise youthful face. At the rate Mom was aging, she was bound to overtake her mother any day now. Nana was only in her mid-fifties, but I always thought my grandmother looked like an actress in an old, classic film — like Catherine or Audrey Hepburn. Her looks were beautiful and yet severe, amplified by her graying chestnut hair pulled so tightly against her scalp; it was as if she was afraid some strands would escape and attack her face. 
 
    Nana gave me a side-eye glance before focusing back on the freeway. “The Roberts didn’t specify what type of accommodations they were providing, January. It could be an RV or a trailer.” 
 
    “All right.” I rolled down the window and inhaled the mid-morning air. “Maybe there’s an infinitesimally small chance that they’ll have a trailer parked behind their mansion.” 
 
    “When they include ‘lodgings’ in a housekeeper’s income, baby girl, it’s usually a studio with a hotplate, and if you’re lucky, perhaps a mini fridge. I don’t want you to get your hopes up.” Nana tapped her hand to the beat of the ticking blinker, a nervous habit of hers that spoke volumes to how anxious she was. 
 
    Laying my head on my grandmother’s shoulder, I looked up into her face. “You don’t need to be stressed. First, I couldn’t care less about where we’re staying as long as I have a bed. And second, Charlotte said the unit is above the spare garage and behind the pool house.” I couldn’t help a little smile at the words “pool house,” and I augmented the grin by leaning back to give my stern grandmother an overexaggerated wink. “You can finally realize your dream of being a professional synchronized swimmer.” 
 
    My grandmother’s lip gave a little twitch at that as this truly had been a dream of hers. “They won’t let us use their pool, honey. Which is a pity because I’d like to teach you how to swim.” 
 
    “Hampton High has a pool,” I said, waggling my eyebrows at her. 
 
    She grinned and nodded. “Good.” 
 
    Satisfied that I’d earned my nana smile for the day, I turned back to my phone and opened up the text screen. I stared down at a message I’d sent my best friend Charlotte the moment we loaded our last box into the van. 
 
    “We’re moving into your neighborhood!” 
 
    There was still no response beneath it, and that was fine. 
 
    My grandmother turned on her signal to veer onto the nearest off-ramp. We had only driven a short distance, but we might as well have traveled to the other side of the world. 
 
    Our van turned into a residential street with modular three-story mansions packed on both sides. 
 
    “We should have stayed on the other side of town.” She shook her head, staring in the rearview mirror like she might flip a bitch and hightail it back to my mother’s now officially condemned house. 
 
    I checked the mirror myself, peering into the backseat at the boxes locked together so tight that I had no idea how we were going to unload the van. My grandmother squeezed the wheel until her knuckles turned white. Obviously, she saw the same thing as I did in the rearview mirror — absolutely nothing to go back to. My house was officially condemned, and Nana gave up her government housing unit. 
 
    After winding around several streets, we crossed through a small wooded area. The forest was only a narrow strip as if the neighborhood within didn’t want to acknowledge the city beyond existed. On the other side of the woods, a thirty-foot wall ran the length of the forest. The road ended at a large, wrought-iron gate with a glass and metal guard station at its entrance. 
 
    Our van trundled up to the booth, rolled to a stop, and belched a big cloud of exhaust. 
 
    A guard stood and waved away the exhaust-filled air. “Welcome to Willow Estates. Are you the Roberts’ new housekeeper?” 
 
    “She is.” I raised my hands around my grandmother. “Do we just head in?” 
 
    Once the smoke cleared, the gate guard looked straight at me and grinned wide, and I couldn’t help but notice how drop-dead gorgeous the guy was. Beneath a wide-brimmed cowboy hat, his hair was a sun-bleached blond, falling about his pretty-boy face. His eyes were a bright purple-blue, framed in thick lashes. He had a scar on his eyebrow and chin, making me think that maybe the hat wasn’t a fashion statement. Looking at this cowboy, I wanted so much for my butterflies to wake up and dance around. They didn’t. For a straight year now, my butterflies were loyal to one jerk and one jerk alone. 
 
    “Do we just head in?” Nana asked. 
 
    “What?” The cowboy’s eyes widened, and he turned back to my grandmother. “Yeah. Sorry.” He winced. “Go on ahead, if you’re brave.” Maybe it was supposed to be a joke, but he didn’t sound like he was joking. 
 
    “Well, he was cute,” Nana said as we wound our way through mansions that got progressively more spaced apart all the way up to a private road. “Maybe he goes to Hampton High.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I glanced over at my grandmother. “Not to change the subject, but why do you think we have to be brave?” 
 
    From the cowboy’s introduction, I half expected that we were heading to a haunted house. But if ghosts haunted this mansion, they hid their presence well. Sculpted hedges and towering poplars lined the driveway. The house itself was huge, looking like an entire block of homes had smashed into one. A three-story colonnade striped the eggshell exterior of the façade. Even though it was literally a Colonial, the house automatically reminded me of the old English manors in Jane Austen books. 
 
    We followed the road as it curved up before widening into a parking area with probably thirty cars cluttering into it. Nana refused to double park, so we pulled up and parked halfway in a bush. 
 
    My grandmother paused in unbuckling her seatbelt. “I think it might be best if you stay with the van while I go in to talk to the Robertses.” She shot me one concerned glance as I followed her. “Honey, please, stay in the van.” 
 
    “I just want to stretch my legs.” I gestured in a long sweeping wave. “And my seat is now occupied.” I nodded to where Bailey had immediately hopped into my vacated seat, sticking her head out of my window. 
 
    “January . . .” Nana pursed her lips, looking like she was sucking on a grapefruit. Obviously, she was concerned about me running amok or something. I was starting to get a little offended. 
 
    “I’m not three years old. I can stand outside of a van without the world erupting in chaos.” I held out my hands in the international sign for surrender. “I swear that I will not do anything whatsoever uncool. Bailey stays in the van, and I will be flawlessly polite to every single person who wanders by our parking spot.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about what you’ll do.” She patted her hair with rough and calloused hands, though the tight bun was still perfectly intact. “You just haven’t had a lot of experience dealing with these types of people, and they can be impolite to servants —” 
 
    “And I give as good as I get,” I said, realizing what she was getting at. Well, crud. She was right. But, while I might have an inability to take grief from people who thought they were inherently better than everyone else, I wasn’t going to ruin this job for her. “Nana, I will not, in any way, sabotage you on the first day. I won’t even leave the confines of this parking lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” Sighing, she nodded and headed up the concrete stair to the raised doorway. She glanced back once at the door, checking that I wasn’t car-tipping or something. 
 
    Even though I attempted to stay put leaning against the big purple van and petting Bailey, within ten minutes, I felt so restless that I needed to move from the spot. I jogged over to the edge of the parking area to where a marble stoop led up to a second story. Going to my tiptoes, I peered over the grounds. 
 
    From where I was standing, a long, terraced veranda spanned out over the hillside, and a pool sat at the bottom of a hill. Swimsuit-clad teenagers lounged all around the pool on lawn chairs. At one end, liquor bottles weighed down a long table. “Lovely,” I muttered, “Looks like home sweet home.” 
 
    My gaze passed over the partiers, sticking on a blond girl who was hopping in place, and happiness surged through me. I’d recognize her strawberry-blond hair and mischievous, cherubic features anywhere. Char grew up at the opposite end of King Street before her mother remarried a computer programmer she’d met online. I took one step onto the marble balcony when I froze, remembering the promise that I’d made to my grandmother to stay in the parking lot. I scrambled for my phone and shot off a text. 
 
    “I’m here in the parking lot of the Roberts house!” 
 
    Going to my tiptoes, I peered down the many terraces to where Char talked animatedly. Her blond hair swished as she made grand gestures, but she froze, holding up one finger to the crowd around her. Rushing over to a long, red-cushioned lounge chair, she grabbed up her phone and checked the screen before setting the phone back down. 
 
    Happy tears came to my eyes. After my mom got picked up for a laundry list of small offenses and probation violations, I could put on a brave face for my grandmother — she needed that from me. But, between my house getting condemned, losing my mom to court-ordered rehab, and throwing this whole vampire condition into a path of uncertainty again by cutting Justin out of my life, the last five days felt like hell on Earth. Even if I couldn’t confide everything that was going on, I needed my best friend. 
 
    Char and her mother had been the only two people who stuck their necks out for us as the rest of the world decided that we were worthless scum who deserved to be without a job, home, or basic sustenance. Char had begged her mother to help, and Mrs. Russell had immediately recommended my grandmother to a wealthy family who offered a decent salary and accommodations. 
 
    After a year of Char growing progressively more distant, I thought that our lifelong friendship was crumbling, but when I’d needed help, she’d been there right away. 
 
    Char stood straight, and I expected her to head up the veranda stairs when she hurried over toward the group standing next to the pool. She grabbed onto one of the guys and threw her head back in an exaggerated laugh. 
 
    I knew that laugh — it was the one she used with Hampton boys when they’d strike up conversations with us while we were shopping or grabbing a bite to eat at the mall. It was her I have such pretty hair, adore me laugh and hair fling. 
 
    I swallowed hard. Feeling a little bit of dread, I raised my phone and dialed in Char’s phone number. It rang three times, and Char spun again, rushing over to her phone and scooping it up. She pressed the screen, and the dial tones stopped ringing in my ear. 
 
    In the distance, Char tossed her phone onto the chair and rushed back toward her group. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    A feeling a little like getting punched hit me in the stomach. Chewing on my lip, I watched the party, feeling like an unwanted interloper. I should never have crossed those train tracks. This was a huge mistake. This thought was heavy on my mind right as someone stepped up to the side of me, lifted a beer, and poured it over my head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Cold liquid drenched down my face and hair, dripping onto the front of my shirt and soaking through to my sports bra. I stood there, dripping sour beer, my face sticky. And suddenly, I wasn’t standing in front of the ridiculously lavish mansion. I was eight years old, holding up a soaking wet permission slip, all I could smell was the sharp reek of vodka. The alcohol had soaked into my dress, but my mom muttered apologies while refilling her cup. 
 
    Blinking out of the memory, I looked up into a boy’s glowering face. 
 
    Justin. 
 
    What. The. Actual. Fuck? 
 
    Justin lowered his arm, letting the last drops of his beer fall to the cement. A muscle in his jaw ticked as he stared down at me with golden eyes. “Everyone knows the consequences of gate-crashing here — you were warned.” 
 
    I stood there in total shock for a few seconds, looking up into Justin’s angry expression, my brain short-circuiting. 
 
    Someone clapped Justin on the shoulder. “You have to stop doing this stuff, dude. She probably just came with a friend.” 
 
    Justin shrugged off the guy’s hand. “Blame whoever took her here. They knew the consequences and dumped her at the party, anyway. That’s a much shittier thing to do. Go ahead of me, Corey, I’m going to make sure she leaves.” 
 
    “I’ll go get you a towel. Wait here, and ignore Justin, sweetheart.” The random guy was talking to me, but I couldn’t pry my attention away from Justin’s familiar features. 
 
    Looking up at the guy I’d been meeting in secret for a year, dripping with beer, something in me snapped. I ripped off my shirt and smacked him in the face with it. “Screw you!” 
 
    The wet material made a loud smacking sound as it hit his cheek. The sopping cloth transferred beer onto the side of Justin’s head, plastering his short black hair down like a licked kitten. As the material dropped away from his face, I resisted the urge to do it a second time. 
 
    His eyelids narrowed over his golden eyes, but otherwise, he showed no sign that I just smacked him upside the head after half-stripping. 
 
    We stood there, glaring at each other, both of us too angry to speak. Justin broke the silence first. “You shouldn’t be here, January.” 
 
    “I’m moving in here, and you knew that. I most definitely am not gate-crashing your stupid elitist party.” I turned on my heel and rushed back toward the van. To my utter chagrin, his running shoes squeaked across the concrete behind me. Ignoring him, I threw open the van’s back doors and went to my tiptoes to grab out the carry-on suitcase I’d been using as a grab bag. Bailey’s head shot up into the little hollow between boxes, and she whined as she stared past me at Justin. 
 
    “January, I changed my mind about you living here, all right?” His voice came from just beside me. “You need to leave.” 
 
    Seeing that there was no convenient place to set my carry-on down, I shoved it into Justin’s arms. Reflexively, he grabbed the bag, as I expected he would. Without answering him, I ripped open the zipper and started rooting around for a clean shirt. Shooting another glare at Justin, who thankfully hadn’t thrown my bag, I pulled up the zipper so violently, that it came off its threads. 
 
    “Are you hearing me?” Justin repeated. 
 
    “Oh, I hear you. Back, Bailey.” When she moved, I did my best to maneuver my bag into the little space between boxes and slammed closed the van door. Shoving my shirt over my head, I pulled it down before crossing over to the side of the van that wasn’t half in a bush. I’d lost my temper, but I was already walking on thin ice here. If anyone saw me slapping Justin in the face with my shirt, it would probably cost my grandmother her job. Thankfully, the random guy with Justin, who I was guessing was the Roberts’ son, seemed to have left before that part. 
 
    As I went to slam the driver’s side door closed, Justin grabbed the handle, preventing me. He leaned into the door, his jaw clenched and eyes furious. “Your grandmother needs to get another job, January. And you should go — now.” 
 
    “Hmm, you know what? That’s not your decision. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to drip beer in peace.” I made a shooing motion with my hands that only earned me another glare. All I could smell was hops and wheat, and I felt so thoroughly degraded. 
 
    Justin didn’t go anywhere. He just continued to loom in the van doorway, glaring down at me. Bailey, the traitor, took the opportunity to crawl her front paws into my lap,  snuffling at Justin’s shirt. And, even as he glowered at me, he scratched behind her ears. 
 
    “Stop petting my dog, Justin.” 
 
    He leaned down, lowering his voice, “You, being here, it’s not safe.” 
 
    Because I’m a vampire, he didn’t say, but it was implied. Shame washed through me as I realized why he had such a dramatic reaction to seeing me here near his friends. It didn’t excuse what he did, but now I at least understood. He was protecting the people he cared about. And just like Frank the pervert in the parking lot a year ago, he was protecting them from me. January, the terrifying vampire. 
 
    “I have it under control,” I whispered through gritted teeth. “Don’t you think I’ve proved that? And you couldn’t have just said that to me?” A hot tear fell onto my cheek, and I scrubbed it away, ashamed that I’d let this asshole see any emotion from me. 
 
    His jaw clenched and gaze fixed on my cheek. “It was necessary, January. I needed an excuse to talk to you that wouldn’t draw attention.” 
 
    I stared at him, just trying to fathom his statement. “Doing this type of thing is so normal for you that it doesn’t draw attention?” 
 
    “I never claimed to be nice. I thought you knew that. Isn’t that why you don’t want to see me anymore?” 
 
    He said it so resentfully that it sounded as if I actually had broken up with him.  
 
    I sighed and gestured out to the van. “Feel how you want about it, but I’m not going anywhere. We have nowhere to go. And, you don’t need to worry about that, okay? I applied as a volunteer at the Blood and Plasma Drive, and I’m just waiting to hear back.” 
 
    “Yeah, so you can steal blood from people who need it.” Sighing, he tapped the edge of my door. “This act you’re putting on is getting ridiculous. It’s been five days. Do you think you can last a week?” 
 
    I leaned in toward the jerk, giving him what I liked to call my you better get the hell away from my front yard look. If it scared away looting meth heads, it sure as hell should scare away a rich pretty boy. “It’s not an act. I told you, straight out, what we have going, it’s toxic. You are toxic, and I don’t want toxicity in my life.” 
 
    He lifted a dark brow. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you moved here.” 
 
    “Like you own it — like you can decide who lives within the upper 800s block.” Rolling my eyes, I guffawed, picked up a strand of my sopping wet blond hair, and smacked him across the nose with it. It was his fault for leaning in so close. When he stubbornly stayed, his expression only darkening with annoyance, I said, “You’re not going to intimidate me into leaving, Justin. Don’t let the van door hit you on the way out.” 
 
    Yet again, he didn’t leave. Instead, he leaned between me and the steering wheel, invading my senses with the scent of his expensive-smelling cologne. My desperate and pathetic butterflies again took flight. If only there were such a thing as an internal butterfly exterminator. 
 
    Lowering his voice, he continued, “Please, stop being stubborn for one damn minute. This isn’t a good fit for you.” 
 
    I tapped my chin. “Really? And what do you think is a good fit for me? A condemned house?” 
 
    He glowered at me. “You are the most frustrating person I have ever met. This conversation isn’t over, but, any minute now, someone is going to come up looking for me, and I’m pretty sure neither of us wants that.” 
 
    That last part stung, right deep in my chest. It was probably because of what happened with Char so recently, but having Justin say that he’d be ashamed to be seen talking with me felt a whole lot like another beer poured over my head. Raising my hand, I wiggled my fingers. “Bye, Justin. And, don’t worry about me — don’t even think about me, ever. I’m just going to keep myself to myself. I won’t endanger you or your social life, okay? You won’t even notice I’m here.” 
 
    “We need to talk.” He straightened from the van, finally giving me a little breathing room. “I’m going to find you as soon as possible.” 
 
    Great. 
 
    Knowing that I had this one shot at getting the last word in, I called over, “And I’ll be busy searching for places to hide.” 
 
    “Good luck. I know every inch of this property.” 
 
    “What?” I demanded, but Justin only shot me an unamused look and then strolled toward the terrace, seeming in no rush to leave. 
 
    “What? This isn’t your house — you don’t live here!” 
 
    “Yeah, January. It is, and I do. My name is Justin Roberts,” he called back. He glanced at me and then disappeared past the house. 
 
    Holy. Freaking. Shit. 
 
    That didn’t just happen. That could not have just happened. The universe would not be this cruel. 
 
    “Hey!” A redheaded guy jogged over from the house, looking like maybe he was hanging around the doorway, waiting for Justin to finish giving me a talking to. He halted at the window and smiled wide before handing me a rolled towel. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. Justin acted like a real asshole back there, and he doesn’t much appreciate people trespassing at his house.” 
 
    This guy’s words felt like nails in my coffin, burying my last dregs of hope. I must have done something terrible in a past life. There was no other explanation for it. The universe obviously wanted to punish me. All I needed was to cut this toxic and intoxicating boy out of my life and heart, and somehow, I’d literally moved into his backyard. 
 
    The redhead was still talking to me, and when I finally tuned in, he was saying, “You might want to clear out, his parents are pretty close with the sheriff, and —” 
 
    “Thanks, but I need to explain something,” I interrupted as I threw my head forward and wrapped the towel around my sticky hair. “I am the new housekeeper’s granddaughter, not a gate-crasher. It’s fine. Thanks for the towel, appreciated.” 
 
    The guy gave a low whistle. “Shit.” He rubbed a hand through his hair. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I can go push him into the pool.” 
 
    I managed a smile, even knowing that it was an empty offer. As far as this guy knew, Justin was bullying me out of nowhere in the parking lot. While the guy put up a token protest, he’d immediately fled, leaving me alone with Justin. Furthermore, Justin had poured the beer on my head knowing that he’d get this dude to clear off if he did. “That’s cool. The Roberts kid and I, we talked it out. I’m just going to do my best to keep out of his way.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The guy rubbed a hand through his hair. “Justin . . .” he sighed, “I’d stay away from him. I mean, we’re friends, but he’s not a good guy. He treats everyone like shit. That’s the fifth time I’ve seen him pour a beer on someone for gate-crashing. I really don’t envy you having to live with him.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I couldn’t help the dry tone to my voice. Like, really? It sounded like this guy hated Justin while at the same time calling him his friend. 
 
    “So . . . I’m Corey, by the way,” he added with a smile. “It sounds like you’re new in town. How about I grab your number, and I can show you around sometime.” 
 
    I considered the guy for a second. He was handsome in a sporty kind of way with a muscular build. He had medium-length red hair and a smattering of freckles dotting his nose. But, to be honest, even if he looked like James Dean, I wouldn’t be attracted to him after the beer incident. I liked my potential love interests to have backbones. Also, no butterflies. This time, though, my butterflies and I agreed. 
 
    “Hey, Corey!” 
 
    We both turned to see a bikini-clad, dark-haired girl waving from the patio. 
 
    “Come on, Justin wants you for something!” The girl barely finished her sentence before she was hopping away down the stairs. 
 
    Corey immediately backed away from the window. “I’ll catch you later, yeah?” 
 
    And then, he was gone, saving me from making an excuse to not hang out with him. As soon as I was alone, my anger and resentment at Justin’s all-around asshole behavior cooled, leaving behind a much more crushing emotion. 
 
    Charlotte wanted me to live on her side of town. That’s what she’d kept squealing into the phone. She’d gone through so much effort to get Nana the job. But I suddenly felt like an intruder — a cockroach scuttling into all these rich kids’ perfect lives. Did I somehow misjudge the conversations Charlotte and I had? 
 
    I didn’t know. 
 
    But there was one thing that I did know with absolute certainty, Justin was never going to see me again if I saw him first. He didn’t want me here — that was just fine — I would stay far out of his way. I had the blood situation under control. Well, I would soon. And, even at my most desperate for blood a year ago, I’d never considered attacking anyone. The image rose in my mind of the hurt expression on Justin’s face when I told him I wanted bagged blood. My insides squirmed.  But, really, I didn’t hurt him. I hurt his pride. 
 
    My grandmother found me fifteen minutes later as I hunkered down in the van. She yanked on the door handle, and, finding it locked, cupped her hand against the glass and peered in. “January?” 
 
    Leaning across, I muscled up the stubborn metal lock, and she yanked the door from its sticky track. 
 
    “Sorry, I was hiding. I’d also love to keep hiding if at all possible.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose, recoiling. “Is that beer?” 
 
    “Yeah, uh . . .” I pulled out a clump of my hair. “I walked by one of the trucks over there, and someone had left their beer up on top. It slid off and rained down on my head.” 
 
    Nana made this low grinding sound in the back of her throat. “The Robertses wanted to meet you right away, but it’s too ridiculous to force you to go meet them without giving you a chance to use the bathroom and clean up while we’re in the middle of a move.” Climbing into the driver’s seat, she turned the ignition, nodded to herself, and closed the door. “Well, they’ll just have to be patient.” 
 
    A cold dread settled in my belly. “I have to go up and meet the whole family?” 
 
    Pursing her lips, my grandmother nodded. “They just want to know everyone who lives on their estate.” 
 
    Great. Just great. I was really hoping to avoid Justin until he’d lost interest in getting me kicked out. And, now it looked like I’d be getting my grandmother fired before she managed to move in her toiletries. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    When I pushed open the thick, heavy, dark wood door to the main house, it opened to a space more like the entrance to a fancy hotel than a private residence. The area was deserted, save for a burbling fountain of a child thrusting up a staff that shot out water. 
 
    “Hello?” When no one responded, I headed up a sweeping stairway that circled the foyer, my running shoes squeaking against the marble. The second floor opened up to a long hallway with floor to ceiling windows. Dust mites danced in the beams of light that flooded in. The grandeur reminded me of scenes from old books. It was restrained and refined and just the littlest bit forlorn. The hallway ended in a room that looked like an upscale bar or lounge; complete with a full, mahogany bar and several matching sofas, and a large, unlit hearth. At one end, big glass doors opened out onto a balcony, and sheer curtains streamed out the open door. 
 
    A woman sat on a large, plush sofa. She looked washed out against the sofa’s crimson upholstery. Her attention fixed down on a tablet, her dark hair hiding most of her features. She held up a mojito, and the clear liquor sloshed lightly back and forth with her every movement. Just seeing the drink poised above something so expensive made my stomach clench. 
 
    Walking around the bulky furnishings, I came to a stop before the woman. I wasn’t sure what was better manners, interrupting her concentration or standing there before her and not saying anything. After about thirty seconds of just waiting there though, I cleared my throat. 
 
    The woman held up a hand like she was warding me off. “Just a second, sweetheart. Just a second.” 
 
    When that second turned into a full minute of me just standing there, I took a step back, more than ready to dash out. “Clearly you’re busy. No problem. I’ll come back later.” 
 
    “Would you mind?” the woman said, holding up her drink to me in a clear indication to take it. 
 
    Just because I wanted that drink away from her tablet — as watching someone destroy what was probably a thousand-dollar piece of equipment casually would hurt my soul, I grabbed her beverage and set it on the table beside her. 
 
    “Stop! It needs a coaster, sweetheart. That’s an antique.” She waved her hand; her diamond rings glittering in the light. 
 
    Clenching my jaw, I grabbed a marble coaster from a little stand on a dark wood table and set it down for her drink. “Ta-da.” 
 
    The woman finally looked up from her device, but instead of greeting me, her gaze passed from my wavy blond hair down over my tank top, jean shorts, and long legs to my shoes. A warm smile spread across her swollen, too large, red lips. She looked like she had her features surgically altered regularly. Her skin was a little too smooth and didn’t wrinkle up into expressions in the usual way as she examined me. 
 
    “It’s you,” Mrs. Roberts said as she reached up a hand with what had to be two giant diamond rings on each finger. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    When I took her hand, confused about whether she wanted to shake or what, her fingers gripped around mine, surprisingly strong. She tugged, and, a little confused, I pulled back. Only when she fully stood, did I realize that she was using me to get off the couch. Her hands pushed down the sides of her dress as her gaze passed over me. 
 
    “That’s just too interesting.” Her breath smelled like vodka and mint, and she was a little too close for comfort. “You’re Cleo’s daughter, and you’re going to be living with us here at the Roberts Mansion.” 
 
    She said Roberts Mansion like it was the official name of their house. 
 
    Even though she didn’t say it like a question, she paused so long I got the feeling she was waiting for an answer, so I said, “That’s the plan. Her name is Chloe, and I’m her granddaughter.” 
 
    “Oh, forgive me. I am so bad with names.” She grabbed up her tumbler and lifted it to her lips. “So, were you born in April, like your name —” 
 
    “January.” 
 
    She smiled, and I noticed that a little lipstick had smeared on her tooth. “You were born in January, but your mother called you April?” 
 
    “Sorry, no. Born in January, and my name is January.” 
 
    She slapped a hand over her chest. “Oh, I am so sorry, January.” She sipped her drink. “You know, my mind really is going — after you have a baby and all that. What’s your birthday, if you don’t mind me asking? I like to know everyone’s birthday just as I meet them — I’m really into astrology.” 
 
    “January sixth.” 
 
    She swiped her tablet off the table and typed something into it. “And you’re seventeen?” 
 
    Hooking my thumbs into my belt loops, I rolled from the front of my feet to the back. “Uh, yeah?” 
 
    “Were you born here? And what time?” 
 
    This felt weird. I hesitated a second but decided that there was no harm in telling her. “Yeah, here. Ten-ish at night, I think.” 
 
    “Look at that,” she said. “Born on a Saturday. Capricorn with Aries ascending and a moon in Scorpio —” her heavily painted eyelids and lips made ohs, “You are a very sensual sign, darling.” She waved. “Oh, you’ll have to excuse me. I’m very open, I hope that doesn’t bother you, but sweetheart you are just a fiery ball of passion.” She tipped up her glass and swigged down the remainder of the liquor. “You probably don’t know this yet, but my son lives here, and he’s just about your age — fire and air signs. Very compatible.” 
 
    A sudden surge of relief flooded through my chest. Justin didn’t tell his dear old mother to kick us out. I hoped that meant he went to join his friends and forgot all about me. And then I processed what the woman said, which I was pretty sure was that I should have sex with her son. 
 
    Growing up, I developed a sixth sense to know how many drinks my mother had within a one-drink room for error. I didn’t know Justin’s mother, but if I had to apply that drunk scale to this woman, I’d say she was about on her sixth or seventh cocktail. It was four o’clock, so if she started at noon, the timing worked out pretty well. At six drinks, my mom would often make comments like that. Though telling me that I would be sexually compatible with a guy would have been sweet and fluffy for my mother. 
 
    Even after seeing Mom in her full glory, Justin had never shown me an ounce of pity. I was used to the pity — I got it in grocery stores and fast food joints. I got it from government officials, and I even had it from Char. Justin never so much as shot me a consoling glance, and I had thought it was because he couldn’t give a shit. It was clear why Justin didn’t pity me with one look at his mom. To him, what was happening with my mom was just a daily routine. 
 
    “So,” she said, “George wanted me to tell you that there will be some rules while you live here. It’s nothing personal, but we can’t be too careful about this type of thing, darling. Do you want a drink? The butler can make you a Tequila Sunrise — or whatever you like.” She crossed over to the bar and slid her drink across it to the man standing there. 
 
    The bartender was probably mid-twenties, tall and muscular. Even though he wore a collared shirt and tie and sported an all-around neat demeanor, there was something about him that screamed hired muscle. He looked more Brutus than Jeeves, like a lion that they attempted to dress as a house cat. 
 
    “This is our butler, Henry,” Ms. Roberts said as she accepted two drinks, what looked like a mojito and a scotch. “Do you want a drink? Why are you so quiet? Am I shocking you? I really hope not. I want us to be friends.” 
 
    “No to the drink. And I guess I’m a little intimidated because your house is so big, and you said that there were rules.” 
 
    “I really like that you’re here. Do you believe that everything happens for a reason, April?” she asked as she raised her drink to her lips. “I do. I foresaw someone was coming. It’s been happening for days, and, seeing you, I know it was you all along. You are going to be good for us. You have a beautiful sunshiny aura around you, and I just love your look and your vibe. But you’re going to need to be more incorporated in our lives. I saw that, too.” 
 
    I was recalculating my earlier estimation of five drinks up to around ten. I was pretty sure that it was the alcohol talking, but it was still interesting how Mrs. Roberts phrased her words. She foresaw that I was going to be good for them — not the other way around. “Thanks.” Biting my lip, I headed around the sofa, hoping the move looked more like I was simply walking through the room rather than trying to put a couch between us. “I should probably get back. My nana is moving all of her books herself.” 
 
    “The rules, darling.” She paced alongside me, pausing at the end of the sofa. “The rules.” She gestured out wildly, splashing her drink onto the floor. “There are only two rules that I need you to follow. The first rule is that you can’t do anything to embarrass the family. No nude photoshoots. No drinking or drugs or sex or violence when our guests are around. We have a reputation to think of here at all times, so we need to keep everything quiet.” 
 
    “I would never do any of that.” 
 
    She reached over the couch and touched my arm. “I know, honey, I know. I just have to say that, is all. As long as you follow the rules, darlin’, we won’t have a problem. Just remember always to be very careful never to embarrass the family. The second and most important rule is that whatever you do or see, you keep it locked up tight. What happens in the Roberts house, stays here. Understand?” 
 
    Yup. 
 
    I got it. 
 
    I lived by a very similar rule at home: do whatever you want, but don’t draw heat. It just went to show that whether a person lived in a condemned house with no running water or a mansion with its own personal waitstaff, humans were, at their core, the same. Lifting my hands in surrender, I assured her, “I understand. And, honestly, the wildest thing I do is rack up late fines at the public library, and that’s when I’m not doing homework. I have a four-point-two GPA and a bone-deep love of food, dogs, and books. You’re not going to get any trouble from me.” 
 
    “And a high GPA,” she waggled her finger, “I knew it was you. You are just a breath of fresh air. Here, come with me to meet Mr. Roberts. I’m going to change your whole life.” She rushed toward the hallway, her high heels tapping over the marble in a quick staccato beat. Holding her tumblers up in both hands, she strode to a wide wooden door, bumped her hip against the handle, and kicked it open. “George, I found the person I was telling you about, and you just have to hear my brilliant idea.” 
 
    No part of me wanted to follow the woman in, but, as she was Nana’s employer, I felt obligated to be polite. 
 
    From what I could see through the doorway, it was another spacious room with cream-colored walls interrupted with long, brown pillars. A massive dark-wood desk stretched nearly across the room, and Mr. Roberts sat in a large leather chair behind it, leaning over a laptop. He stared through thin-rimmed glasses at the screen, his dark gaze moving back and forth. An empty tumbler sat at his elbow beside a nearly drained bottle of scotch. He was a barrel-chested man of probably middle age, though he had more muscle than fat. Gray hair showed around the side of the ear I could see, and a few light wrinkles creased his forehead, but otherwise he looked young. His expensive suit jacket hung over the back of his chair, and he’d rolled up his sleeves to his elbows. 
 
    His gaze shot up, fixing on his wife, and he grinned like a man in love. Mr. Roberts closed his laptop and set his hands on the top. “Well, aren’t you a picture, Gina. Unfortunately, my dear, it’s not really the best time.” 
 
    Mrs. Roberts gestured in a broad sweep toward me. “George, I brought you the new housekeeper Cleo’s daughter.” Through an exasperated smile, she added, “Would it kill you to take a darn interest in the staff for a minute?” 
 
    “You’re right. You’re right, and I’m sorry.” Mr. Roberts pulled down his sleeves slowly and pushed metal clips through the button holes at his wrists before shouldering on his jacket. He stood, rolling his wide shoulders, and pivoted toward me standing in the doorway. A grin spread over his mouth as he crossed the distance and held out his hand. “I’m George Roberts. Nice to meet you, young lady.” 
 
    Only allowing myself to hesitate a moment, I took his hand. His thick fingers wrapped around mine, and he shook my hand decisively. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Mr. Roberts. My name is January Moore.” 
 
    “She’s the one I told you about, the one who was coming here. And, she’s exactly how I thought she would be. Isn’t she so genuine, so fresh; just a poor girl coming to live in a big fancy estate, don’t you just love her? Oh, and a Capricorn. Born on a Saturday as well.” She annunciated the last words, and Mr. Roberts froze mid-shake with my hand still clasped in his. 
 
    It was only for a moment, and then he chuckled. “Oh, Gina, not with that blasted psychic bologna again.” 
 
    “George.” Gina Roberts laid a hand on her husband’s shoulder. “Wouldn’t January here make the perfect addition to our scholarship family. You might think it’s ridiculous, but I saw her coming, and in my heart, I know it’s right. We have to give her the Roberts Foundation Grant.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” I asked as I leaned away from the pair. The smell of their combined perfume and cologne filled my senses, mingling with the scent of Mrs. Roberts’ vodka and the whole thing made my head spin. 
 
    “The scholarship?” Mr. Roberts chuckled, but there was a little bit of an edge to it as he turned to his wife. “Do you have any idea how many competitors we’re going to have this year in the trials — students traveling from every corner of the nation. We can’t just hand out the scholarship because you ran away with an idea.” 
 
    “It’s not a whim, Robert. I saw her coming, and January would be perfect. She is one pretty young lady, and her energy is just lovely. She’s going to be living with us anyway — straight A student. She’ll need a ride to school —” 
 
    “This is about Justin, isn’t it? Damn it, Gina. These stunts are getting ridiculous. What he needs is to show up and get his butt in line,” Mr. Roberts boomed as he waved in an almost violent gesture. “This young lady you met five minutes ago isn’t going to be responsible for shaping up our son when we haven’t been able to do it in 17 years.” 
 
    “Did I say she would be responsible for anyone but herself? No, darling,” she wrapped her hand around his cheek. “This is about what I know in my soul. This young lady is a good candidate, and it would be a shame if we gave the scholarship to some random child who probably doesn’t need the money anyway. This young lady came here right now for a reason, and that reason is so we can bring her into our lives and into Blackburn Academy.” 
 
    This shit was getting really weird, but at the same time, my heart picked up its pace at the very idea. Blackburn Academy? Three U.S. Presidents had come from Blackburn Academy, not to mention several senators and hundreds of judges over the years. 
 
    As if his wife’s hand was laced with some sort of anti-anxiety drug, Mr. Roberts’ fuming expression subsided into one that looked more speculative. “She’s a person, Gina. Not some project of yours that holds your interest for about 10 minutes.” 
 
    Gina went to her tiptoes and kissed her husband’s cheek. “Now you’re just being mean.” 
 
    “You’re not going to manipulate me into this with kisses, either,” Mr. Roberts growled, but he was doing it with a smile. 
 
    She slapped his chest playfully. “Guilty as charged, baby.” 
 
    I inched back toward the door, really feeling like I was intruding. This was a lot to process and not least because, whether or not she denied it, it sounded like Gina wanted to use me to get Justin back in line. 
 
    Well, the joke was on Gina, anyhow. 
 
    I was the last person on this green earth that could get good old Justin back in line. 
 
    Before I could slip out, Mr. Roberts gave a long sigh. “Have you even prepared for the entrance trials in nine days, sweetheart, or is this all some whim Gina had on her fifth martini?” 
 
    “She’s a straight A student, top of her class. She’ll skate through the entrance trials. They’re not that hard.” Gina smiled back at me, giving me a conspiratorial wink before staggering a little and catching her balance on the desk. “We’re already providing her room and board. She’ll pass the trials, and as long as she passes, we can hand the scholarship to anyone we want.” 
 
    “We could …” he muttered, sounding far from convinced, “but favoritism is frowned upon by the Hawthorn Group. It might cause a scandal.” 
 
    Gina slashed her hand through the air. “My brother does it every single year, and I was born a Holter, if you remember. We can get away with it once in a while.” 
 
    Mr. Roberts continued to inspect me, and his face scrunched up in thought. “Did Gina even ask you if that’s what you want?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be ridiculous, George.” Gina swigged down the rest of her martini. “Why wouldn’t she want a full-ride scholarship to one of the best private schools in the world? She’s a poor Cinderella girl. What kind of prospects is she going to have as the daughter of a housekeeper and going to public school?” 
 
    My jaw dropped, and I honestly could not think of any polite response, so I snapped my mouth closed. 
 
    George Roberts hummed. “Going to Blackburn is a lifetime commitment of loyalty, as you well know, Gina.” He spoke to her but continued to fix me with his gaze. “It’s not a decision to take lightly. The school is an excellent stepping stone to the university of your choice. And that’s not a throwaway statement, every single one of our former scholarship recipients has received a full-ride scholarship to one of the top fifty universities in the country. But you’ll be entering a community and pledging your loyalty and fidelity to that community for the remainder of your life. You’ll learn secrets there that you will need to take to the grave. Is that something you’d be prepared to commit to?” 
 
    “I don’t know that much about Blackburn Academy. I’d have to learn more, and think a lot about it,” I said as I backed toward the door. 
 
    “That . . .” He pointed at me, “That, young lady, is the right answer. We’d also need to see your birth certificate before we even think about considering you.” 
 
    “I will call Cleo — right now. I actually would really like to know the exact time of your birth too. I’m going to make you a chart.” Mrs. Roberts drained her cocktail and threw it down on the desk. 
 
    “If you guys are still considering me in the morning, I’d definitely be interested in hearing more about it. I’d have to discuss it with my grandmother, Chloe, before making any decision.” 
 
    It would never have occurred to me in a thousand years that I might get the chance to go to Blackburn Academy, and my heart skipped a few beats at the thought. I lied when I said I knew little about Blackburn and its entrance trials. Every time someone even mentioned the exclusive school, I’d listened in. But, for some reason, my mother’s hateful words were running through my mind: people will always screw you over if you give them a chance. 
 
    No. 
 
    Even a day as shitty as today couldn’t turn me into my mother. I wouldn’t let it. 
 
    “Are you good at taking tests, sweetheart?” Gina asked. “It would just be a simple senior year entrance exam to show that you’re not behind in school.” 
 
    “I took senior level classes last year,” I admitted. “But I would have to study for it and refresh.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a little more than a simple exam. Justin could always tutor her — show that he was worth a damn for once,” George Roberts said on a chuckle. He raised his hand, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “The devil knows all he’s been doing this summer is making a mess and spending all of our money.” 
 
    I tensed, wondering how I could diplomatically tell them that tutoring sessions with Justin would be a deal breaker for me. As sweet as the temptations of going to a top-tier private school and possibly being fast-tracked into an Ivy League scholarship would be, I wasn’t going to sit through a month of Justin’s personal brand of torture to get it. 
 
    He’d push. I’d snap. My grandmother would lose her job. Game over. 
 
    But, thankfully, Gina leaned in and whispered to her husband. “No. No. We have to let Justin have his summer. We don’t want him resenting the poor girl. He can be so difficult. Justin just wants to hang out with his friends and have fun, and that is what we’ll let him do.” Gina pulled her hand away from me to tap her husband’s arm. “What about that young man who got the scholarship three years ago . . .” Snapping her fingers, she said, “Walter.” 
 
    “Lucas Baldwin.” 
 
    “Exactly. He has to be moving into his senior year.” 
 
    “On our scholarship,” Mr. Roberts said as he stepped away from his wife and headed back to his desk. “Lucas has shown to be a promising student. Well, January, sweetheart, I’m going to have to consider this and get back to you in the morning.” He landed in his chair with a sigh. “If I do decide to consider you seriously for the scholarship, I’ll get you a tutor and expect you to spend the rest of your summer studying for the entrance exam.” 
 
    “Great, thanks.” I raised my hand. “And then I will get back to you with my answer because as honored as I am to be considered, I haven’t made up my mind either. I’m going to go help my grandmother move in our boxes now.” 
 
    “All right, honey. And, be a dear, and take this to the bar.” Gina held out her empty martini glass. “If you wouldn’t mind bringing me by another one on your way out, I’m heading out to the east veranda.” The moment I took her glass, Gina breezed by me and out the door. 
 
    “Just send the butler with her drink,” Mr. Roberts said with a smile and a wink. 
 
    I crossed the room and began to set the glass down on his desk. “Should I just leave this here then?” 
 
    “No. No, dear, do not set that there. Take it to the bar. I simply meant that you didn’t need to take Gina her next drink.” 
 
    Squeezing the tumbler, I turned to the door, happy for an excuse to leave the house and breathe fresh air. 
 
    Before I made it out, Mr. Roberts called over, “January, sweetheart, I’ll send down my decision tomorrow.” 
 
    Deciding just to drop it, I rewarded the guy with a wave and called out, “Thanks!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I picked up a red plastic cup from a patch of grass and poured out old beer into a bucket half-filled with a vomit-inducing day-old booze concoction. Stacking the plastic container with several others, I peered over to my grandmother. She crouched on hands and knees, gathering the trash from the patio. Behind her, cigarette butts, plasticware, and beer cans floated in the pool. 
 
    Taking the stack of plastic cups, I added it to the trashcan and winced as my teeth seared with pain. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    My grandmother froze while lifting two handfuls of trash. “Honey, you okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” After running my tongue over my teeth to make sure they were blunt, I called over, “Nana, you should probably just head up to the house. You’re going to destroy your uniform, and they might think you’re late if you’re here cleaning.” 
 
    “Baby, this is not your job. This is my job.” She didn’t look up at me as she said it, but I could hear the steel in her voice even if I couldn’t see her expression. She looked neat and professional in her freshly pressed uniform. This whole scene just felt so wrong. I didn’t have a problem with my grandmother cleaning houses; she’d been doing it my entire life. But my grandmother didn’t deserve to pick cigarette butts and half-smoked joints out of the grass. She didn’t deserve to scrub lines of coke off the glass lawn tables. This was a mess I really felt that we should leave for Justin Roberts. 
 
    On that, Nana didn’t agree, and so we had spent the entire morning picking up after the party that kept us from sleep until dawn. The worst part, by far, was the sex someone was having somewhere very close to our house at about five in the morning. Officially, nothing is more awkward than listening to a woman moaning and screaming out pleas for more and knowing that your grandmother is lying 20 feet away hearing the same thing. Between sleep deprivation and not drinking blood for six days now, my head pounded and my teeth ached near constantly. 
 
    “Nana.” I crouched beside her and held out my hands to grab another handful of debris. “Just for today, let me finish cleaning here so you can go up to that house and start work on time.” 
 
    Sighing, she dumped her cigarette butts into my latex-gloved hands. “Just for today.” She stood and peeled the elastic off her hands before throwing her gloves into the trash. “After you’re done cleaning this up though, you go up to your room and do something you enjoy. I don’t care what it is, whether it’s painting the walls or reading, just make sure you take some time for you.” 
 
    Because I could tell that she was being serious and wouldn’t leave until I agreed, I nodded and assured her, “I will sit, and I will read as much as my brain will take. I also plan on making you a lunch that I’ll bring up to the house at noon. And then I will make dinner for us.” 
 
    The word dinner sent a new pulse of pain into my teeth just as a thumping sound grew in volume nearby. Thump, thump. Thump, thump. 
 
    Damnit. That was my grandmother’s heartbeat. 
 
    I’d called the BNP yesterday, but they’d said they were understaffed, and someone would start the clearance process for volunteers next week. Things were going fine, and then, out of the blue, everything was going downhill fast. After this morning, I was thinking of just going to the local hospital during visiting hours and searching for extra blood bags. 
 
    “Honey?” 
 
    I looked up, startled out of my thoughts. “What?” 
 
    “Did you hear me?” Thump, thump. “I was thinking we should go out for dinner tomorrow as a treat.” Thump, Thump. 
 
    “Sure — yeah. You’re going to be late.” 
 
    “All right. All right.” Thump, thump. “Be careful around that pool edge.” With that, Nana finally headed up to the house. 
 
    When she was far enough away that I could no longer hear the sound of her heartbeat, I focused back on my task. I needed to clean up this mess and figure out some way to get blood. I’d been stupid. I thought I’d have more time, but clearly not. 
 
    I just finished fishing out 16 red cups, hundreds of cigarette butts, and somebody’s bathing suit bottoms from the pool when a figure emerged from the house. I shaded my eyes against the sunshine to see black hair, a bare, muscular chest, and a handsome, chiseled face practically glowing in the early morning light. Releasing a breath I didn’t even know I was holding, I forced my attention back to the pool and noticed a bee struggling in the water. Taking the net and pole that I’d been using to fish trash, I scooped under the bug’s little flailing body, but he kept swimming just beyond my reach. When I finally managed to get him, I lifted him up and delivered him to safety on the side of the pool. 
 
    “He’s just going to sting you now,” Justin whispered from beside me. 
 
    I didn’t look over even though I could feel his warmth against my arm. “Perhaps he’ll sting you instead. Maybe that was my evil plot all along.” 
 
    There was a sudden movement to my left, and then a hand pushed my back. It wasn’t a hard push, but it took me by such surprise, my feet toppled over the edge of the pool, I was weightless for one moment, and then I tumbled in. Cold water smacked me in the face, and I gasped in liquid, sinking. I tried to scrabble for purchase under me, but it was deeper than I expected. Struggling against the water around me, I pushed to the surface and gulped in air, but immediately went under again. My lungs burned, and I couldn’t seem to get my legs to obey my thoughts. 
 
    Strong hands wrapped around my waist, and I grabbed wildly at the body holding me. I surfaced, gasping and looking into Justin’s face as he held me up out of the water. Desperately, I grabbed onto his shoulders. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Are you drowning?” He asked. His expression looked both confused and angry for some reason like this was my fault somehow. His heartbeat thumped, fast and loud to my ears. He hugged me under my armpits, holding me up and against his bare chest. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me? You almost just killed me!” Seeing that the edge of the pool wasn’t far away, I used Justin’s shoulders and pushed myself toward the cement. Grabbing onto the ledge, I took a moment to breathe. 
 
    Justin swam up beside me, again invading my space. Water dripped down his all-too-handsome features as he leaned in. “Why don’t you know how to swim?” 
 
    “Don’t bother asking me if I’m okay — really — I’m doing great, just peachy,” I breathed, though what I was saying to the jerk in my head was: screw you and the horse you rode in on. 
 
    From his unamused expression, he knew what I was saying. “Damn it, January, I was just playing around with you. How was I supposed to know you don’t know how to swim?” 
 
    “Not everyone grows up with a pool in their yard. Almost half of Americans can’t swim. Meaning, when you pushed me into the deep end of your pool, you had almost a fifty percent chance of me drowning.” 
 
    He worked his jaw back and forth but didn’t say anything. No apology. Nothing. Justin simply stared up at me, his golden eyes watchful. “If you can’t swim, you might want to avoid hanging out right next to the pool in your bathing suit.” 
 
    The jerk. Like it was my fault he pushed me in. 
 
    I did my best to shoot fire out of my eyes. “This isn’t a bathing suit. It’s shorts. And, I wasn’t hanging out here …” I gestured out to the sides of the pool where everything was picked up and scrubbed clean, “I was cleaning up the huge ass mess you left for my grandmother on her first day of work.” 
 
    He surveyed the space. “Yeah.” 
 
    Realizing that I’d probably be old and gray before getting an apology, I pushed up on the cement ledge, when Justin grabbed my wrist. 
 
    “January, come back down here — now.” 
 
    Surprised at the urgency in his tone, I glanced down at him and found him staring at my teeth. And then I noticed. Sometime between my panic and anger, my fangs descended. 
 
    “Okay, this game shit is over. Come on.” Without saying a word more, Justin grabbed my waist and scooped me onto the cement ledge around the pool. He pushed up, hopped out, and gestured to stand. After he threw an arm around my shoulders, we hurried into the pool house, closing the door firmly behind us and locking it. 
 
    When he grabbed my hand, I just went with him. My stomach was roiling with a million emotions, but chief among them was shame. Justin had been an asshole to me since I arrived at his house, but he was also right. I’d pushed this hunger to the point where I was endangering people. 
 
    There was a hiss of water turning on, and I looked up just in time to see Justin fiddling with an open, wooden shower stall. Steam rose, clouding the window walls all around us. 
 
    “Come here,” he said, nodding toward the shower. 
 
    I only hesitated a second before following him in. Stepping onto the wood-slat floor, I met his intent gaze. “Do you want me to drink from your wrist . . . or neck?” 
 
    “Neck.” Justin reached down, grabbing me under my legs and hoisting me up onto his body.  My running shorts and sports tank top smashed against his chest, cold from the pool. Water dripped over our bodies as I molded around him, my legs and arms squeezing. 
 
    He arched his neck, and I bit down. His blood welled in my mouth, and I gulped greedily, squeezing him tighter against me. Justin answered by gripping my legs and tugging me into him. 
 
    The holes in his neck closed, and he only had to whisper the word, “again,” and then my fangs were puncturing his veins once more. 
 
    He sucked in sharply as if maybe I hurt him, but instead of pushing me away, Justin pulled me even closer. 
 
    When the holes closed, I came up slowly to find him watching me. We both breathed hard, his lips inches from mine. 
 
    “January,” he whispered, “Can we agree that you can quit me only after you have a steady supply of blood bags lined up but not before? It’s just plain stupid to do it the other way around.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as the familiar warm tingling feeling of having Justin’s blood inside me pulsed through my body. “You could just help me get the blood bags. You know? Solve all our problems.” 
 
    He turned us around so my back was against the wood slats. “Nope. I’m not going to prevent you from quitting me, but I’m not going to help you do it either.” 
 
    “Quitting you? You make yourself sound like a bad habit. This is like the definition of codependency. You’re here because you’re afraid that I’m going to jump into a murder-spree, and I’m here because I need blood.” 
 
    He gave me a look. “Is that really why we’re here, January? You could have applied to volunteer at that BNP at any time, and I would have supplied blood until you figured out a substitute, just like I’m offering to do now. And I could have supplied the blood bags. But I already told you that I’m not going to do that.” 
 
    My stupid butterflies were dancing a jig inside me. Honestly, if he’d acted this way even once this past year, there was no way in hell I’d have wanted to quit him — ever. I was going to tell him that when he spoke. 
 
    “My friends are going to show up here any minute, and I don’t want them to see you here. It’s bad enough that Corey saw you, but it can’t happen again.” 
 
    “Damn it.” I slid off Justin. “Should I apologize to your friends for existing? You really are an asshole.” 
 
    “Hey,” he reached for me. When I dodged away, Justin crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re purposely misunderstanding what I’m trying to say to you, and it’s fucking annoying.” 
 
    “Oh, no. I get what you’re trying to say to me, and do you know what your friend Corey did? He asked if he could show me around town. Fancy that, spineless Corey wants to be seen in public with me.” 
 
    A muscle ticked in Justin’s jaw. “Yeah, I’ll bet he does. I hope you said no.” He lifted his dark brows, waiting for my response. “You’re really going to go out with a guy who doesn’t know about your condition?” 
 
    I blinked slowly at him. “Justin, you told me that I shouldn’t tell anyone but you what I am. You made me promise. Do you really think I’m going to spend the rest of my life as a nun?” 
 
    Reaching up, he ran his fingers through his hair and gripped two handfuls. “Not my friends, okay. Just — keep your distance from them. I’m going to do my best to get them to stop showing up whenever they damn feel like it, but if I’m too forceful about it, it might cause more problems. I need to figure out the right time and place for us to meet so you can drink. We can’t do it like this again . . .” He gestured to the glass walls, “Too public.” 
 
    “I’m not going to attack your friends, okay?” I gestured between us. “Am I really giving off this impression as this uncontrollable blood fiend. Yes, I know I screwed up today, but I didn’t lose control.” 
 
    He dropped his hands and blew out a breath. “January, you really are the most aggravating person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, fuck this.” 
 
    I needed to leave before my urge to smack him upside the head with a pool stick became too strong to resist. Throwing open the glass door, I gave the poolside a wide birth and walked around toward the trash cans. I made a promise to my nana, and I would get all of this cleaning over with so I could shower off and dive so deeply into a book that I forgot Justin Roberts existed. 
 
    “I figured out what your problem is,” Justin called out from the doorframe of the pool house. 
 
    “Congratulations. Do you want a cookie?” Grabbing the edge of the trashcan, I dragged it over the tile. The plastic tub didn’t want to go anywhere, and it stunk to high heavens of old beer and other fouler things. 
 
    “You’re smart . . .” He shrugged, “But you take everything at face value. That’s why you’re friends with that blond idiot Charlotte whose mother used your grandmother’s predicament in a desperate attempt to get closer to Gina.” 
 
    His words might as well have been knives that cut straight through my heart. After the way that Charlotte treated me yesterday, it was clear the situation here wasn’t what I hoped, but I still genuinely believed that Mrs. Russell got my grandmother the job to help us. I found myself saying, “Charlotte isn’t an idiot.” 
 
    “My mistake.” Justin leaned against the doorframe, watching me intently. “How did you guys get associated with such trashy social climbers, anyhow? You’re not the type.” 
 
    My eyes grew hot, and it was possible that a few tears could leak out if I wasn’t careful. I’d been keeping my cool for twenty-four hours, through my supposed best friend snubbing me, Justin dumping beer on my head, not sleeping, cleaning up after a high school party I wasn’t invited to, getting pushed in the pool and almost drowning, and losing my battle with the blood lust. But the idea that Mrs. Russell only used my grandmother in some sort of social climbing move threatened to make the tears fall. 
 
    Grabbing the trashcan with both hands, I put my back and legs into it and dragged it toward the side of the house. 
 
    After I gathered the thick black plastic liner and took it out to the house’s main dumpster, I trudged back to the garage that stood behind two sprawling oak trees. Tired and filthy, I entered the garage unit through the side door and headed up the smooth hardwood stairs to the second floor. The moment I opened the door, I heard the last chimes of Charlotte’s custom ringtone. I froze in the doorway, my stomach dropping. 
 
    The phone silenced, and I sighed, glad that fate decided for me. Walking into the kitchen area that took up one side of the apartment, I started to scrub my hands just as the phone rang out again. The ringtone was a song we used to sing together, “Baby, Your Blues,” by The Champions. The tones were quick and upbeat, but with every note, my smile drained away. 
 
    I answered the phone just before the song was about to conclude. 
 
    “January!” Char squealed. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said, holding the receiver away from my ear. 
 
    “You’re here! I can’t believe I missed your texts and calls. I actually forgot my phone at home, and it was out of batteries, and then it was too late to call last night. You didn’t answer all morning!” She said all of this in one breath, and then continued with, “I’m coming over to see you right now.” 
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to think of how the hell I should respond to her. I was hurt, and hearing her bald-faced lie to my face about her phone twisted the knife. Justin’s accusation that Char’s mother used my grandmother to have a connection to the Roberts family had just gotten into my head, compounding the negative feelings that were already brewing. 
 
    “Are you there?” she asked, laughing through the words. “Or did I just say all of that to myself?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here. Sorry, there was a party going on here last night, and I didn’t sleep much. I was thinking of taking a nap. Do you maybe want to meet out somewhere later? My grandmother and I were going to go check out the area. You’re welcome to join us.” 
 
    “I am literally driving there right now. I want to see you so much. I don’t want to wait until later tonight. Give me like five minutes, and I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Char, I’m sorry, but I need at least an hour, okay? I just got pushed in a pool —” 
 
    She gasped. “But you don’t know how to swim.” 
 
    “Yep. Exactly. I need a shower and a few minutes to settle my nerves.” 
 
    “I’m coming right now,” she insisted. 
 
    Flaring my nostrils and clenching my jaw, I tried to think of a way to tell her to screw off, nicely. But before I could think of anything, I heard the crunch of tires from outside. 
 
    “I’m actually pulling up right now and parking in front of your little house. See you in five!” The line went dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Growing up, I always thought that Char oozed fun. Seeing her face meant that no matter how horrible my day, no matter how few hours of sleep I got, no matter how many drunk strangers were lying around my mother’s side of the house in the morning, my day was salvageable. Char and I could laugh about absolutely anything or nothing at all. She was like a star peeking out through a smoggy sky. While she wasn’t the only star peeking out, she brought something special to my smog-filled existence. 
 
    Today, seeing her framed in the doorway of my new apartment, I only felt a slight echo of that happiness. Her white-blond hair fell lazily about her freckled, heart-shaped face, stylishly messy. Red bikini straps peeked out of her yellow dress, tying around her neck. Obviously, one of us learned how to swim. 
 
    The moment the door was fully open, she dove on me, wrapping her arms around my neck and laughing. I had to step back, bracing against the force of her body weight falling entirely on me. Her familiar scent of shea butter and coconut oil enveloped me, but there was a different, stronger scent mingling with the two, some expensive floral perfume. 
 
    “Holy heck! I can’t believe you’re here! And your hair is all wet, and it stinks like chlorine!” She ran her fingers through my wet curls as she pulled back to look at me with her big blue eyes. “You need to tell me everything that happened. Who pushed you in the pool?” 
 
    “That would be Justin Roberts.” 
 
    “Shut the front door. You aren’t serious? Like, Justin pushed you in the pool, and you almost drowned?” 
 
    “Yep. I had just saved a bee from drowning, and Justin shoved me from behind. Obviously, karma works in reverse for me. Want to come in?” I asked, walking into the unit. 
 
    The two-bedroom upstairs apartment came fully furnished, and we’d had plenty of wakeful hours to unpack our boxes last night. But the house still felt plain and without personality, like a hotel room. It was in dire need of a sci-fi mural. 
 
    I gestured out to the tan and white striped couch. “You hungry or something? You’re welcome to go chill, and I can grab something for you.” 
 
    “Wait . . .” Char grabbed my wrist and tugged. “Can you please explain to me what happened, like every single minuscule detail?” 
 
    “Sure. He’s a jerk. I told him that I saved a bee, hoping it would sting him. He thought he was funny and almost accidentally killed me for it.” 
 
    Her mouth sagged open. “How did you get out?” 
 
    “Justin jumped in and — well, I guess he pulled me out.” 
 
    “Oh. My. Goodness. Justin Roberts saved my best friend’s life. He saved your life.” Her lip trembled, and she looked over her shoulder at the door. “You could have died.” 
 
    “Yeah, because he pushed me in. I see only one good guy in this situation, and that’s me — for saving the bee.” 
 
    “I should thank him. Do you think he’s still at the pool?” She looked back toward the door. 
 
    I stared at her profile, wondering what the actual heck I’d been thinking all these years. Had I just been deluding myself or had she actually morphed into a new person, a social mountaineer. Holding up my hands, I found myself telling her, “He’s probably still there. And I really need a shower and a nap anyway. Go talk to him.” 
 
    She tilted her head to the side, letting her strawberry-blond hair cascade over her shoulder. “Are you sure? I could just pop over there and come right back.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I should probably get some sleep. This might be my only chance. I also wanted to hand write up a book review, so that I can type it out quickly at the library.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just use your phone?” Char lifted her eyes to the ceiling and laughed. “Or I have a laptop. I could bring it by here tomorrow.” 
 
    Yep. Sure. Of course, she’d be thrilled to bring it by here tomorrow and then find some excuse to head off to hang out with Justin. Ugh. I hated these shitty thoughts. I wanted her to go so I could just focus on good, non-Charlotte, non-Justin-Roberts related things — like peanut butter. I’d really love to think about the glories of peanut butter right now. Maybe I was misreading the situation. Maybe the jerk’s insinuation had just gotten into my mind. But it wasn’t just in my head now. I felt Charlotte’s betrayal in my gut. I wanted her gone. 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m planning on heading into town tomorrow after I visit my mom. I want to check out the uptown library and explore this side of Brightside. I’d love company, though . . .” I added because I obviously loved to torture myself emotionally. 
 
    She wrinkled up her nose. “There’s really not much there right now. It’s too hot, and no one goes there during the day. You live in one of the most interesting places there is in the whole town. Why don’t you just call when you’re back, and I’ll swing by?” 
 
    Yeah, no. Hell no. But after this morning and last night, I didn’t have the energy to have a no-holds-barred, accusation-slinging showdown with my former life-long best friend. “To be honest, Charlotte,” I said, “I just can’t even think straight right now. I’ll talk to you later when I have a brain again.” 
 
    She was already halfway to the exit, and I walked over, holding the heavy wood door open. 
 
    “I love you!” Char said as she again threw her arms around me and her full body weight against mine. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I just wasn’t really feeling I love you, too. 
 
    She didn’t notice though, dashing off down the stairs and disappearing through the front door. 
 
    Backing into the unit, I scooped up my phone, thumbed through my contacts, and blocked Char’s number. There was a high probability that I’d give in and unblock her before she noticed, but it felt cathartic to do at this moment. 
 
    It sucked that Char wasn’t the person I believed she was; it really freaking sucked. 
 
    After showering off and changing, I took what was supposed to be a stress-relieving inventory of everything we had in the kitchen, counting the food boxes and supplies in the fridge. The fact that we probably only had three days’ worth of supplies did absolutely nothing to make me feel better, though, so I focused on making my grandmother a sandwich instead. 
 
    Ham sandwich and plate in hand, I did the long walk around the pool house and up the access road toward the mansion. A slow Irish-punk ballad played in my earphones, and I was so wrapped up in the music that when I turned the corner to walk around the front of the mansion, I almost ran smack dab into a broad chest. 
 
    “Shit!” I said, yanking my earbuds out of my ears and looking up . . . and then up some more into the face of a guy about my age. “Holy smokes you’re huge.” The guy was probably six foot three or four and wider than the average high school linebacker. A huge smile lit across his face, showing two prominent dimples, and I realized that other than his sheer mass, he didn’t look all that intimidating. He was handsome with short cropped hair and dark eyes that looked like they were laughing, though I wasn’t sure what at. Probably me. “Sorry, that was rude.” 
 
    “It’s cool,” he said, smiling through the words. “Are you April, Cleo’s daughter?” 
 
    “Nope, don’t know a Cleo. I do know a Chloe.” I held up the plate. “This is actually a ham on rye for a Chloe, a Chloe who is my grandmother. Grandmother, as in she birthed my mother, who then birthed me. And my mother named me January.” 
 
    His smile increased at my rude outburst, and he started chuckling. “Okay, I won’t make that mistake again.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Again, with the rudeness. That wasn’t whatsoever for you.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I get it. Mrs. Roberts still calls me Walter, even though I’ve known her for three years, and I mow her lawn every Sunday.” 
 
    “Oh.” Heat licked up my cheeks as I realized that not only was I telling off a complete stranger who did nothing, he wasn’t even one of the rich jerks. He was just like me. Now that I was paying attention, the guy was wearing a uniform that said Brightside Hills Golf Club Staff, and his khaki pants had fresh grass stains on the knees.” 
 
    “Your name is Lucas Baldwin, right? She called you Walter last night too. The tutor?” I bit my lip before adding, “I really am sorry for being an asshole.” 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry for. I get yelled at all day by old men. Having a beautiful chick with a sandwich yell at me feels like a vacation. It’s the heat. It makes drunk, rich guys take golf very seriously. Anyway, yep, I’m Lucas, I’ve been sent to find and tutor you, but no one seems to know your phone number, and I guess they didn’t even think to ask your grandmother Chloe.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have given it out, anyway.” I rolled onto my toes and back, feeling exceedingly uncomfortable because after the argument with Justin this morning, the scholarship sounded less and less tempting. Cicadas buzzed from the trees as I stood there, thinking. Sweat dripped down the back of my neck, and even though we stood under the shade of another oak, the heat was beginning to feel oppressive. When the fact that we were standing here and not talking was really beginning to feel awkward, I finally came out with, “I’m so sorry, I think that the Robertses wasted your time. I’m probably just going to go to Hampton Public. That’s where I’m enrolled.” 
 
    “You’re going to say no to someone who wants to give you a one-hundred-thousand-dollar scholarship to one of the best private high schools in the world?” He was still smiling, but he lifted his dark brows, his expression clearly saying that I was an idiot. “Do you have any idea how many hairy, white ass cheeks I had to kiss to get this scholarship renewed every year after my trial?” He chuckled, but he also only half sounded like he was kidding, like maybe he literally had to kiss a cheek. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m pretty sure that I’m going to get enough of the Justin Roberts of the world right here. Going to a school with regular people seems like the only possible way I’ll keep my sanity.” Realizing how awful that sounded, I rushed to add, “I just can’t stop putting my foot in my mouth. I don’t mean that you’re not regular — you seem really cool. But I’ve only been at the Roberts Mansion for one day, and already, I feel like running for my life.” 
 
    “I swear it gets better.” Lucas tilted his head back and forth, considering me. “Okay, so this is how it is at Blackburn Academy: there are eleven of us scholarship kids going into our senior year. We look out for each other, and I mean we stick together. If one of us falls behind, the others make it their responsibility to help them catch up. So, just know that if you do decide to go to Blackburn, you wouldn’t be alone there.” 
 
    “Are you sure you should even be trying to convince me? I might be a complete pain in the ass,” I said, giving him a little grimace. 
 
    He nodded to my plate. “You say while you carry your grandmother up a ham on rye. Just think about it. And save my number for when you change your mind. There are only eight days until the trials, so don’t take too long.” 
 
    Grudgingly, I handed over the plate and took down his number for good measure. 
 
    He immediately texted me with I can already tell you’re going to go for it. 
 
    “I’m going to really regret giving you my number, aren’t I, Lucas?” 
 
    Smiling wide and showing off his dimples, he handed me back my plate and said, “Giving me your number might have been one of the best decisions you made in your life.” 
 
    “Ha, sure thing, Walter,” I said with a wink. 
 
    He didn’t miss a beat. “Just you wait, April. Call me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    A day and a half later, I sat across from my grandmother, finishing the last words of my painstaking story about Char and her mother between bites of potpie. We spent the morning visiting my mother at her rehabilitation center, where there was an all-out fight before Mom declared that Nana would no longer be allowed in to see her. After the long, trying day, my grandmother had suggested we turn our moods around by doing our hair and putting on sundresses for dinner. We might be eating out at the thriftiest restaurant in town, but we were going to look fabulous doing it. 
 
    The patrons of Alfred’s Country Diner talked loudly around us as a big jukebox played songs from the 1950s. Families laughed, glasses clinked, and I felt happy that we were back on our side of Brightside. 
 
    The waitstaff chatted endlessly with the patrons, but when the steaming food finally arrived, it was so comforting, I felt it all the way to my toes. Nana kept prodding me to share my feelings, and that was when the story about the Russells and Char came out. 
 
    My grandmother sat quietly, watching me with her tired brown eyes as she neatly forked bites of her beef potpie into her mouth. 
 
    “So . . .” I said after I gave her a blow-by-blow of pretty much every single expression Char and I shared between us, “What should we do?” 
 
    Nana laid down her fork and wiped her eyes with rough, calloused fingers. “Do about what, honey?” 
 
    “Do about them . . .” I gestured out the window toward the great beyond where the Russells were probably plotting out another scheme. “Should we say something? Call them out?” 
 
    Nana sighed. She dropped her hands and gave me an apologetic smile. “Honey, on the way home, we’re going to buy the Russells a thank you card. And then tonight, I’m going to write them a personal note thanking them so much for thinking of us. I’ll ask you to add your signature, but I won’t expect it.” 
 
    Fork halfway to my mouth, I froze. “You got the part where they think we’re tools, right?” 
 
    “I know this will be hard for you to understand . . .” she blew out a heavy breath. “If someone gives you a hundred dollars, you thank them. It doesn’t matter why they gave you the money — your family has food.” 
 
    “Nana.” I pointed at her with my fork. “I can think of like a million ways that wouldn’t be the case. What if that hundred-dollar bill was from a bank robbery and it was a marked bill? What if it was stolen off a corpse after a murder and taking it makes you the prime suspect?” 
 
    She just gave me an unamused look that clearly said that I was being silly. In a lot of ways, Nana and I were still getting to know each other. If I’d told my mother that story, she’d have thrown down some of her liquor money and bought a stack of cartons to egg the Russells’ house. Not that I would ever vandalize personal property, but I took a sort of grim comfort in the fact that my mother would have been on the warpath. 
 
    I leaned back into the vinyl red booth seat, regarding Nana. “So, you want me to just fake it with Char, is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “No. I’m not asking you to fake anything. I’m asking you to be grateful for what we have now, but at the same time, I don’t want you to keep trusting someone who doesn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “Just say thank you and cut her off.” Why did that idea hurt so much? “I guess I could just avoid her forever until we got into that ex-friend stage where we give each other extremely awkward waves or ignore one another’s existence while feeling our hearts squeezed in invisible fists.” 
 
    Nana continued to give me that lazy eyelid look that clearly communicated that I was being ridiculous. “Or you could just be honest with your friend about your feelings and see what happens. It sounds like you’re pushing the situation to its worst possible outcome because you’re afraid of showing your feelings.” 
 
    I pointed my fork at her again. “You are way too hot of a grandmother to be this sage. Seriously, when are you going to get out on the town to meet suitors? I’ve already started up my application and screening process. Don’t worry. It’s just a short survey to establish all of these prospective love interests’ intentions.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, be serious, January.” A small smile touched her lips, and she dug into her beef pie, probably to cover her bashfulness. 
 
    “I am serious. You’re like a grandmother ten. They just need to pass my strict approval process and not keep you out past . . .” I waved my hands in the air “ . . . nine-ish.” 
 
    She squinted one eye at me. “How did we somehow get from talking about you to about me?” 
 
    Damn it. She was too smart. 
 
    She wiped the sides of her mouth with a napkin and then tidied her plates, setting everything to the side and splaying her fingers across the empty table top. Obviously, whatever she was going to say, it was stack-your-plate-to-the-side serious. Lifting her gaze, she settled me with another one of her sage stares. “I will make a deal with you, January. If you take these entrance trials to go to Blackburn Academy, I will go to a dance hall.” 
 
    She was serious. 
 
    “And you’ll let your hair down and dance with potential love interests?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, smiling just the tiniest bit. “If you go with me, I will dance with someone, maybe more than one someone.” 
 
    All my life, Nana had always seemed so fundamentally lonely, so her searching for a hot date just became something I continually teased her about, hoping that she’d one day just get annoyed enough to give in and find happiness. 
 
    It looked like she was finally caving. 
 
    With terms. 
 
    Well played, Nana. Well played. 
 
    “You make it very tempting,” I said on a sigh. 
 
    Carefully, my grandmother took change and worn bills out of her wallet and watched me like a hawk as I scooted out of the booth. “You want to tell me what’s really scaring you about this scholarship?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Nana,” I said on a sigh as we headed out of the restaurant. “On the surface, it sounds amazing — going to one year of an elite high school and suddenly having a real shot at top-tier universities and having a team of people who would support me rather than see me fail. It sounds way too good to be true.” 
 
    I’d hoped she would drop it, but as we walked through the scorching night to our van, the issue might as well as have been buzzing between us. I could feel it clinging to our silence. We drove down the deserted streets, past a long line of factories, and a ball of tension kept growing in my stomach. Finally, I just gave in and blurted out, “I don’t want to let the Roberts family own us.” 
 
    “Own us?” she sounded shocked, but I couldn’t read her expression. Ever since I became a vampire, people glowed in the darkness. It was both beautiful and a curse, because in really dim illumination, like we were in now, my grandmother’s glow made it impossible to read the emotions on her face. 
 
    “So, I walked in there, and she just handed me the scholarship like it was nothing, but from Lucas and Mr. Roberts’ reaction, it’s a huge deal. Gina Roberts knows nothing about me more than my astrological sign. But, for some reason, she had a prophecy that she should hand me a one-hundred-thousand-dollar scholarship. Does that make sense to you?” 
 
    “It makes sense to me that you’re getting a break. It’s a long time coming, honey, and a higher force is making it happen.” 
 
    “Nana,” I whispered as I pushed my head back into the headrest. “Do you really think these people got this filthy rich by giving breaks to poor, random seventeen-year-olds? The only reason I can think to justify Mrs. Roberts wanting to give me the scholarship is because we’re under her power. Meaning that the moment I don’t do everything they want, she’ll start to threaten your job.” 
 
    My grandmother looked over, and oncoming headlights illuminated her sad expression for one moment before we were again plunged into darkness. “Honey, you have to give people the chance to prove themselves trustworthy. Otherwise, your life is going to be very lonely.” 
 
    “I do,” I whispered, hoping that it was true. 
 
    “I’ve found that people like us get amazing opportunities rarely — if ever. And you can let it go and keep on keeping on the way we always have, that’s up to you. But the opportunity will go, and then it will be too late. Sometimes it’s worth the risk to just try. I’ll only be able to help you so much next year when you head off to college.” 
 
    “Of course, Nana. I never expected you to help me at all.” 
 
    “And, I don’t think the Robertses are the type of people who would do that. But, if they are, they’ll end up doing it to us whether it’s through the school scholarship or something else. The moment they threaten my job — I quit —” she cut off in a gasp as the van gave a loud banging sound and then the engine screeched once and died. The dashboard went out as the car rolled to a stop in the middle of the road, and everything went dark. 
 
    Nana turned the key, and the car ignition revved several times, coughing and then again dying. As the headlights flickered off, the world came alive with colors. The pavement and buildings around us glowed in deep shades of blues, greens, and purples. Beside me, Nana stood out in bright yellows and reds, glowing from within. A bird soared across the darkness, trailing golden light. It was so beautiful that I ached to describe it to my nana. It had been easy to not tell my mother about being a vampire, but there were so many things I wanted to share with my grandmother, who had always been a steady, non-judgmental force in my life. But I made a promise. 
 
    “All right, then.” Lifting my butt, I pulled out my cell and started an internet search for tow truck companies. Five minutes later, I was hanging up the phone on the third taxi operator after exhausting every other option in town. “This one quoted two hours. Looks like we’re going to be hitchhiking.” 
 
    “No, we will not. We’ll either call the Russells or the Robertses. If we need to push the van to the side of the road and illegally park when they arrive, so be it.” 
 
    “Wait; what? No. Bad,” I drew out the words, shaking my head vigorously even though she probably couldn’t see me. I quickly searched through my mind for some other solution but, unfortunately, none of my friends on this side of town had cars. “Wait!” I yelled. Snatching the phone from her, as gently as physically possible, I pressed “end” on the screen. 
 
    “January, I was calling Mrs. Roberts.” 
 
    “I know someone who drives, and he might even have a truck, and he’s nice.” While I talked, I immediately pulled up Lucas’ number on my phone and dialed. 
 
    He answered on the third ring, and when he spoke, I could hear the smile in his voice, “Hey, April. Little late for tutoring.” 
 
    “Hey, Walter, hardy har. So, I’m really sorry to do this to you, as I only met you yesterday, but our van broke down in an area I’m not really familiar with. There are only factories and no street lights here. It’s north of Hooper Street. We’re just looking for maybe a ride to the Roberts Mansion, and we can pay you a little bit, not that much, but I can owe you more.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’ll head over there with my brother right now. We’re on our way. And, there’s no need for you to pay us, seriously,” he said the last part with a chuckle. 
 
    “Thank you so much. I will owe you one — a big one.” I gave my grandmother thumbs up before reaching for the car door handle. “Here, let me figure out exactly where we are.” 
 
    “Wait. Whatever you do, don’t get out of the car. There’s only one area inside of Brightside that looks like that — unless you’re in the boonies.” 
 
    “We were heading back from Alfred’s Country Diner.” 
 
    “Yep. We know exactly where you are. Hold tight, and you’ll want to lock your car doors if you haven’t already.” 
 
    The moment he hung up with that ominous warning, my grandmother’s phone started ringing. Mrs. Gina Roberts flashed across the screen in big black letters. 
 
    I winced a little as I handed over the phone. “Sorry. But at least now you have something to tell her. Or, you could not answer and text her that it was a butt-dial.” 
 
    “Honesty is always the best answer,” Nana responded, predictably. “Mrs. Roberts, I need to apologize for calling you so late.” Nana grew silent for a moment, and I heard some slurring type sounds on the other end. “Our van broke down, and we couldn’t reach anyone, but my granddaughter was able to contact a friend. I really am sorry that we bothered you. We seem to have it all in hand.” Nana paused again. “Sorry? I didn’t catch that . . . I, uh . . .” She pulled the phone away from her head, lighting up her face again. “I think it disconnected.” Less than thirty seconds later, Nana’s phone blared out the default ringtone, displaying that the phone number was unknown. “Hello?” she answered before handing her phone to me. “It’s for you.” 
 
    “Where are you?” A male voice demanded as soon as I answered the phone. 
 
    “Lucas?” I asked as my heart picked up its tempo, and butterflies took wing in my belly. A second after I asked, I was kicking myself. How could Lucas possibly call my nana? Stupid. I knew who this was. My butterflies definitely knew who this was. 
 
    “Justin,” he said. 
 
    “Justin, yeah…” I paused. “So, no worries. We have someone coming to get us. We’re totally gravy. See you later.” 
 
    I started to hang up when I heard him say. “Lucas — the one who mows our lawns.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Also, the guy who goes to your school,” I snapped, but I immediately regretted my defensiveness. Seriously, why was I fighting with Justin? Lucas did mow their lawns. 
 
    “Where are you guys?” Justin asked again. “Some areas of town aren’t safe. I’ll come to take you home, and Lucas can tow your car to the mechanic. I’m already in my truck. Just give me the directions.” 
 
    “We’re fine. Everything is fine. Thanks. I’m hanging up now,” I said, feeling like a jerk because he was trying to help, but I wasn’t going to blow off Lucas for anything either. 
 
    “Look. I kicked everyone out of my house and jumped in my truck, and I’m driving out of the gate right now. Just tell me where you are, and I’ll help. If nothing else, I can take your grandmother straight home,” he said. “Wasn’t yesterday her first day working for my mom? She’s probably tired.” 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    I just managed not to throw my phone across the van. The guy was so manipulative that he didn’t even have the decency to hide the fact he was manipulating me. He just went around, making uncomfortably good points, and getting me to go along with what he wanted. And, he was right. Nana had to be exhausted after dealing with my mother’s drama all day. She didn’t need to be dealing with a late-night ordeal. “Fine. We’re next to some warehouses on the way back from Alfred’s Country Diner.” 
 
    “See you in five minutes. Don’t leave or get out of your van,” he ordered before hanging up. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have two sets of …” I trailed off as a figure stepped out from behind a building a few feet from the side of our van. I could only really see them by their glow, which was a startlingly pale, ashen white. I had seen every color of glow, but white was something I’d never seen before. Maybe they were hypothermic? They were small, but it was impossible to see any more than that. 
 
    The figure stopped beside my door, and my heart skipped a beat as I noticed that in the chaos of all the phone calls, my door was still unlocked. 
 
    The person tapped on the glass, and I used the excuse of rolling down my window an inch to leverage down my heavy metal door lock. 
 
    “I am so sorry to bother you, but I’m stranded. Can I use your phone?” a female voice asked. 
 
    “Oh.” My grandmother reached up, and our cab illuminated with light. “Oh, good. The light still works. Are you okay, sweetheart?” 
 
    When the dome light illuminated, I could make out the girl’s features. She looked college age, perhaps nineteen or twenty,  with long blond hair that fell about her beautiful features. She wore a Brightside Community College t-shirt and shorts. Her blue gaze passed back and forth between my grandmother and me. “My stupid date ditched me in this alley when I wouldn’t sleep with him. Can I use your phone or maybe get a ride to my parents’ house?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just terrible,” my grandmother said. “But we’re unfortunately stuck out here, too. Here, January . . .” Nana passed over her phone, “Let her call whoever she needs to.” 
 
    This girl had to have seen us break down. I hesitated a second. Between her abnormal glow color and the fact that she approached us in the dark alley, a chill was creeping down my spine. “You can use mine,” I said, finally. My phone was a crappy pay as you go, and if she stole it, I’d just get another one. I didn’t roll down my window any further, just held my phone through the crack. “The battery is pretty low, though. Sorry.” 
 
    As I held my phone out to the woman, her finger brushed mine, and a spark of static electricity passed between us. 
 
    She jumped, hissing and yanking her hand away, and for a split-second, her face morphed. Her skin turned leathery and gray. Sharp ears poked out of her blond hair, and long fangs came down from all six of her front teeth and up from the bottom as well. I blinked, and she was normal. 
 
    “Holy shit. Are you a...?” I trailed off, realizing there was no way I could finish asking if she was a vampire with Nana there. 
 
    The girl looked between us and then she sprinted down the alley in the direction she came, leaving me holding my phone halfway through the window. 
 
    For just a second, I considered going after her. Had I actually come into contact with another vampire for the first time ever? Did I imagine her fangs? But then reality hit. Her fangs didn’t look anything like mine — there were ten or more razor-sharp teeth coming from the top and bottom. No neck or wrist could survive that. No. Either she wasn’t a vampire but something else entirely, or I freaked myself out and imagined the whole thing. Nana wasn’t screaming her head off, so clearly she hadn’t seen anything, but it was possible that I blocked her view. 
 
    A much more terrifying thought hit me as I stared into the dark. If that girl was some sort of supernatural monster, the way she approached our car was not how you introduced yourself to an ally. It was the way you approached a mark. 
 
    “Poor child. She was really jumpy.” Nana pursed her lips and shook her head. “Going after her would probably scare her more.” 
 
    I leaned over and slapped my grandmother’s lock down. “Let’s call the cops instead. That was a classic first move of a robbery. There are probably a bunch of big dudes waiting in those bushes.” 
 
    Nana sighed. “Well, her need seemed genuine to me. But, I agree, we should wait in the car until we get help. That girl knows where we are and that we will assist her, and we shouldn’t waste our car battery.” She turned off the dome, and down at the end of the street, I just caught sight of three pallid, glowing figures as they disappeared around the corner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Headlights broke the darkness about two minutes later. At the same moment, my phone chimed out with a text. 
 
    Lucas: It’s us, so don’t get scared when two big guys jump out of my truck. 
 
    “It’s Lucas,” I told my grandmother as I shot off a text message to him. 
 
    Me: Careful, there were some creeps hanging around here earlier. 
 
    Lucas: It’s cool. We’re always armed. 
 
    I didn’t know Lucas or his brother very well, but I felt immeasurably relieved that they were armed. I had started to call the police when I realized that the only thing that I could report was there was a scared girl in an alley that I suspected was trying to rob people. Meaning, I might just be sending the creature a dinner on patrol-car wheels. I still wasn’t sure what I had seen, or if I had seen anything at all, but my imagination was sure running wild. 
 
    The truck turned around halfway to us and backed up the vehicle until their taillights sat only about a foot from our front bumper. The truck doors swung open on both sides, and two huge figures jumped out. I recognized Lucas in the illumination of the truck’s dome light as he crossed over toward our van. As they walked away from the low light of their vehicle, the glow that emitted from within them intensified into a rosy radiance. 
 
    I shoved the door open and hopped out of the van as my grandmother did the same. “Hey! Thank you so much for doing this!” 
 
    “Of all the places to break down, you break down on Murder Alley,” another guy called out as he circled the truck. 
 
    “What?” Fear pulsed through my chest, and I spun so fast, I almost lost my balance. “Was someone killed here? What does Murder Alley mean — exactly, please?” 
 
    “Zack, what the hell, man?” Lucas said, clapping a hand over the other guy’s shoulder. “They’ve been sitting here in the dark.” 
 
    “Damn. Sorry. It’s just an old urban legend,” Zack said with a wave of his hand. “People say that killers dump their bodies in this alley and the PD covers it up to keep Brightside bright.” 
 
    “That does not make Murder Alley any less terrifying,” I said. 
 
    My grandmother whispered something that I was pretty sure was a prayer. 
 
    “Nah. I swear to you that my brother Zack is just teasing you guys. He doesn’t know when to turn it off. There are a lot of muggings over in this spot. That’s all.” 
 
    Somehow, I wasn’t convinced, but I managed to say, “Thanks, Walter.” 
 
    “No problem, April. Let’s hook up your van and get you guys out of here.” 
 
    “Hey, wait. I thought your name is January,” the other guy said. “And his name is definitely not Walter. Otherwise, my whole life has been a lie.” 
 
    “It’s an inside thing,” Lucas said. “You’re outside of it, Zack.” 
 
    “Wait, we already have nicknames, and I’m out of it? Oh, screw that. That’s just wrong.” The glowing figure on the left held out his hand to my nana. “Please, excuse my dastardly humor, ma’am. Nice to meet you. I’m Zack, by the way. Lucas’ better-looking twin.” I couldn’t see much of him through the glow, but I could tell that he was just as big as Lucas, close to six and a half feet, with broad shoulders. 
 
    After they’d mumbled their “nice to meet yous,” Zack offered me his hand. “Zack. So, do you like Shorty or Blondie better?” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Nickname . . .” he said it like duh. 
 
    “Uh, let me get back to you on that one. I need to tell you something, Lucas, and I hope it’s okay,” I called over to where Lucas was already crouching between the vehicles. “So, Justin Roberts is coming to pick up my grandmother because he insisted on doing it. I’m sorry, but I, unfortunately, need to wait for him to arrive.” 
 
    “So, are we talking another Justin Roberts — one with human emotions?” Zack asked as he headed over to help his brother. 
 
    I whistled. “That’s a bit harsh.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Zack said as he crouched down. He didn’t sound sorry. “That’s the best way to tell us apart. Lucas is kindness personified, and I have no filter. Let’s get your car hooked up . . .” he winked, “So we can leave the moment Satan arrives.” 
 
    “Satan is very real, young man. And, he’s not a teenage boy who does have feelings,” Nana said, and though I couldn’t see her expression, I could feel her glare. 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am, I’ll be more considerate next time,” Zack said, actually sounding contrite this time. 
 
    It took the Baldwin brothers less than ten minutes to hook up the car, and, though I offered to help repeatedly, they did it on their own. In no time, the van was attached to their large truck by several cables, and the boys were giving my grandmother instructions for how to set up the van for towing. 
 
    Headlights lit the road again, flooding all of us in light, and a second truck pulled up behind Lucas’ vehicle. The driver’s door swung open, and Justin climbed out, seeming in no hurry. He wore a t-shirt and jeans that hung low on his hips. His dark hair looked tousled and messy, but it only added to how good looking he was. 
 
    “Hi, thanks for coming,” I called over, as my ridiculous butterflies danced a jig. “We’re just about finished here, so you and my nana are welcome to leave while we take this beast to the nearest mechanic.” 
 
    When I nudged my grandmother toward Justin, she sighed. “Honey, I don’t want you to have to take care of this late at night. It’s my van. It should be my problem.” 
 
    Wow. Now I really regretted not confiding in my grandmother about how much I didn’t want to be around Justin. Didn’t was the wrong word. I shouldn’t be around Justin. He had a singular talent for obliterating my self-control. 
 
    “I’m good, Nana. You know me . . . always up for an adventure,” I said, my voice strained. My stomach kept flipping, and I was pretty sure my butterflies were confused enough to be throwing a full-out festival. 
 
    “We can actually fit both, Blondie and her grandmother,” Zack offered. It seemed that he’d chosen my nickname for me. 
 
    In the light of the headlights, I could see that Zack and Lucas were either identical or very close to it. They both wore their dark hair military short around a face with strong, wide features and a chiseled jawline and had a prominent set of dimples on display. Zack held out his hands. “Justin, man, you don’t need to be here —” 
 
    “Any way you all want to do this is fine with us.” Lucas interrupted before clearing his throat meaningfully, “We’re happy to take either of you or both.” He grinned over at me and shrugged. “My aunt is heading over to her garage about half a mile from here. She was going to do a quick check on the engine and work on it in the morning. And she offered to do it for the price of parts only — if it’s not totaled. Which, unfortunately, it might be from what she said.” 
 
    My grandmother let out a long sigh. “I should probably go with you and meet your aunt. I won’t allow her not to be paid, but perhaps we could work out a service trade.” 
 
    “Nana, you should rest. I can go talk to their aunt,” I  said, feeling a twinge of guilt because my motivations weren’t entirely altruistic. 
 
    She was shaking her head even before I finished speaking. “That wouldn’t be right, honey. You go home and rest.” 
 
    “Nana, seriously,” I said, probably sounding a little desperate. “It would be a jerk move for me to ditch Lucas while he’s doing me a favor.” 
 
    “Doesn’t bother me,” Lucas said, making me grind my teeth at how freaking inconveniently nice the boy was. 
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart,” Nana said, and when she headed for the Baldwin brothers’ truck, Zack helped her inside and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Well, that was that. 
 
    Justin leaned against the bumper of his truck, fully visible in the illumination of Lucas’ headlights. His lips twisted into a smile that I didn’t particularly like. “I was actually hoping to talk to you, January, about this scholarship, so this works out for all of us.” 
 
    Nope. Not for everyone. 
 
    Lucas called over, “You’re going for the scholarship?” 
 
    “Thinking about it.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’m free for studying any time tomorrow. We can give your grandma a ride to her van if she needs one.” 
 
    I held my breath for one beat of silence, knowing that if I agreed to let these guys tutor me, I’d have to study my ass off and compete in the trials. I wouldn’t do them the dishonor of asking them to help me and then not giving it my all. But it was a slippery slope. If I took the test and got into the school, it would be almost impossible to say no. It would be like running a marathon, winning a trophy, and choosing to leave it behind. If I just didn’t run, I’d be fine without the prize. There was always the possibility that I would fail and fall short. But I’d been hesitating here at the starting line, and this was the moment where I’d ultimately need to decide on whether to go. 
 
    I glanced at my grandmother, thinking about what she said in the van. Biting my lip, I turned back to the Baldwin brothers. “Yeah, okay. Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, Blondie. But we should probably get your grandmother’s van to my aunt; she’s waiting.” Zack grabbed the door handle to the driver’s door. “You good with being alone with the devil — oh, oops, I meant, are you okay with being alone with Justin.” 
 
    “You two can back off,” Justin said. “January and I are alone together all the time, and she’s never wanted someone to get between us before.” 
 
    Was he jealous? This boy was making my head spin. One minute he was having me sneak out of his pool house so no one would see us together, and the next he was talking about me like I was his girlfriend. The Baldwin brothers looked between Justin and me with quizzical expressions, probably wondering at the familiar way Justin was talking about me while I’d acted like I barely knew him. 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure, fine. Is there a problem or something?” 
 
    He lifted his brows. “Yeah, there’s a problem. I’ll tell you in the truck.” 
 
    Damn it, fine. 
 
    As I crossed the distance, Lucas stepped in my path, giving me a look and nod back toward Justin. “You good, April?” 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder, gave him a smile, and said, “We’re good, Walt. Owe you big time, and I’ll be pushing for you to collect on that.” 
 
    I appreciated that he asked if I was okay, and I appreciated it even more when he respected my judgment enough to nod and step away. “It’s no problem. See you around five tomorrow, if that works.” 
 
    I told him that it did, and, with a misguided butterfly celebration fluttering all the way into my chest, I climbed into Justin’s truck. The space smelled like sandalwood and lemon, both clean and masculine. He had left the engine running, and as soon as I settled into his supple leather seats, cold air hit my skin. I hadn’t even noticed that a fine layer of sweat had coated my face and neck until the AC cooled me. 
 
    The driver seat door opened, and Justin climbed in, threw the vehicle into gear, and drove away, all without looking over or acknowledging my existence. 
 
    Deciding to remedy this, I turned on the dome light, crossed my arms, and glared. “Well, the Baldwin brothers are going to have questions about us.” 
 
    “Let them. I could care less about what Lucas and Zack think of us.” He nodded. “What I do care about is why you're so hostile.” 
 
    Narrowing my eyelids at him, I turned in my seat. “Seriously? You want to talk about hostile? You poured a beer on my head and almost drowned me.” 
 
    He gave me an exasperated glare. “The pool thing was a massive fuck up. If you’re going to be hanging out by the pool, you need to know how to swim —” 
 
    “Seriously, that’s what you consider an apology?” 
 
    “And . . . I already explained the beer. I’m not going to do it again. You’re just being petty, tallying up stupid shit against me because you want to feel justified in pushing me out of your life.” 
 
    I sputtered. “Are you kidding me right now? You’re something else, Justin. I seem to remember you trying to kick me off your property?” 
 
    He glowered over, a muscle ticking in his jaw. “It’s obviously too late for that.” 
 
    “Look, I didn’t mean to insinuate myself into your life with your friends and family — it just happened. I get it. You’re ashamed that . . .” I gestured between us, “You’ve been spending all this time with me. I don’t know. Maybe you’re afraid that I’m a danger to the people you care about. I’m not. This — us — will never spill over into your real life. I’m getting the bagged blood thing together. We will actually break this off for good.” 
 
    “Something that neither of us truly want,” he said, rolling his eyes. “And, you know it.” 
 
    Crap. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll admit it. But it’s what we need.” 
 
    “Because I’m toxic.” 
 
    “Justin . . . you’re not toxic. That was a horrible thing to say. All that I meant is that we fell into an unhealthy dynamic.” I lifted hands in surrender. “I plan to be self-sufficient and then do everything in my power to make sure your family and friends don’t make any kind of connection between us. You have made it clear that’s what you want when it comes to those guys, and, yeah, it hurts my pride, but overall, it’s for the best. All that said, the fact that my grandmother works for your parents, and that I’m considering going for a scholarship to your school isn’t your business. I’m not doing it to be in your life. It might seem that way, but that’s not what this is about.” 
 
    “For a smart person, January, you are always determined to get everything backassward. We need to talk.” With a screech, he pulled off the main road toward an industrial complex, and beyond that, agricultural fields spread out. 
 
    “So, you’re kidnapping me?” I asked dryly. 
 
    “Of course not.” His hand grabbed the gear shift. “We can talk in the pool house, but the steam trick is only going to work so many times.” 
 
    An image of Justin pinning me to the wall as my legs wrapped around his waist flashed through my mind, and I shook my head. “As long as you’re not trying to rid yourself of me for good or something, we can head into your freaky industrial complex.” 
 
    He gave me an apprehensive look, his hand still on the gearshift. “Are you joking, or do you really not trust me?” 
 
    As shitty and awful as the fact was, I trusted Justin over almost any other person. He was the only one who knew what I was. In that way, he was the person I was closest to in this world. And, he was a complete, unashamed, asshole. That’s why it took something out of me to admit, “I trust you. I was just giving you a hard time.” 
 
    Justin nodded and pulled up to a security fence with a giant sign that read: Roberts Family Millworks. Rolling down his window, he typed a code into the keypad. We drove past the security fence and off to the side of the road behind a high oleander hedge. “This isn’t the best spot. It will do for now, though, until I find a better place.” He turned fully to me. “You can sit beside me or climb on my lap to feed, and if some homeless person finds his way in here or something and sees us, it’ll just look like we’re making out. That’s the only risk I can think of, really. No cameras hit this spot, and the fence is alarmed. We’ll see any headlights coming.” 
 
    “Oh.” I looked around us, seeing that he was right. A system of industrial lights illuminated the three metallic buildings and fence, but this spot was tucked away between several bushes. I was also shocked that this was what he brought me out here to talk about. I’d been all geared up for a fight, but he was just showing me a spot he scouted so I could feed off him. “Would I walk here to meet you?” 
 
    “What?” He shook his head. “I’ll drive you. I was thinking Tuesday late night and Saturday mornings.” 
 
    “I can do Tuesdays, but Saturday mornings are the only times I can visit my mom. She’s allowed visits as part of her program. My mom is being a total bitch and refusing to admit my grandmother again. And, now we don’t have the van, so I’m going to take the bus, which will probably eat up my morning and afternoon.” 
 
    “No, that works. I’ll take you to visit your mom, and then we can come here.” 
 
    The idea made tears form in my eyes, tears of relief, which was so far from what I should be feeling. Justin was probably textbook the worst person to rely on for emotional support, but if he was there, I wouldn’t have to go alone, and I also wouldn’t have to explain my emotions to him. He would just get it. Knowing better than to let my tears fall, I blinked rapidly and said, “Sure, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    A rare spark of humor lit in his golden eyes. “You want to test it out?” 
 
    I thought I knew what he was referring to, but I wanted to be sure, so I asked, “Test what out?” 
 
    “This spot. See if it works.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “We won’t know until we try.” He lifted his brows in a challenge. 
 
    Well, shit. Justin and I were toxic for each other. I knew that. I was doing everything in my power to quit him for good. And yet, even knowing that he was a black hole of emotion that, come tomorrow, I’d be struggling to drag myself back out of, I kicked off my sandals and climbed along Justin’s bench seat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    When Justin’s hands went to my hips and guided me to straddle his lap, I climbed onto him, sitting on his knees. In this position, my sundress exposed most of my legs, and I situated the light-blue material, so it at least covered my underwear. Just as I thought about how exposed I felt, my dress strap slid over my shoulder, and I didn’t want to pull it up. My breaths came heavier as my gaze slid down to Justin’s lips and then up to his eyes. 
 
    The glint of mischief in Justin’s eyes changed into something softer for a moment, but the tender look vanished as quickly as it came. 
 
    “I drank from you twice yesterday morning.” Reaching up to his shoulders, I leaned in and whispered, “Am I supposed to bite you again, or is this just a rehearsal?” 
 
    “I told you . . .” His eyes blazed into mine and hands slid over the material on my hips, wrapping around my back, “I want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Like this?” The last thing I wanted to do was talk. My whole body thrummed to close the distance and press into him. I yearned to taste his mouth for the first time and finally know what his lips felt like. 
 
    He nodded. “January, I’m going to ask you — beg you — to turn down the Roberts Foundation Scholarship.” 
 
    “Damn it, Justin! You are so manipulative.” The asshole had me panting on his lap, even though I knew better, and just so he could tell me not to accept the scholarship? 
 
    I began to crawl away when his hands squeezed on my hips. 
 
    “January, please just stay here and talk to me. I’m not trying to piss you off or manipulate you. I’m trying to help you — to protect you from . . .” he made an exasperated sound that was so genuine, I froze and settled back onto his legs. 
 
    “Protect me from what? Because from where I’m sitting it really seems like you just don’t want your housekeeper’s granddaughter at your fancy academy, just like you don’t want your friends to know I exist.” When he didn’t answer right away, I asked, “Why do you care if they give the scholarship to me or someone else? What difference does it make to you?” 
 
    “It makes a huge difference.” 
 
    “Okay.” I drew out the word. “Why?” 
 
    “My mother . . .” he worked his jaw back and forth, “she gets these ideas while she’s drinking — they’re not even rational most of the time — and then in the light of day, she wakes up having promised someone something, and then she’ll stick to it just to prove that she was rational when she first committed to it. She offered you that scholarship, thinking — I don’t know what she was thinking — maybe that you and I would start a relationship and then I’d stop being such a fuck up. She called you Cinderella, meaning she probably saw a beautiful poor girl moving into our house, got the idea that she’s trapped in some fucking romance novel and decided to make her drunken fantasy play out.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that I’m taking advantage of your parents?” 
 
    “No,” he growled, leaning in toward me. “What I’m saying is that tonight, my mom will get drunk again, and if you’re not there, playing into some stupid fantasy she’s having, she might come up with something else. Some fantasy that I’ll fall for a Manhattan heiress, and then she’ll convince my father that he should give the scholarship to some girl from New York. He’ll grumble about it for about a minute, and then he’ll go along with whatever she says because he owes everything to her family, his job, wealth, social-status, everything, and all he cares about is keeping her happy. If making her happy hurts you in the process, well that’s just too bad.” His words had such a wealth of resentment in them; it was clear that they had to have been stewing for a very long time. 
 
    I had seen just a glimmer of that in the Roberts’ dynamic last night, and it must have been what made me wary. “So, this isn’t about you trying to keep me away?” 
 
    His hands tugged me closer to him. “Does this seem like I’m trying to keep you away from me?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, about every other minute,” I said. 
 
    His nostrils flared. “Look who’s talking there.” 
 
    He might have a point, not that I was going to acknowledge that. 
 
    “So, the only reason you don’t want me to go for the scholarship is that you’re afraid I’ll be hurt if your parents yank it out from under me?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” A very unwelcome pulse of hurt thrummed in my chest. Why did I expect the emotional black hole to be trying to protect me? At this point, any pain was my own damn fault for being vulnerable to him. I knew better. 
 
    “You can’t go to Blackburn Academy, January. You said you trusted me, so please, just do it. I can’t tell you anything more than that.” He sounded so adamant that I hesitated in climbing off him. 
 
    “You need to give me some sort of an explanation because I trust you not to kill me, but I definitely don’t trust you to give a shit about my happiness or whether I get into a decent university.” 
 
    “I can’t give you any explanation.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” 
 
    He just gave me an exasperated stare. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around Justin’s shoulders and leaned in a little. “Your father said that in Blackburn Academy I would learn secrets that I would have to take to the grave. Your mother claimed to be a psychic and made a huge deal out of my birth date and day. You were delivering blood to vampires when I first met you. Is Blackburn some sort of . . . school for vampires and psychics and people with powers or something?” 
 
    “Please.” his hands went to my waist and squeezed. “You just have to trust me.” 
 
    The suggestion about Blackburn had felt so silly coming out of my mouth, especially the part about his mother actually being a psychic, but his lack of denial that there was something supernatural about the secretive academy sat heavy in the space. Justin was the only person I knew who was aware of vampires. He’d made it a stipulation of me feeding off of him that I never asked him about it. I had avoided questioning this because, in our relationship, I was taking, and he was giving. Asking more felt wrong. But . . . was there a whole vampire and psychic and who knows what else school out there that I didn’t know about? 
 
    “If it is something like that, it would be just plain wrong to keep me from Blackburn. You’re definitely not convincing me away, by the way.” I climbed off his lap, crawled down the bench seat, and clicked my seatbelt into place. “Are you a psychic, too?” 
 
    “January,” he growled. 
 
    “Werewolf? Zombie? Demon?” 
 
    “This is going to kill me. You’re going to kill me.” 
 
    “If I was going to kill you, I’d have done it a long time ago. Okay, just one more, do you know of a creature that has a mouthful of fangs, leathery skin, and long, pointed ears? It kind of looks like a hideous meld of human and bat?” 
 
    Justin’s eyelids widened and lips parted. From his expression, he did. His voice dropped all inflection, but his eyes blazed as he asked, “Did you see a creature like that?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He made an exasperated groan. “Please stop asking. You know that I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Can’t tell you.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” I growled. “At least tell me this, are there more than vampires out there? You can just nod or shake your head.” 
 
    “January, focus,” The words were a demand, and I could see the terror in his eyes. “Did you see a creature like that? When and where?” 
 
    “I thought maybe I saw something in the alley tonight, but it was only for a fraction of a second. From your reaction, I’m getting the feeling that I didn’t imagine the creature she turned into. She fled down the road.” 
 
    He sighed, and the stark fear in his expression drained away. “You were really fucking lucky. That van is a menace. Hopefully, it’s junkyard scrap metal.” 
 
    Was he fucking kidding? 
 
    “Justin,” I growled,  “Tell me what I saw. I’m part of this world, okay? Whether you like it or not. It’s not okay to gatekeep me from the supernatural community. It’s not right.” 
 
    “I’m not keeping you out to be cruel.” He pushed his palms into his forehead. “I just want to keep you safe, and you’re making it really fucking difficult.” 
 
    “But you openly admit that you are keeping me out? Yeah. All right. This place works for feedings, and we talked. We should go. My grandmother will get home any minute, and she’ll wonder where I am.” 
 
    Justin glowered, but I refused to acknowledge him. After a few seconds, he shifted into gear, and we headed for the main road. 
 
    “January, you can’t go to Blackburn,” he repeated. 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” I turned to him. “Why don’t you just go ask your mother and father? I’m sure they’ll yank it out from under me as soon as you suggest it.” 
 
    His hands tightened on the wheel, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. 
 
    “Wait. You did suggest it, didn’t you, and they turned you down.” A pulse of hurt hit me in the chest, and I leaned back into the seat. 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” 
 
    “So, then you came to me.” I nodded. “Even before you pretty much said that Blackburn Academy is a supernatural school. I knew that it might be my only chance to get into a good university. After everything went to hell last year and this summer, I didn’t even apply. Your parents are offering me something that will turn around my entire life, and I’m going to go for it.” 
 
    His lips pursed. “And I’m going to stop you.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Cast a spell on me to make all of my pencils break?” I paused. “Wait — are you a wizard?” 
 
    “A wizard? No.” One of his dark brows lifted and that glint entered his eyes. “But, January, I’ll stop you. I can be very creative.” 
 
    The way he said creative through a wicked smile sounded a bit dirty, especially as I’d so recently been straddling his lap, but I pushed that from my mind and focused on his words. Leaning in so close my lips almost brushed over his ear, I whispered, “You know you’re just convincing me to try even harder for it, right?” 
 
    He glanced over. “You can try as hard as you want. I’m going to stop you.” 
 
    “Oh, little rich boy, you have no idea who you’re challenging.” 
 
    “Not so little.” He winked. “And I know exactly the kind of girl I’m dealing with.” He sounded really confident about that. It didn’t matter. Like I said, Justin Roberts could bring his worst. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    My grandmother stared down the stone-faced woman across from her, both of their eyes glinting with their anger. 
 
    “I will not accept you working for free,” Nana said with steel in her tone. “Especially since you say it’s going to take a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Not only are you going to do it, but you will also accept a loaner car, and you’ll say thank you when you’re done, and that will be it,” Lucas’ aunt Pam said, just as firmly as my grandmother. 
 
    Lucas leaned in beside me. “They’ve been at this for twenty-four hours. Zack’s money is on your grandma, but I’m sticking with Aunt Pam.” 
 
    We stood in the small office space of the Midtown Auto Repair, watching the two formidable women square off. The office was immaculate for how cramped it was, and everything was color coordinated with blue calendars and every shade of sticky note on them. Each file cabinet was a different hue as well, making a rainbow across the room. A color key sat on one side with words like taxes and client details. Photos of Zack, Lucas, and I was guessing their mother and father and little sister sat in several places on the desk, counter, and behind a massive, ancient-looking computer that was painted with bright designs. Pam herself had several shades in her hair, though her dirty jumpsuit was taupe. 
 
    “I think my money is still on Nana . . .” I looked over at him. “Wait, are we talking actual money, because I don’t have any of that.” 
 
    Lucas smiled with full-wattage dimples. “Yeah. It’s Zack’s thing. He’s always got some scheme, bet, or game going. You want to head over to the library?” He threw a thumb back toward the parking lot. “It’s about five blocks over. The whole club is waiting there to meet you.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nice of them,” I said as a little thrum of excitement bubbled up in my belly. From the moment I met up with Lucas, I’d been trying to guess at what type of supernatural students Blackburn Academy held. It was possible that Lucas and his friends were like me. But, if Lucas was a vampire, I couldn’t tell from looking at him. “Just let me say goodbye to my grandmother.” 
 
    Nana barely acknowledged me as I kissed her on the cheek, so I shot Lucas an amused look, and then we both headed out the door into Midtown. 
 
    The moment we stepped out among the line of shops that bordered Midtown Park, the heat slammed into us. It felt like we were baking in an oven. The smell of roasting pavement made my nose itch as we jogged along the shops and veered into the park on a shortcut to the library. Oak trees shaded our path but did nothing to lessen the midday heat. 
 
    The hot draft evaporated the moisture in my mouth, leaving my throat aching, and my tongue sandpaper rough. I was just focusing on breathing and walking at the same time, when Lucas whispered, “Shit. We have to hide.” He headed to the trunk of an oak tree and ducked behind it. He waved his hand at me when I didn’t move. “No, seriously, January.” 
 
    I trudged behind the thick, gnarled trunk and slumped back. “This has to be the hottest day Brightside has ever seen,” I panted. “It must be one-ten in the shade.” 
 
    Lucas held a finger to his lips just before a beefy jock jogged by. My heart flipped as, for a second, I thought it was Justin Roberts. But as I leaned out to see a little better, it was clear that this guy was taller and more muscular. Their faces were similar too. Both were handsome with sharp features and cleft chins, but this guy had a mean glint in his eyes I could see from ten yards away. 
 
    “No, seriously, for the love of all things good in this world . . .” Lucas whispered, “Stop peeking out where he can see you.” 
 
    I headed around the other side of the tree. “I thought that was Justin Roberts for a second,” I said through labored breaths. “They look similar.” 
 
    “No, that is Justin Roberts’ cousin, who is in a whole different class of need-to-avoid-like-the-plague. Trust me.” Lucas’ eyes widened, and then his usually ever-present smile returned to his lips. “Let’s go before he sees us. It’s only another three blocks.” 
 
    “Are you serious? We’ve only gone two blocks?” 
 
    “You want a piggyback ride?” He offered, showing me his back. 
 
    “Um.” I tapped him on the shoulder. “I’m so very tempted, but if I climb on your back, I’ll lose the tenuous threads I’m holding to my dignity.” Leaning down, I peered out of our little natural awning to the next tree, which, unfortunately, was on the far side of the park. “I can make it.” 
 
    By the time we reached the library, and I caught my reflection in the windows, my hair stuck out of my head like I’d stuck my fingers in a power outlet, and my face was both flushed and sweaty. Lucas, on the other hand, didn’t even look like he was sweating. 
 
    Even though the county library near my old house had all the classics, Midtown Brightside library beat ours by a mile. There were books as far as I could see on all sides of me. A wide stairway led up to an open second story with even more shelves. 
 
    “So, who’s that guy and why were we hiding from him?” I asked as I paused just beyond the library doors to bask in the blissful air-conditioning. 
 
    “Blackburn Academy is mostly awesome, and I don’t want to discourage you from going there whatsoever. But there are a group of students there called the Elites. They have both bottomless bank accounts and a particular set of skills, and this makes them untouchable at school. We do everything in our power to not catch their attention. That guy could get away with murder — and I’m not exaggerating that.” 
 
    It was hard to believe that wasn’t an exaggeration, but people got away with murder all the time. 
 
    “Is Justin an Elite?” 
 
    “No, but his mother is. A couple of them are related to him through Gina Roberts, like the guy out there.” He examined my face. “I’ve totally talked you out of going for the trials, haven’t I?” 
 
    Nothing would talk me out of competing at this point. Everything Lucas said just cemented my suspicions that it was a school for different kinds of supernaturals. Obviously, some types were more formidable than others. 
 
    “Nah, Walter,” I said with a wink. After gulping down cool, refreshing water at the water fountain, I stood straight and grinned at my burly companion. “There are people like that at every school. So, these Elites are the ones partying at the Roberts Mansion every night?” 
 
    “Probably, but most of the people there are just regular rich Blackburn students.” Lucas began to turn away but looked at me from the side of his eye. “Speaking of the Robertses, or more particularly Justin Roberts . . .” He paused and his lips twisted, “Last night he seemed to be implying —” 
 
    “You know!” I interrupted loudly, “This is my second time coming here, and I’m pretty sure that I’m ready to marry this library.” I grabbed a book off the counter and lifted it to my nose. “This is — by far — my favorite smell in the world.” Setting the book down, I rushed up toward the main staircase, hopping up the steps two at a time. 
 
    Lucas caught up to me, openly laughing with his shoulders shaking. “I think either the sun got to you or you’re trying to avoid talking about Justin.” 
 
    I sighed. “Okay, fine, so here is the total of my connection to Justin Roberts. We know each other from before. He doesn’t want me living in his house, or hanging near his richie-rich friends, or going to Blackburn Academy, or getting a scholarship from his parents. We fight more than we get along. I’m sort of stuck in that mid-place where I say his name like an oath but would probably defend him if I heard anyone else talking crap.” 
 
    Lucas nodded like he completely understood what I was saying. “I get it, like an unpleasant cousin. I have a couple of those.” 
 
    Uh . . . no. Not even in the same ballpark, there. My feelings toward Justin could not be further from cousinly but seeing the conversational out that Lucas was giving me, I shrugged. “Kind of.” 
 
    Lucas led me through the fiction aisles and back to a room with a half-wall of glass windows on all sides. The label above the door read, Quiet Study Room, but I could clearly see a group of teens inside laughing, talking, and wrestling. 
 
    Lucas reached for the door, and, the moment he opened it, sound burst out, quickly followed by the guys and girls within hushing each other. Eleven students were sitting in there, all looking to be about my age, and staring at us with wide grins on their faces. 
 
    Everyone there was buff — and I mean everyone. It looked like I stepped into a room of teenage Olympians. Some had lean muscles, but most were on the burly side. Several of the guys looked like they could crush nuts by putting one on the inside of their elbow and flexing. Two girls sat at the end of the table, both grinning warmly, and two other boys who were noticeably leaner sat on the other side. I actually recognized one of them; it was the blond cowboy gate guard that worked during the day. 
 
    “Fancy that; I thought it was going to be you.” He nodded, his purple eyes glittering with amusement. 
 
    “You know Blondie?” Zack said from where he leaned back at the other side of the table. 
 
    “Blondie?” Cowboy asked. “I work at her house, so yeah, we’ve met.” He gave me a wink. 
 
    “Hey.” I raised my hand in a wave before turning back to the crowd, hoping that my cheeks weren’t flushing. “Hey to everyone.” 
 
    “Everyone, this is January,” Lucas said as he threw one arm around my shoulders. “She’s a little weird, but in the good type of way. January, this is the Bad Boys Club. The first test is if you can resist the urge to laugh at the name. Susie’s little sister invented it.” 
 
    It looked like I might fail before I started because a laugh was trying to escape my lips, and I held a hand over my mouth to try to force it back. 
 
    “It’s okay; you can laugh; it’s really awful,” one of the two girls said. Big, brown curly hair surrounded her oval-shaped face. She was small and compact like a gymnast, absolutely gorgeous with bow-shaped lips, an upturned nose, and deep-set eyes. “Especially since there are more than just boys in this group. I think Jean was just going through a phase.” 
 
    “Well, anyway, that’s Susie, and sitting beside her is one of our honorary members, Mia. She swears a lot, so I hope you’re not sensitive. Mia is the only one not here on a scholarship.” 
 
    “I just don’t tolerate assholes,” Mia said with a wave. 
 
    “Come see her if you want to start an endless debate,” Zack said with a wide grin. 
 
    “I reserve endless debates for tyrants like you, Zack Baldwin. But you can come and find me if you need an ally in a school full of self-important asshats.” She grinned, her whole face lighting up with her mirth. She was also gorgeous, with long, wavy black hair, and a wide, sharp nose with a gold nose ring.  If I had to peg her as some type of Olympian, I’d say she looked like a swimmer with muscular shoulders and perfect posture. 
 
    “Why on Earth are we wasting our Sunday?” A guy a few chairs to my left asked. The boy gave me serious military-wannabe vibes with his crew-cut, dark brown hair, rigid posture, and a hard glint in his burnt-sienna eyes. His nose was crooked, maybe from a break or two. Leaning his forearms into the table, he looked around the group with an incredulous expression. Between his expression and demeanor, I felt a little intimidated as he glared over at me. “She’s not going to pass the Athletic Trial. This has to be a joke.” 
 
    “January, meet our resident self-important asshat, Patrick,” Mia said with a wave. 
 
    “You’re not even one of us, Mia,” Patrick sniped. 
 
    I couldn’t focus on the rudeness of this guy Patrick’s statement, because peering around this crowd here, my heart was sinking. “So, the Athletic Trial isn’t like running a mile and then doing a couple of pushups?” I paused as several of the people at the table glanced at each other. “It’s like bench pressing sedans, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re not an athlete?” Susie asked, and I could guess that she was being kind. Taking one look down my body, it was obvious that, while I had a semi-decent metabolism, where I wasn’t curvy, I was definitely soft. Painting for hours on end strengthened my hand, arm, and back muscles, but not in a way that would help me in an athletic test. 
 
    “Here, here. Everyone, calm down. Calm down, folks,” Zack said while rocking his chair onto its back legs. “We’ve got this, Blondie. First, unlike everyone else who will be competing against you in the trials, all you have to do is pass each trial to get into Blackburn Academy. You can get a nineteen out of twenty in the obstacle course, and you’ll still pass.” 
 
    “Obstacle course?” I was thinking that it didn’t sound so bad when I noticed that everyone at the table was wincing. 
 
    “All right, Blondie,” Zack said as his chair legs slammed down. “We’ve been talking this morning. The thing is, Lucas pretty much has to help you study. When George Roberts says jump, he expects Lucas to fly. And my brother asked us to help you get ready for the trials. We all owe Lucas about a lifetime’s worth of favors, me more than anyone.” Several people at the table nodded at that one. “Usually we would be jumping to say yes to anything Lucas asked us for, but we have reservations about you. We all know that you’re in tight with the Robertses, so some of us are . . . well, we’re a little wary about letting you into our ranks. So, we’ve decided to make this offer. If you answer one question from each of us, we’ll take a vote and see if we like you. If we vote yes, every single one of us will help you get ready for the entrance exam. If we vote no, it’s just you and Lucas.” 
 
    “Vote if you like her, Zack?” Lucas shook his head. “Seriously. Please don’t be offended by my brother’s inexcusably rude suggestion,” Lucas blew out a breath and rolled his eyes. “I told you Zack was always running a scheme. I thought these guys might be of some help, but I guess not. Let’s just head out into the library and go study.” 
 
    Zack threw up his hands. “It’s not that different than the Character Trial she’s going to have to do. If anything, it’ll be good practice.” 
 
    “How many trials are there?” I asked. My question caused pretty much everyone at the table to gape at me. 
 
    “You don’t even know the number of trials?” the rude guy Patrick said as if it was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. 
 
    “Three,” Susie called out from the other side of the table. “Athletic Trial, Character Trial, and Academic Trial. And, Zack didn’t phrase it very well, but a lot of us do really want to help you. We just also want to do it while protecting ourselves. We have to be careful.” 
 
    I had a feeling saying no here would also be rejecting my eleven best chances of friendship at Blackburn Academy. Yeah, the whole thing was a little screwed up, but I was sensing that they had good reasons behind their wariness. 
 
    I patted Lucas’ arm, telling him that I was okay, and turned to the group. “So, how personal are these questions, and can I pass if I don’t want to answer?” 
 
    “If they’re personal, we promise they’ll be relevant,” Susie said with a look that was half-smile, half-apology. “And yeah, you should have at least a couple passes.” 
 
    “One pass,” Patrick snapped. “If that.” 
 
    Mia raised her hand. “If my vote counts, I say she should get at least two.” 
 
    Zack cleared his throat. “All in favor of two passes.” 
 
    Seven people raised their hand. 
 
    He smacked his chair back down once more. “Two it is. Blondie, you in?” 
 
    Taking a steadying breath, I took one of the few remaining seats, situated myself on the cold plastic and scooted forward. Nervousness thrummed through me, but I swallowed it down and said, “All right. Shoot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    The big beefy brunette guy on my right went first, giving me a small smile. “I’m Michael. Nice to meet you. I guess I’ll start,” he said in a booming voice. “Do you know anyone else who goes to Blackburn?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah . . .” I scooted my chair toward the table and laid my elbows on the wood veneer. “Charlotte Russell.” 
 
    There was a low whistle around the table, and someone muttered, “Zero for one.” 
 
    Clearly, Char had been busy making new friends and enemies. 
 
    “The name’s Richard. And what I want to know is how’d you know Charlotte Russell?” asked the next guy over. He was blond with a boxy-shaped face and physique. Colorful tattoos covered both of his arms. He had a slightly crooked front tooth, but it only made the guy more good-looking. He sat in a silver motorized wheelchair, pulled up to the table. 
 
    I threaded my fingers together. “Are you guys going to repeat the things I say in here. I’m not sure that Charlotte really wants everyone to know about our history together.” 
 
    “Whatever you say will stay in this room,” Zack said as he cupped his hands behind his head. “We won’t even talk about it with each other again. This is only for screening purposes.” 
 
    I rubbed my lips together as I tried to think of what I could say that wouldn’t be betraying something Char didn’t want public. “We went to the same school,” I finally said. “We’d been close up until she moved to this part of town. She helped my nana get the housekeeper gig with the Robertses.” I swallowed my urge to add that the intentions behind that might not have been altruistic. “When things got too much at home, she’s the one who’d always let me crash at her place, and her mom would invite me for dinner every weekday and send me home with food for my mom, so yeah, I’m really not going to talk bad about Char even if you don’t like her. Anyhow . . .” I looked to the following person in the lineup, as they seemed to be going in order. “Next question?” 
 
    The guy looked taken off guard, and red splotches appeared on his pale, freckly cheeks. “What’s your favorite . . . color?” He had a bit of an accent, Irish, maybe. 
 
    “Oh . . .” I shook my head, “I paint, so, shit. That might have to be my first pass.” 
 
    Around the table, a few people snickered. 
 
    “You might want to rethink that one,” Susie said with a giggle, “you’re definitely going to have to use a pass for whatever Zack comes up with.” 
 
    “And one of these buttmunches . . .” Mia added as she gestured to the guys on her right, “Are probably going to ask you out or something.” Her nostrils flared, and she shook her head. “Keep that second pass.” 
 
    “Ah, shit, okay, fine . . . burnt umber, maybe, just because it has a lot of range.” I winced, feeling a little like I was turning my back on some really fundamental colors. 
 
    The tattoo guy smacked his buddy’s chest. “Way to put her on the spot, Charlie.” 
 
    Poor Charlie grew even ruddier, so much so that the tips of his ears turned red. 
 
    “No, it’s a good question,” I assured freckles, feeling bad for causing his bashfulness. 
 
    “Oh, stop picking on Charlie for being nicer than you, Richard,” Susie called. A crumpled piece of paper flew at the tattooed guy’s head, but he caught it out of the air. He tucked the paper into his lapel pocket and turned to Susie, who bit her lip as her eyes smiled. A look passed between the two, definitely romantic. 
 
    “My turn, Blondie.” Zack drummed his hands on the table and then pointed at me. “Are you dating Satan?” 
 
    Everyone was deadly silent, and no one asked, “who’s Satan?” So, clearly, they all knew who Zack was referring to. 
 
    Was I dating Justin? Well, that would be a no. I think even in the loosest definition of the word, what he and I were doing wouldn’t be close to dating. Rolling back my shoulders, I said, “In the last twenty-four hours, Justin has poured a beer over my head in front of someone —” 
 
    “Yep, he likes to do that,” the cowboy grumbled, and when I peeked over to him, he grinned reassuringly, showing a nice set of dimples himself. 
 
    Turning back to Zack, I added, “Justin also asked his parents to withdraw this scholarship from me, and when they said no, he told me flat out he’s going to do everything in his power to stop me from getting it. I’m not going to talk shit about him either — or call him Satan — or join the Justin Roberts hate club, if that’s what you are. He’s actually done a lot of really nice things for me in the past year and got nothing in return. He hasn’t been nice about doing them, but yeah, in my life, doing nice things means a lot more than saying nice things.” I lifted my shoulders. “I don’t know what to say, except, Justin definitely doesn’t want me to get this scholarship.” 
 
    “What did you say when he told you that he was going to sabotage you?” Mia asked, her eyes glittering like maybe she already knew. 
 
    I tapped my chin. “Um, I think my words were something like . . . Oh, rich boy, you have no idea who you’re going up against.” 
 
    “I like this bitch.” She gave me a grin so conspiratorial at that. I had at least won her vote. Too bad that she was the honorary member, hopefully, she got some say. 
 
    Susie tapped her pencil on the table. “Would you show all of your friends the same loyalty as you’re showing Charlotte and Justin?” 
 
    “If what you’re asking is if I’d refrain from talking shit about you guys behind your backs? Then yeah, I’ll show you the same loyalty. I have no interest in social politics. I don’t want to be a pawn or a player in them.” 
 
    I got a few more bland questions like why I wanted to go to Blackburn and what area of town I grew up in. I answered everything with blunt honesty. I only had one major secret, and no one here was asking if I was a vampire. 
 
    When it came around to Cowboy, he leaned back in his chair. “What’s your phone number,” he drawled, his eyes shining, “Nah, I’m just kidding, Mia. You don’t have to kick my ass. I don’t have a question, Beautiful.” 
 
    I begged my butterflies to take flight in my stomach as I looked into his purple eyes. Damn, that boy was pretty. And yet, nothing. 
 
    “Well, I do,” Patrick snapped from beside him. “Why do you deserve this?” he asked. “The three hundred people who will be competing against you are like us . . .” He twirled a finger around the room, “They have an even playing field. They were invited based on their unique qualifications and trained for months, sometimes years, for the entrance trials. Some of them have competed each year, and this is their last chance. They already had to be in the top five percent of the trials to get in, and with one of the spaces taken, the margin will be even lower. Why should you be handed something that everyone else has worked their asses off for? Why shouldn’t we let you fail so someone more deserving can have that spot? You don’t look like you could do a single pull-up.” 
 
    “Patrick, that was three or four questions,” Lucas said. “You get one.” 
 
    “And what kind of explanation are you expecting?” Susie put in. “Mr. Roberts told Lucas that her GPA was as high as any of ours, she has the right other qualifications, and we all know that athletics isn’t the only path at Blackburn.” 
 
    I itched to ask Susie for an explanation of what other requirements I met and about the different paths at Blackburn, but I knew that this wasn’t the right time or place. Instead, I tightened my hands under the table until my nails bit into my palms. 
 
    “And, we all fucking know that even the scholarship process at Blackburn favors people who can afford private tutors and coaches,” Mia added. “Even playing field, my ass.” The statement sounded very pointed, and the look she shot at Patrick left no mistake to who she directed it at. 
 
    “All right.” Patrick set his hands on the table and fixed me with a glare. “I’ll narrow this down. Why are the Robertses giving you their scholarship?” 
 
    I bit my thumbnail, trying to think of some explanation. I didn’t know how to broach the prophecy issue and saying that it was offered on a drunken whim seemed seriously insensitive. It would be like saying, you all had to jump through fiery hoops and then someone got drunk and tossed the prize to me. I also had no interest in outing Justin’s mother as a heavy drinker. That wouldn’t be right, especially as this crowd seemed to hate Justin. In the end, I asked, “Can I use my pass on a question I don’t understand the answer to? I mean, I could make some guesses, but they’d probably be wrong. Yeah, you know, I’m going to use my pass.” 
 
    Military wannabe boy, Patrick, gave me an unamused look, leaning back in his chair. From the intent way he was watching me, I could guess that I had at least one vote against me. 
 
    “Well,” Lucas said, grabbing back my attention. “Now for mine . . .” he worked his jaw back and forth, “What is your favorite TV show.” 
 
    My stomach sank. I hated questions like these. So much school conversation centered on television shows, and I had shit-all to say about them. Growing up, we had a television, but we only watched my mother’s collection of classic movies and occasional rentals. I watched some cable at Char’s house, but she would never wait for me, and would always be a few episodes ahead, making most shows confusing and uninteresting. 
 
    Lucas examined my face, his smile fading. He rubbed the back of his neck, looking like he was having an oh shit, that was stupid moment. “You have another pass, and I’m the last question.” 
 
    “No . . . I’ll think of something.” When I wracked my brain, there was one TV show I’d watched where the order in the series didn’t really seem to matter, and those shows I watched in class, “Star Trek.” 
 
    Zack clapped his hands together. “Torture — I mean, the interview is officially over, Blondie. You want to stay in here or take a walk for the vote.” 
 
    “Walk,” I said on a sigh as I stood up. Honestly, the last hour or so had exhausted me. I got more than I expected out of the meeting, namely, learning just a little bit more about the school, but the interview itself felt grueling. Looking from face to face as I stepped away from the table, I was only really sure I’d managed to grab two out of twelve votes, and one of those votes might not even count. The whole thing was extra, but it felt like having this crew on my side might make all the difference. 
 
    Stepping out of the soundproof room felt a lot like stepping through a portal to another world, and I plunged back into the library, hoping that the gods were smiling on me for once. Determined to distract myself, I headed down the nearest aisle, but I wasn’t halfway through when the door opened behind me. 
 
    “Hey, January. We already voted,” Lucas called, “You’re in. ” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Five a.m. Monday, Bailey and I walked into the warehouse with newly-bought thrift store workout clothes and a racing heart. After seeing all the cars in the parking lot, including the Baldwin boys’ truck, I was ready for a massive gym with all of the Bad Boys Club hanging out. But the metal doors only led into a perpendicular hallway that ran from one end of the building to the next. The guy everyone called Richard waited in his wheelchair near the front. 
 
    I waved. “Morning.” 
 
    “Good morning. You ready for this?” he asked with a mischievous glint in his smile, not putting my nervousness to rest whatsoever. Unlike me, Richard looked wide-awake and fresh. He’d combed his blond hair neatly around his boxy features. Maneuvering his wheelchair in through the door, he stopped in a small space with a single bench and then laughed. “So, why did you bring your dog? You know that she can’t do the trial for you, right?” 
 
    “I ran it by Lucas. Is that not okay?” I froze. “I can tie her leash here, if you want, and come get her on the other side. She’s completely trained. I reached down and pet Bailey’s head. “I just feel guilty leaving her if I’m heading out for a long walk.” 
 
    “No. I’ll appreciate the company while you’re in the course. She can stay out with me.” He leaned out and pet Bailey’s head. I couldn’t help but notice the wicked tattoos on his arms. There were beautifully rendered flowers and skulls, and other more intricate designs. “We don’t have time enough for you to stare at my arms all day,” Richard said on a chuckle. 
 
    “Sorry. Artist here. I promise I’m not skeezing on you, but your ink is amazing.” 
 
    “That’s what all the girls say.” 
 
    “All right.” I poured water into the bowl that I’d held in one hand and set it on the ground. “Well, thank you so much for doing this. I feel terrible that you guys are wasting summer hours on me.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it. I’m actually working toward being a Blackburn Academics Professor when I graduate from university, so I’ve volunteered to play your coach for the next few days as I have the most experience.” Richard grinned at that. “I’ll be meeting you on the other side. You want some water before you go in?” He gestured to a bottle on top of a stack of towels. 
 
    “I’m good.” I held up the remains of my own water bottle. 
 
    “All right. You have to leave that here.” He smiled warmly, showing his crooked front tooth. “Go on in the obstacle course.” 
 
    I set down my bag and blinked at him. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Looking over my shoulder at the door, I hesitated one more moment, kind of thinking maybe this was a trick. “Is there anything I should or shouldn’t be doing?” 
 
    Richard grinned wide. “Try to get to the other side in less than twenty minutes without letting anyone hit you.” 
 
    I hesitated one second more. I wanted to ask Richard if I was going to be required to be psychic or magical, but I didn’t know how to phrase the question. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    “Why do I feel like I’m about to enter a deathmatch?” 
 
    Richard rolled his eyes and gestured toward the door. “Go. The trial moderators won’t let you snark either. Or talk.” 
 
    “Bailey, stay,” I called back. Walking to where he gestured, I pressed the button next to an elevator door and attempted to ignore my heart which had lodged in my throat. The elevator opened, I stepped into a small crimson compartment and turned to see Richard smiling at me as the access slid closed. The space was cramped, but I felt no comfort when the door opened into a brightly lit area. 
 
    The obstacle course looked exactly like a city block at night. I stood on a rooftop between a shed and a sheer glass wall. Streetlamps illuminated an alley below. Above was only darkness. A brightly lit club pumped a techno beat into the air one building over. There were also structures across the street from this one, their roofs within jumping distance for a person who wasn’t me. The resemblance to a city street was uncanny. 
 
    Clearly, the most direct way across would be jumping from rooftop to rooftop. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    That wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    Sliding to my hands and knees, I crawled to the edge of the roof, searching for access to the ground. Construction rafters led down the side of the building. I maneuvered into a hole in the wood when something slapped my ankle, and wetness smeared across my leg. 
 
    I jumped back up through the whole, only to see a dark, viscous fluid dripping from around my ankle. 
 
    A chuckle came from below. “You might as well crawl down this way. I already got you.” 
 
    It might’ve been a trick, but the voice sounded like Susie’s, and both girls in the meeting really seemed like they were rooting for me, so I took a chance and crawled back through the hole. 
 
    When I landed on the second story down, Susie stood there with a slapstick bracelet in one hand that dripped with what looked like blood. When I leaned in, I smelled the unmistakable chalky odor of paint. My heart sunk a little as I realized that the new-to-me gym clothes I bought with my grandmother’s money were probably going to be ruined after this. 
 
    “You okay?” Susie whispered as she stuck her slapstick in a plastic bag. A streetlamp from the wall across from us illuminated half her face, throwing her features into stark contrast. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She leaned in. “Richard told us all not to help you, but . . .” She winked. “Don’t tell him I told you, but there’s always a front door and back door in every building and sometimes a side door. Some are locked from the outside, and in the test, they’ll change it up. Careful of entering and exiting doorways — that’s where people always wait for you. Feel free to fight and dodge people; they’re trained and ready for it. They have to get a line of paint on you for it to count, so try to get them to drop their slapstick. And I’d avoid the main street.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, even though my heart sank with her every word. 
 
    “Oh, and the rooftops aren’t as safe as they seem. There are rafters along every wall, and people can jump up. If I were you, I’d stick to the stores and turn the lights on so you can see people coming for you. If someone is assigned to a dark area, they’ll be wearing night vision goggles.” 
 
    “Okay.” I made to step past Susie when her finger shot up. 
 
    “Oh, and we’re all bound to certain areas, so if you can outrun one of us to the next building or block, we’ll fall behind.” 
 
    Outrun them? 
 
    Yeah, uh-huh. That was unlikely. 
 
    But I was thankful for her help, and I really appreciated that she cared enough to help me even more. 
 
    “Thanks, Susie,” I whispered as I headed to the access of the next level. I peeked through the hole before slipping through and found it empty. Carefully, I slid down when something wet and hard slapped against my side. 
 
    I jumped down and looked straight into the cowboy’s grinning face as he stood at an open window. 
 
    Susie’s face popped down through the access hole. “Oh, yeah. There are windows.” 
 
    “Got that one,” I whispered through a laugh, as I crawled into the room with the cute cowboy. As Susie had warned me, the guy had night goggles pulled up onto his forehead instead of a hat. 
 
    When he moved entirely into the dark space, his body glowed crimson to my vampire vision, and I realized, if I’d just craned my neck and looked toward the building, he would have been impossible to miss. 
 
    It must have been pitch black because the entire store glowed to my vampire vision. The area we stood in was a convenience store or gas station with a couple of rows of shelves and a back bathroom or staff area. A second body glowed bright yellow and red near the other side of the shop, and he or she crawled across the floor toward us, disappearing behind a long counter. 
 
    Crouching down, I walked through the rows, heading toward the other side of the shop. Susie had said there was an exit, so it had to be there. 
 
    Every squeak of my tennis shoes echoed in my ears, so I took a moment to pull them off, tie them together, and loop them over my shoulders. Hugging the aisles and counters, I skirted past where the person was hiding, hearing their steady breathing. 
 
    When I’d passed the figure, I kept peeking back, waiting for the person’s red glow to light up the hallway behind me, but it remained empty and dark. I slipped through an open door with an Employees Only sign I could just make out in the dark. 
 
    I spotted glimmers of another glowing crimson figure lying in wait next to the exit door. They hid behind a shelf of what looked like cleaning supplies. But there was no getting around them to the door. My choice was to go back the way I came or risk going forward. 
 
    Crawling to the other side of the shelf, I grabbed a metal can of powdered cleaning supplies, hefted it in one hand, and chucked it as hard as I could into the hallway I’d just come in from. 
 
    There was a loud clang, and the air filled with the scent of chalky powder cleaner. 
 
    The glowing red figure peeked out from behind the shelf. 
 
    There was the sound of footsteps in the hallway, likely whoever I’d managed to evade in the store. 
 
    I held my breath as the person next to me stepped out, their body inches from where I was pressed to the backside of the shelf. The footsteps stopped outside, and the person next to me rushed to the door. As quietly as I could, I slipped past the shelf and to the back entrance. Before opening the door, I glanced back just in time to see the person dash out into the hallway, and as I peeked into the street, there was the faint sound of two slaps and splats. 
 
    An overhead lamp lit the alley outside, and I crept into it slowly. As I let the door close, I looked around to make sure there were no open windows. I’d taken two steps, and then boots thudded down behind me, and something slapped against my shoulder. Paint sprayed up the side of my neck, and I turned around to see Patrick glowering down. 
 
    Damn it. What Susie had warned me about had flown out of my head, and I had forgotten to look up. 
 
    Patrick’s eyes traveled from the splash of color on my neck down to the paint on my side and ankle. “You’re not going to pass the trial. You do know that there will be almost a hundred people in this course, and right now, there are only eleven, don’t you?” 
 
    His words probably had the opposite effect than intended, because having two assholes hoping that I’d fail just made me twice as determined. 
 
    “Maybe you should stop wasting all of our time.” 
 
    “Hmmm, let me think.” I tapped my chin with my middle finger. “Everyone here is very kindly volunteering their time. If you have an aversion to helping me, please, just don’t.” 
 
    Patrick took a step back, held up his fist, and motioned twirling a jack-in-the-box, and then popped up his middle finger. “We have Lucas’ back, not your back. This is bullshit.” Louder, he called, “She’s right here.” 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    I ran to the adjacent building and threw open the door. Three steps in, paint slapped up my other arm. I kept running straight into flashing lights and pumping techno music. The area was set up like a club, but instead of people, the dancefloor was crowded with creepy mannequins. Almost every posed plastic figure was splashed with yellow paint. 
 
    The thundering sound of running feet came at me from two directions as I skirted the crowd, and then I felt two more paint slaps, one on my shoulder and the other on my back. 
 
    Lucas and Zack jogged to either side of me, effortlessly keeping up. 
 
    “You doing okay?” Lucas called over through a laugh. “You look like you might have been hit.” 
 
    “Actually, Blondie, you look like a rainbow took a shit on you,” Zack called over as he started running backward before me. “And, no wonder. Is this full speed for you?” 
 
    “Thanks . . .” I said dryly. I slowed as one of my sides seared with pain. Panting, I winced and said, “So, this is fun.” 
 
    Zack threw up his hands. “Hell yeah, it is. Just so you know, the greatest quantity of people will always be around the finish line, so, all of us are heading to the front.” 
 
    Lucas chuckled when I groaned. “We’ll hang back to even the odds.” 
 
    “Like hell. Okay . . .” Zack paused and threw his arms around two of the creepy-ass mannequins. “We’ll give you a one-minute head start and hang out with these party animals. But that’s it.” 
 
    On the other side of the club, I just basically walked down the road as everyone slapped me with paint sticks. There was definitely some laughing behind me that I wasn’t sure was with me instead of at me. 
 
    “All right,” Lucas said through a chuckle as he walked up to me and casually slapped his paint stick against my arm. “I think she’s had enough.” 
 
    I peered back at the group, seeing them all grinning. When I checked down my shirt, which was doused in blue paint with a little red and yellow mixed in, I couldn’t help but laugh too. “I’m guessing this is pretty bad.” 
 
    Lucas’s brow wrinkled, and I could tell he was trying to think of something nice to say. 
 
    “You don’t stand a chance in hell.” This was from Patrick. 
 
    “Patrick, shut the fuck up already,” Mia said as she stepped forward. “Look.” She gestured to where a line of red paint streaked across her shoulder. “This chick was good enough to make Michael and I hit each other, and we’re no lightweights.” 
 
    I got the feeling that she meant in terms of the obstacle course as both she and Michael were definitely tall and muscular. 
 
    Michael held up his arm, showing the paint streak there. “You slipped right past me.” His warm brown eyes met mine and smiled. “Tell Richard that. He’ll want to know.” 
 
    I nodded before giving the grinning group one more wave and slipping through. 
 
    Richard started laughing the moment he saw me. The bench in the room outside this one had paint droplets all over it, so I didn’t feel bad slumping down on it. Bailey looked at me, but she didn’t move a muscle from where Richard was still petting her head. I grabbed the water bottle and gulped the entire thing down before going for the stack of towels. 
 
    Richard rolled up beside me. “So, this is the only day you’re going to have to go through that humiliation before the trials. The rest of the week, it’s only going to be me, okay? I have a talent for thinking out of the box when it comes to obstacle courses. I think that Lucas and Zack are taking the written Academic Trial and Susie is taking your Character Trial.” 
 
    “So, yeah . . .” I paused to wipe my sticky hair back from my neck and then pulled the towel away. “Is this a box it’s possible to think our way out of.” 
 
    His lips twisted into a grimace, and he looked around the room. “Well, the bad news is the red hits were ten points, yellow were five, and blue were two points.” He winced. “And twenty points would be a fail.” 
 
    I quickly calculated it in my head. “I got forty-six points.” 
 
    “The second set of bad news is that you got that many points with eleven people. There are going to be close to a hundred in there during the trial — Academy Alumni and a lot of those are assholes. The third part of the bad news, we only have until Saturday to train you, and most people start off much more physically prepared and train for months.” 
 
    “Are you telling me to give up?” I asked, and I instinctively knew that if this guy told me to give up, it would have the opposite effect as when Patrick told me to do it. 
 
    “Never,” Richard said with a warm grin. “I might give you a hard time, but I won’t encourage anyone to give up, no matter the odds. That’s just not who I am. I do have some good news about this, okay? Everyone gets one accommodation.” 
 
    “Accommodation? What does that mean exactly?” I asked while wiping paint out of my ear. 
 
    “There will be a room of supplies you can choose one item from, or you can request something be changed about the course. A lot of people go with a baseball bat, which is foam, of course, as they don’t actually want us to injure each other. Another common choice is boxing gloves. Some go with a bike or climbing gear.” 
 
    “What did you choose?” I asked, before realizing that my question could be invasive. “Sorry, you don’t need to answer that.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I got two. They have a system of ramps that can be lifted throughout, so I asked for the city to be changed to accommodate my chair. For the second, I went with the bo staff. But . . .” he winced, “I don’t recommend you choose that one. I trained for a year for that specific event with my mother, who is an army veteran with training in mixed martial arts, and I still got hit in places I couldn’t protect. I’ll be honest with you, a lot of people choose the bo staff as it seems great in theory, but we actually joke that it’s the kiss of death.” 
 
    I waved a hand through the air. “I wasn’t going to pick any kind of weapon. Trust me. The only thing I seemed whatsoever good at was sneaking, and that didn’t last long.” 
 
    “Is that the reason behind the running shoe necklace?” He pointed. 
 
    I craned my neck to peer down at my sneakers. The majority of them were blue, but there were definitely some yellow splatters. “Well, they’re going to fit in with my other shoes.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Richard asked. 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    He considered me for a second, and when he spoke again, he seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “Did your school offer human anatomy, and, if yes, did you take it?” 
 
    “I took anatomy.” 
 
    He nodded. “I admit, I had a small ulterior motive in wanting you to get into Blackburn. You see, I have to take human anatomy independently as a prerequisite for the major I want to be in next year.” 
 
    “They don’t offer anatomy and physiology at Blackburn?” 
 
    “Not of humans, no,” he muttered. “I wanted to ask you, if you got into Blackburn . . .” He trailed off and grinned, his expression looking a little bashful. “I’m not very good at asking people for favors.” 
 
    “It’s hardly a favor considering the fact that you’re doing all this for me. Of course, I would help you with your independent study if that’s what you’re asking — even if I don’t get in.” 
 
    Relief passed over his features, and he grinned. “Appreciated. Well, I have to head to my internship, January. But, think about the obstacle course and what type of accommodation would work best for you. We’re not going to be able to come back here until trial day — the Robertses were the ones who set this up. Does five a.m. at Midtown Park work for you?” 
 
    I set the towels down on the bench beside me, careful to keep the majority of the paint side up. “I don’t want you to have to —” 
 
    “Sorry. Don’t have time for your guilt. Got to run. Just say you’ll meet me and don’t waste time that I need to get to my internship on time.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He flashed another wide grin and wheeled out of the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Hold up, Blondie,” Zack called from the backseat as I peeled my sticky ass away from the binder paper they’d used to protect their truck seat. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked while pulling bits of paper off from where it’d adhered to the paint. Even though it wasn’t quite nine a.m. yet, the day was already sweltering. Sweat dripped down my back, making my stiff clothing stick to me. Bailey hopped out of the Baldwins’ backseat and rushed over into the shade. 
 
    Zack leaned over the back of the passenger seat. Aside from their personalities, the more I knew the guys, the more physical differences I noticed between the Baldwin twins. Zack had brown hazel-eyes while Lucas’ eyes were deep, almost black, brown. Lucas also had a little more weight on his brother. 
 
    One by one, Zack stacked textbooks in front of me, Calculus, Biochemistry, Philosophy, Art Theory, Economy, and World History. He set his hand on the stack. “Now memorize these. We’ll be by to pick you up at six.” 
 
    “Translation …” Lucas leaned in and grinned, “Please go through as many of the study guides at the end of each chapter that you have time for. If there’s anything in there you are rusty at or don’t know, jot it down so we can all work through it at the library.” 
 
    “Got it.” I grabbed the stack of books. 
 
    “And . . .” Zack nodded to the books, “Don’t get paint on those because they’re like a hundred dollars each.” 
 
    “Please,” Lucas added. 
 
    Oh, I already knew that, and I was being careful. Calling back another thank you, I headed across the gravel driveway toward Bailey, who was staring at something and wagging her tail. Seeing the object of Bailey’s fascination, I stopped dead. Justin was fast asleep, leaning up against the wall on my front stoop. Beside him sat a huge portfolio case. He was still in the shade, but very soon, the merciless sun would cook him alive. 
 
    Careful to step around him, I let my dog out of the heat and ran the textbooks up to my room, refilled Bailey’s water bowl, and jogged back down. 
 
    “Justin,” I said as I crouched down beside him. When he didn’t rouse, I shook his shoulder. “Wake up.” 
 
    “January,” he mumbled before yawning and stretching up his arms. Justin’s eyes opened slowly, as a rare smile spread over his lips. “Hey, baby.” 
 
    Baby? Was he drunk? 
 
    His eyes slipped closed again before snapping open. He looked around for a second, clearly disoriented, and then his gaze fixed on me. Justin’s eyes passed over my paint-covered clothing with one quick sweep, and he smiled. “I guess I had nothing to worry about.” 
 
    I shoved my water bottle at him. “Here. Don’t die. I’m going up to shower.” 
 
    I jumped to my feet, immediately feeling pain twinging through my muscles one by one. 
 
    “Wait.” Justin stood and grabbed the portfolio. “This is yours.” 
 
    “Okay . . .” When I reached for it, he just gave me a look. 
 
    “It’s heavy. You hold the door open, and I’ll carry it up the stairs.” 
 
    My dumbass butterflies erupted into motion at that. Even though we’d been alone in my room a hundred times, the idea of inviting Justin up to this new apartment made my heart flutter. 
 
    “This better not be some kind of trick.” I held the door open for him. 
 
    Justin headed up the stairs and waited at the top. He lifted his dark brows as I hopped up behind him. “Of course, it’s a trick,” he said. “I’m just hoping it’s a trick that will make you happy enough to do what I want you to do.” 
 
    Leaning past him, I unlocked the front door and let him in. “Well, at least you’re self-aware of how manipulative you’re being.” 
 
    In an explosion of fur, Bailey hopped forward. Her giant dog booty wiggled like mad as she danced in place. She then rolled over onto Justin’s feet and barked once. 
 
    “At least someone’s happy to see me,” he said as he squatted down and scratched behind Bailey’s ears. While petting my infatuated dog, Justin glanced around the apartment. 
 
    We’d decorated it to the fullest extent that we could. My grandmother had her area where she’d hung some framed needlepoint passages from the bible, all of them about love. A couple of my ink pieces hung in salvaged frames. The house had come furnished and stocked, but my colorful and mismatched finds were mixed in everywhere. When Justin looked back, his eyes were half-lidded. 
 
    “You look like you need to go back to bed,” I said as I reached for the portfolio. 
 
    He leaned against the wall. “Can I stay while you open it?” 
 
    His request sent a thrum of nervousness through me as I reached for the bag’s zipper. “Okay. What’s in here?” The zipper threads seemed to pull apart at an excruciatingly slow pace. And as I saw the colorful corner of the plywood board in the front of the portfolio, emotion clogged my throat, and a tear immediately fell onto my cheek. “What?” I whispered. “How did you?” 
 
    I pulled out the first painting; it was of a baby angel. The little girl was actually me, with a full head of blond curls. She had her eyes closed, and she was going to eat a cherry, but a baby Pegasus went to eat it instead. My mother had painted it directly onto my wall. Meaning, Justin must have sawed into the drywall to get it out, sanded down the back, and plastered the whole thing on plywood. 
 
    I set the painting aside carefully and pulled out the next. This one was one of mine. It was an action painting of an elf riding a red dragon that I’d detailed on the boarded-up windows. Her dark hair flew through the air as she threw a spear. 
 
    “Today at three o’clock is the last day for instant admissions at Riley Art Academy. They offer scholarships.” 
 
    The fact that he’d done this with an ulterior motive should have dampened how touched I felt, but it didn’t. Tears streamed down my face as I looked back up. “Justin, half of these are my mom’s.” 
 
    “The fluffy ones?” he asked, looking over at the next painting which was of a beautiful fairy bathed in moonlight. By fluffy, I was guessing he meant romantic. More than one person had exclaimed how funny it was that someone as cynical as my mother painted such whimsical pictures. My mother was living proof that being deeply romantic and cynical were far from mutually exclusive. 
 
    “Basically, all of the ones that aren’t fight scenes.” 
 
    He leaned against the wall, his eyes closing. “There are still plenty.” 
 
    I crossed the space over to him. “Hey, Justin.” When he fought his eyes open, I whispered, “thank you. But, no, it’s not going to work. I’ve actually had the opportunity to go to Riley before and turned it down.” 
 
    He opened one eye at me. “Why?” 
 
    “Because art is a part of my soul. When I start doing it competitively, I feel that part of my soul dying. Also, it’s a hard career, even if you’re amazingly talented. Every professional artist I have ever met has lived hand-to-mouth, and there are droves of people looking to take advantage of artists who are desperate for work. But . . .” I reached for his hand, and he wrapped his fingers around mine, “even if you do this with a motive, thank you so much for doing it. When you said you were going to sabotage me; I really didn’t expect something like this.” 
 
    His one open eye slipped closed. “This is just the beginning.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I need to shower. Do you want to nap here? You don’t look safe to walk.” 
 
    Without responding, he trudged further into the apartment, peeked into Nana’s room, kept walking, and then headed into mine. I’d intended to offer my couch, but when I stopped by my bedroom on the way to the shower, I didn’t correct the boy. He kicked off his shoes and sprawled across my brand-new queen-sized mattress. His arm hugged one of my new feather pillows to his head. 
 
    “Just to warn you, I always study in bed,” I told him. “So, you might wake up with me sitting beside you.” 
 
    “Good,” he muttered as he nestled into my pillow. Bailey immediately leaped up and settled alongside him, not even so much as glancing back at me for permission to go on my bed. The little minx. He threw an arm around her, and they immediately settled into sleep. 
 
    Seeing him there, hugging my dog, made the monarchs in my belly do gymnastics, and I forced myself to walk away. 
 
    It took me nearly an hour to scrub all of my paint off. After, I left my new gym clothes in the tub to soak. 
 
    Justin and Bailey were still fast asleep when I plopped the pile of textbooks on my nightstand and began to thumb through the first book. I had been learning art theory in the cradle, so I started with my weakest subject, which was calculus. While I put a few sticky notes on the first half of the book, the second half got one every other chapter. Midway through the BioChem textbook, I ran out of notes. Thankfully, I was familiar with all but one chapter in the philosophy textbook, and I hunkered down to read it. 
 
    Within minutes, the words were blurring together, and my eyelids grew too heavy to lift. I forced them back up, but they slipped closed again. 
 
    The world slowly returned to focus as my bed shifted under me. As awareness returned, I realized that it wasn’t a mattress that moved, but a massive chest. I fought my eyes open and craned my neck to see that not only had I fallen asleep mid-studying, but I’d also managed to climb halfway onto Justin, who was still fast asleep. 
 
    Heat flared in my cheeks as I noticed that I’d thrown my leg over his waist in my sleep too. That was freaking embarrassing. The guy was out cold, and my sleep-self had decided that it was a great time to climb on top of him. Bailey left the bed sometime in our nap, and I heard her chewing on her bone in the living room. The fact that we were alone without my dog made this situation all the more intimate. 
 
    I began to crawl away when Justin’s hand reached up and wrapped around my waist. “Wait,” he whispered. “January.” 
 
    I froze, suddenly fully awake and very aware of every inch of me that touched him. 
 
    Carefully, he rolled us until he was on top of me. He put his hands to either side of my head and stared down at me, eyes still a little sleepy. 
 
    I gave him a challenging look, completely knowing what he was up to. “You’re not going to distract me from studying, Justin Roberts.” 
 
    He leaned in, his lips hovering just above mine. “Do you want to bet?” 
 
    Damn. I shouldn’t kiss this boy. At least in part, his kiss would be an attempt to manipulate me. I wasn’t stupid. Our chemistry might be off the charts, but Justin and I could never make a functional relationship out of what we had. I wasn’t going to be his secret vampire . . . whatever. But, at this moment, while his lips hovered over mine, none of that mattered. I’d wanted this kiss, dreamed of this kiss, and fantasized about it against all of my better judgment. Why couldn’t we, just this once? 
 
    I wrapped my legs around his waist and lifted my hands to his flushed cheeks. “I’m not agreeing to anything.” 
 
    His mouth twisted. “If you were, I’d think someone body snatched you.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk, Mr. Indecisive —” I cut off as his soft lips pressed into mine. The moment his lips touched me, it was like a switch flicked on in my brain. I sucked and licked and pushed up against his mouth. When his tongue plunged between my lips, I caressed it with mine. My whole body warmed as I savored his mouth. Thirst for blood had nothing on this. My hunger for Justin’s kiss was insatiable. I wanted to kiss him for a year now, and part of me had hoped that this would cure me of my longing. This was going to do the opposite. 
 
    Even knowing that I needed to focus on studying, I didn’t whisper a word of complaint as he grabbed me and rolled me back on top of him. His hands went to the hem of my shirt, and I broke our kiss so he could pull it off of me. 
 
    Immediately, I closed the distance and kissed him again. His hands caressed down my sides, trailing paths of tingling warmth, and I never wanted to stop kissing. But, of course, my phone alarm blared out. I ignored it through several beeps, then broke away and swiped the phone off the bed. 
 
    I pressed snooze and threw the phone down. 
 
    When I turned back, Justin’s golden eyes sparkled with mischief. His hands traced up my sides again. “Do you really want to go study now?” 
 
    “No, but I’m going to.” I blew out a breath, reached up, and tied my blond hair into a knot on the top of my head. Putting my hands to either side of his head, I leaned down. “Justin, can I be honest and blunt with you?” 
 
    “I thought we already only did honest and blunt with each other.” 
 
    That was funny. I always considered him evasive and enigmatic. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can tell . . .” I paused as nervousness flooded through me, “I don’t know if you can tell, Justin, but I have feelings for you. I have for a while. Please don’t use them against me because you don’t want me at your school.” 
 
    A smile spread wide across his face, and his eyes heated as they met mine. “That’s not what’s happening here.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “It’s not?” 
 
    “Nope. Well, I’m not beyond hoping that you’ll forget about studying and stay here with me. But I wouldn’t kiss you purely for the purpose of distracting you.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t?” 
 
    “Kissing means something to me. Touching means something. So, when I kiss and touch you, it means something. It’s not a tool to bend you to my will.” His hands stretched up and went behind his head, and then his dark brows lifted. “You want to forget about studying and go for a drive?” He lifted his chin and arched his neck. His golden eyes smoldered when they met mine. 
 
    I laughed, leaned in, and kissed his neck gently before climbing off. “I’m starting to think that you like it more than I do.” Crawling to the other side of the bed, I gathered the textbooks and stacked them to the side. “Can you pass me my shirt?” 
 
    Justin grabbed my shirt and stuffed it under his back before giving me a challenging look. It kind of shocked me, because I’d never seen the guy be so outright playful. Teasing, yes. But he was acting almost silly. Silly was a word I’d have never associated with this boy in a thousand years, but I liked it. 
 
    “I do have other shirts.” I crawled back toward him anyway. Giving him a quick kiss, I pulled it out from under him. 
 
    “So, how about you describe this wealth of feelings you have for me?” Justin said as he continued to sprawl across my bed. 
 
    Oh, no. It had taken enough out of me just to admit that I had feelings at all, and I still wasn’t sure that it had been the wise thing to do. I was not about to wax poetic for the guy. 
 
    “Did I say wealth?” I asked as I pulled my shirt back on. “I don’t think I said anything about wealth.” 
 
    From outside, I heard a muffled yell, “Justin!” 
 
    A few other voices joined that one, calling for the boy who was still sprawled across my bed. The smile drained from his face as if someone literally pulled the plug out of his happiness. He rolled up out of my bed and wiped his hands down his face. “Fuck.” 
 
    “You hate it?” I leaned against the wall, watching him. He didn’t need to answer for me to know that he absolutely detested the constant partying. When his face lifted from his hands, it was like a completely different Justin had materialized in my bedroom. This Justin wasn’t playful. This Justin didn’t smile unless it was a sneer. This Justin wasn’t welcome in my bedroom. 
 
    “Probably best you go before my grandmother gets here,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” That’s all he said, and then he walked out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    I woke with a massive headache the next morning, and as Bailey and I jogged toward midtown, my every footfall shot pain into my temples. About halfway there, the only reason I was still moving was that Bailey began straight up walking me, and I wasn’t complaining. Zack and Lucas had drilled me on half of the calculus book, explaining math theorem until my eyes could no longer see straight and the librarian shooed us out the door. 
 
    Laughter, music, and voices echoed from the party at the pool house when the Baldwin brothers had dropped me off, but, thankfully, I’d found my nana deeply asleep upstairs. 
 
    Even in the late hours of the night, sleep had been hard to come by. What kept me awake hadn’t really been the party last night, even though it had continued to rage on until the early hours of the morning. What bothered me was the transformation that Justin had undergone from the sweet, sexy boy whose kisses I’d never wanted to end to the cold, cruel jerk I’d caught a glimpse of in the parking lot on the day I arrived. 
 
    My guess was Justin had transformed into the asshole the Bad Boys Club nicknamed Satan. 
 
    As we entered Midtown Park, Bailey and I slowed our jog to a walk as pain seared into my sides. Damn, I was out of shape. The day was still in the seventies, but my whole body felt like it was on fire as we headed through the park toward where Susie and Richard sat together. Susie sat on the top level of a picnic bench, leaning forward, deep in conversation with Richard. They huddled together, their attention locked on one another, so Bailey and I hung back. We headed to a dog and human water fountain and drank our fill of lukewarm water before stopping at a nearby picnic table. I laid down on the bench, regaining my breath, as Bailey rolled around in the dirt beside me and nudged my hand with her muzzle until I started petting her. 
 
    I owed the members of the Bad Boys Club dearly for this, whether or not I got into Blackburn. They might be doing it as a favor for Lucas, but this group was sacrificing a week of summer to help me out, and they didn’t even know me. For whatever reason, Lucas stuck his neck out for me after knowing me a day. It all felt unbelievable, and I really had to find the chance to pay them all back. 
 
    The bench shifted, and I looked up to see Susie climbing on top of the table. The rising sun sent rays around the silhouette of her voluminous curly hair. “You look like an angel with the light behind you like that.” 
 
    “Aw. I love angels. I actually have them all over my dorm room, and I bought huge feather wings for Halloween before deciding they were way too special to wear out, so I hung them over my bed.” Susie giggled, but her mirth dropped away, and she bit her lip. “Anyway, enough about me. Unfortunately, Richard had to go home. He’s too tired to help today.” 
 
    “Is he okay? Does he need any help?” I peeked back, seeing that Richard had already wheeled over to a car parked in a handicapped space near the park. He pulled a cane from his trunk and stood from his wheelchair before folding it down. Then he maneuvered the chair into his trunk. 
 
    “He doesn’t want help right now. I already offered. Richard also told me to give you his apologies for canceling,” Susie said, grabbing back my attention. “You okay with switching to the interview for the Character Trial?” 
 
    I took a second to extend Bailey’s lead all the way out and wrap her leash around the bench seat. Then, I sat up and climbed onto the table across from Susie. “Sure. Is it like a job interview?” 
 
    The rising sun made it hard to read Susie’s expression, but I could tell that she was wincing. “Not even close. First, you’re going to be hooked up to a lie detector, and second, they’re going to ask you hard and personal questions. Like, they could care less about your hopes and dreams. Trust me. They want to know if you’re going to cause any problems for them. It’ll be exasperating, too, because the rich kids at Blackburn aren’t held to this standard — just us — as Mia will tell you in length if you give her the chance. She wrote a research paper on it. So . . .” Susie rolled back her shoulders, “Do you want me to take you through the interview that they did with me? They’ll change it up, but you’ll have an idea of what’s coming.” She held up her hands. “Feel free not to answer. And please know that I’m not going to tell anyone.” 
 
    Maybe it was because I was tired from the jog, but even though I didn’t know Susie, I automatically felt comfortable confiding in her, so I said, “Shoot.” 
 
    “First, be sure to make a lot of eye contact with the testers. They’re going to be the ones to score you and a lot of that will be based on how trustworthy they feel that you are.” She cupped her hands around her eyes, and I did the same. We probably looked pretty ridiculous doing it, but we could see each other’s eyes past the glare. 
 
    “Okay. First, they’ll ask you some non-threatening questions to put you at ease. What’s your name?” She waited long enough that I realized she was expecting me to answer. 
 
    “January Renee Moore.” 
 
    “What did you eat last night, January?” she asked. 
 
    “Sausage. Sauerkraut. Two pieces of toast. An eighth-stick of butter.” 
 
    “You don’t have to get that specific.” She grinned. “But, props to you for keeping such close track. All right. Have you ever committed a violent crime?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “Have you ever witnessed a violent crime and not reported it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” Susie winced a little. “What happened, and how old were you?” 
 
    “Um.” I worked my jaw back and forth. “I witnessed a lot of crimes. Our next-door neighbor was my mom’s friend most of the time, but they got into it once in a while. She also stabbed her husband with a barbeque fork and tried to run him over with her car once.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you report it?” Susie asked. 
 
    “Because . . .” I stumbled over my words. “Well, Irina and her husband got into it with each other, and hell would freeze over before they’d ever split up. Like they talked about it, every other word, but beware coming between them in any possible way. If I called the cops on Irina for stabbing Rudy with that fork, Rudy would have been showing up at our house, spitting fire on Irina’s behalf. Then, he’d have moved heaven and earth to get her out, and they’d end up with court bills they’d never be able to pay. Two weeks out, their relationship wouldn’t have changed. You can’t make other people’s decisions for them and calling the cops would just get one or the other of them arrested and not solve anything. Actually, my mom once called the cops when Rudy drove off drunk, and the police ended up coming over and arresting my mom. At the end of the day, people want you to care about them, but they want to continue living the way they’re living.” 
 
    Susie nodded before biting her lip. “All right, January. Have you ever committed a crime?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth, and her voice was a bit strained when she asked, “How many?” 
 
    Damn. 
 
    “Well, technically, dumpster diving is illegal in Brightside according to city ordinance. So, maybe a couple of hundred times with that.” 
 
    “How about shoplifting?” 
 
    I calculated. “Maybe fifty to a hundred times. There was a year where one of the Wondermart employees let me take candy, juice boxes, bread, peanut butter, and one journal every week. Then, she got fired because she was always sick, and I got caught, and I confessed to all of it. Then, I found out the lady had been paying for it. They banned me for two years for that final shoplifting but didn’t press charges.” 
 
    “How old were you?” she asked. 
 
    “Thirteen.” 
 
    Susie’s shoulders slumped, and she dropped her hands. The sun had already risen to the point where we didn’t need the shade, so I lowered mine, too. 
 
    “I’m doing miserably, aren’t I? Like, worse than the obstacle course, huh?” 
 
    “The problem isn’t you. After my mom died, my dad and I couch surfed with friends for five months until he could get a steady job. Even after five months, I get why you stole those journals and that candy. The problem is that the people who are going to judge your test are going to hear that you stole up to a hundred bags of candy and journals for a full year from Wondermart, and they’re going to think of that in terms of a thirteen-year-old who steals for the thrill of it. They’ll fit it into their kleptomaniac schema and move on. That’s why their kids steal, but they can erase that it ever happened with enough money.” 
 
    “Does it count that I wouldn’t do it now?” I asked as I unscrewed the top of my water bottle. I wasn’t even thirsty, but my heart was sinking, and I wanted to do something with my hands. “I actually worked for the same Wondermart for two summers and Christmas seasons, and they said that I could come back any time.” 
 
    “It might count. You should definitely tell them that.” Susie bit her lip again. “Have you ever lied or given a false statement to an officer of the law or any government official?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered. The interview only went downhill from there. I could tell that Susie wanted to change the fact that I was bound to fail this trial, but she didn’t have that power. At the end of it all, she nodded and said, “If you want my advice, I’d say try to anticipate the assumptions that they’ll make and predict what they’ll want to hear. They’ll want to believe that you’ll make them proud. They want to believe that you’ll never embarrass them. They’ll want to feel like they’re benevolent and generous and you’ll be eternally grateful.” She gestured out. “They all go to “Les Misérables” and cry their eyes out. They want to root for a redemption story or a fairytale. Just make sure you never tell a lie while you’re doing it.” 
 
    I nodded and finished off the last drops of my water bottle to avoid responding. She was right, but I’d never had a talent for telling people what they wanted to hear. After capping my bottle, I nodded and said, “I don’t know how I could ever thank you enough, Susie.” 
 
    She scooted to the end of the bench, hopping down and brushing off her legs. “I can do this again with you before the interview if you want.” 
 
    “You know what, you guys are already doing so much for me.” I untangled Bailey’s leash as she’d managed to wind it around the nearest oak tree twice before snuffling around the grass. 
 
    I didn’t tell Susie that the real reason I didn’t want to accept any more work from her was that it looked like I was going to fail. But, as I called my dog back to me and prepared to leave, tears pricked at my eyes. I’d been wasting everyone’s time. Of course, the universe wasn’t going to hand me a one-hundred-thousand-dollar scholarship. What the fuck was I even thinking? Fate had once again put me in my place. 
 
    She bit her lip and leaned in. “Okay, can I admit something to you, but you can’t say anything to anyone ever in your life?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh a little at that. “Yeah. No worries. I do not do the gossip thing.” 
 
    She pinched her fingers together. “So, originally, I didn’t come out here to help you today. Actually, Richard told me that he was meeting you out here, and we kind of . . .” she paused before saying the rest in a rush, “arranged to meet up before you arrived. I pretended that I was just going for a run.” 
 
    “I thought I saw you two have a moment at that first meeting,” I said. 
 
    Her smile dropped off her face, and she suddenly looked worried. “Really? Was it obvious? Do you think everyone else saw?” 
 
    “Whoa.” I held out my hands. “What did I say?” 
 
    “Sorry.” She rubbed her forehead. Exhaling heavily, she said, “So, Zack and I went out for about two years and broke up four months ago. I broke up with him. Zack, Richard, and I are all best friends. Richard was my best friend first if that counts for anything. It probably doesn’t.” 
 
    And, she and her best friend were in love. She didn’t need to say it. I could see it all over Susie’s face. Damn. That really sucked. Zack had a devil-may-care exterior, but I could tell he had had an emotional, sweet core, just like his twin. Instinctively, I knew that Zack was the kind of person you could hurt if you weren’t careful. 
 
    “It started after Zack and I broke up, but the feelings have always been there. Right now, we’re kind of at the any-excuse-to-be-around-each-other stage of pathetic.” She shook her head. “You know, I haven’t told anyone yet, except . . .” She paused to give a mirthless laugh, “Except my dad, I tell him everything. I can’t tell my sister. She’d blab the first time she visited, and everyone else is just way too close. They would be so mad at us.” 
 
    “Hey, Susie. I’m one hundred percent good with you two using me as an excuse to hang out together.” 
 
    She gave me a cautious look. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m good with it. Then, if I completely fail these trials, at least it will have given you and Richard this time together.” The words hurt coming out, but they were true. I began to turn around when I realized that this might be my only chance to talk to Susie alone. “Susie, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Gina Roberts made a really big deal out of me being born on a Saturday, and then Mr. Roberts demanded to see my birth certificate before considering me. It’s bugged me since then. Why does any of that matter?” 
 
    Susie’s mouth made an oh, and she started twisting a thin silver bracelet around her wrist. She seemed suddenly nervous, but it could be the heat as the shadows in the park were shrinking, and the temperature was increasing by the moment. 
 
    “How much did the Robertses tell you about Blackburn Academy?” She asked. 
 
    “Only that it’s a community, and if I make it in, I’ll need to take the secrets I learn there to the grave.” 
 
    “The basic spiel, then.” Susie glanced around. A coffee shop had patrons filtering in and out, but otherwise, the area was completely deserted. “You heading toward the Roberts Mansion? I’ll walk with you if you want. The residential halls are somewhat in that direction, and I jogged here, too.” If she jogged here, she showed no sign of it. Well, at least compared to me, she didn’t. 
 
    We walked for a few minutes before Susie looked over. She seemed to choose her words with care, “The reason that the Robertses want to give you a scholarship, does it have to do with Gina Roberts? That’s what a lot of us guessed.” 
 
    “Yeah. She said that she saw it in a vision or something. So, prophecies are real?” I asked. Even though I suspected, shock hit me. “Lucas told me that Gina Roberts was something called an Elite, and there were more of them at Blackburn. Are Elites psychic?” 
 
    Susie gritted her teeth. “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that, either,” Susie said with another wince. “What I can tell you, is that I was born on a Saturday, Richard was too, as were Lucas and Zack. I can also tell you that Blackburn Academy isn’t just the students that go there. It’s also the parents of those students and all of the alumni. They’re called the Hawthorn Group, and we lovingly refer to them as the HG. Once you’re part of the HG, you can’t ever be kicked out. That’s why they’re so careful with who they let into the Academy.” 
 
    “Okay one more, and then I’ll stop torturing you.” I took a steadying breath.  
 
    Susie tilted up her head and whimpered. “I am so sorry; I wish I could tell you more. All I can say is that if you get in, you are in for a . . .” she considered her words for a few seconds, “You’re in for a whole different world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    My heart wasn’t in studying calculus, but I sat on my bed and read through the chapters before doing the practice problems. The problems weren’t outside my ability, but my high school class hadn’t covered scattered bits and pieces of information that I was expected to know. I took a small break to bring my nana lunch and immediately dove back in. All the while, hopelessness took root in my heart. 
 
    Who was I even kidding? Those five words ran circles around my brain. 
 
    When someone rang the bell at my door, I closed my textbook, ran my fingers through my hair, and headed down the stairs. Honestly, if Justin’s brand of sabotage was anything like it was yesterday, then it would be a very welcome distraction from math purgatory. I opened the door and was about to say something along the lines of come into my lair when I froze. 
 
    Char stood on my doorstep. Her expression looked absolutely miserable. She’d pulled her strawberry-blond hair back from her face, and she was wearing absolutely no makeup. In shorts and a ratty, old sweater that I remembered from back in her King Street days, Char did not look whatsoever like the polished girl I’d seen a couple of days ago. 
 
    “Char, what’s the matter? Did something happen?” 
 
    Char nodded, her lip trembling. “You hate me for some reason. I’m sure I fudged up, but I don’t know what I did.” 
 
    Damn it. Her words hit me with mingled guilt and anger, and I stepped out of the way and gestured past. “Char, I don’t hate you. You want to come up?” 
 
    She followed in after me, and we headed up to the kitchen. 
 
    “You want some tea?” I asked as I filled a kettle at the sink. 
 
    “I’m not going to take your food,” she whispered as she sniffed back tears. “I know you like to keep track of it.” 
 
    I held up the giant box of assorted teas. “Nana joined the Food Club, so now everything we buy is going to be in mass bulk.” 
 
    “Sure. Herbal,” she said. 
 
    Char stopped by Nana’s wall of devotionals. “Does your nana go to Brightside Presbyterian? Maybe we could sit together? Any excuse to not sit with my mom and her friends.” 
 
    “No, nondenominational. She’s going to switch to Saturday mornings while I visit Mom.” I set the kettle on the stove and turned on the gas burner. A box of biscotti waited in the cupboard, something Nana must have picked up as a treat, and so I set out two on a plate and took the seat next to Char. 
 
    A tear leaked onto her cheek, and she scrubbed it away. Char’s eyes were already growing red and puffy. She could never hide her tears. They stained her face like dye dripping down her cheeks. 
 
    “I thought your phone was off, so I called the main house knowing that it would probably be your nana answering.” Char scrubbed another tear off before grabbing the biscotti. “She told me that you were spending every spare moment studying for the entrance trials.” She sniffed. “You’re doing the entrance trials to get into Blackburn, and I had to find out from your nana. Then, I realized that your phone probably wasn’t off or broken for three straight days. You blocked my number.” 
 
    Picking up my biscotti, I took a big bite and chewed through the hard cookie as an excuse to not answer right away. 
 
    “I know that it must have been something I did, January. It’s always something I did. But you just pull away and cut me off. I was so excited to have you live here, and —” 
 
    “That first day, I called you from the parking lot because I could see you down at the party. You saw that I was calling and just ignored my call. That hurt, but…” I sighed, “I got it, too. Your life has changed. It must have felt weird to have me here.” 
 
    Tears ran down her face, streaking her freckly cheeks with lines of red. “So, you blocked me?” 
 
    “No. Okay, someone suggested that the only reason you and your mother helped my nana get a job here was to get closer to the Roberts family. I didn’t want to believe it.” 
 
    “But then I came over here . . .” she sniffed, “and I automatically ran over to talk to Justin Roberts instead of hanging out with you.” 
 
    The steam kettle whistled loud, saving me from responding. I poured two cups of tea, covered the cups with plates, and set a timer for five minutes. Turning back, I took a steadying breath, but it did nothing to uncoil the knots twisting in my stomach. “Char. Honestly, I blocked you, and then I was so busy with getting ready for these trials that I wasn’t really thinking about anything else. If I hadn’t been so fixated on the trials, I probably would have unblocked you by now.” 
 
    “And, pretended you didn’t think that I was using you for social standing?” she asked before taking another bite. 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes closed. “I wasn’t. My mom probably was. Honestly, I don’t even recognize her anymore.” Char opened her eyes and met my gaze. “I don’t recognize myself anymore. Sometimes, January, I just stand in the mirror and whisper, “I hate you,” over and over again. But other days, I think that I’ve somehow landed in the best situation that I could ever ask for. My soul has longed for you to be here, and then you’re here, and I’m still so caught up in all of this. It’s all I think about, January, and sometimes I feel like if I stop partying, calling, and texting with these people for a single moment, everything I have will implode.” 
 
    “Damn.” I grabbed our teas and set one in front of her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered before gulping a huge sip down. 
 
    Her eyes rose to mine, and her shoulders shook. “I’m sorry that I ignored your call.” 
 
    “Char, it’s not even that big of a deal.” I scooted my chair over and wrapped an arm around her muscular shoulders. “Damn, Char, you’ve been working out,” I said after a moment, and, thankfully, that got her to breathe a laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, athletics are a big part of the program at Blackburn.” She leaned in against me. “You actually want to go there? You can’t stand rich jerks.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like everyone who goes there is a rich jerk. I’ve been hanging out with the scholarship seniors. They’ve gone out of their way to help me prepare for the trial.” 
 
    New tears coursed down Char’s face. “Great. My best friend in the world is going to transfer to my school and hang out with a group of people who hate my guts.” 
 
    “Char,” I chuckled as I said her name. “That sounds like this whole thing is all about you.” 
 
    She scrubbed at her cheeks. “Sorry.” 
 
    I sighed. “It doesn’t matter, anyway.” Now my eyes were tearing up, so I took a big gulp of my bitter, black tea. “There’s absolutely no way that I’m passing the Character Trial.” 
 
    “What?” Charlotte banged down her teacup. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Do you know what these Blackburn kids do for fun? It’s disgusting. You have more character than all of them put together.” 
 
    I didn’t point out that these were the people she was so desperate to win the approval of that she couldn’t relax for a single moment. She already knew. I didn’t want to give Char one more reason to whisper that she hated herself to her own reflection. 
 
    “Seriously, Corey Mitchel said, flat out, that his mother steals from her new husband and blames their endless stream of housekeepers. He even bragged that she gave him a cut when he found out. And, they’re filthy rich already. He uses it to supply the party with coke, to get people to like him.” She lifted her hands. “Not that I do that stuff.” 
 
    “You don’t even swear, Char,” I said. 
 
    “These guys think drugs are sexy and forbidden.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they’ve never seen a fifty-year-old fall asleep with powder all over their nose in a house with cockroaches. Really dampens the sex appeal.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out and cringed. “Uh, your mom dates such losers.” 
 
    “By most people’s standards, my mom would probably be considered a loser.” The words hurt, especially in light of the fact that, according to my character interview, I was probably going to be considered a loser too. I was a thief who witnessed violent crimes and looked the other way. 
 
    “You want me to take you to go see her?” Char asked. “Your mom loves me.” 
 
    She did. My mother considered Char a second daughter. Char had come over to our house for a forbidden taste of chaos from her super strict and religious mother. Growing up, I had gone to Char’s house for the opposite. 
 
    I squeezed her shoulders. “Thanks, but someone else offered to give me rides on those days, and I already accepted.” 
 
    Her brow wrinkled. “Really, who? Your mom hates her mother.” 
 
    This was public knowledge. 
 
    “A friend. If I’d have known that you were going to offer, though, I probably wouldn’t have accepted.” 
 
    This wasn’t really true. Char was way too close to my dynamic with my mother. She always wanted to analyze what was happening and what I could do to make sure my mother stuck to her plans of self-improvement. Selfish as it was, I wanted someone who was either only on my side or nobody’s side at all. 
 
    “You know what, January, they don’t even have a right to judge your character,” Char said. “You are the best person I know, and you basically raised your mom. You should just tell them who you are, and if they still think they’re better than you, then they can go have sex with themselves.” 
 
    “Translation, you think I should go tell the judges to fuck themselves?” I smiled over my tea before draining the rest. “That’ll help my chances.” 
 
    “Don’t tell them to do . . . that. But, you know, just tell them who you are instead of letting them pick you apart. My stepdad is the junior CTO of the Hawthorne Group . . .” she rolled her eyes, “So all I needed to do was the interview. But I could tell that maybe what they’re looking for in their students isn’t so clear cut good vs. bad. You actually might be who they’re looking for.” She raised her hands. “Just don’t lie. Not that you would, but I did without even meaning to, and they almost didn’t let me in. My lovely stepdad had to pull strings.” 
 
    “You don’t like him?” I asked because, from the sound of it, she loathed the guy. It was a right turn from how she used to feel about the computer programmer. 
 
    Char’s green eyes met mine. “I don’t like them, my mom and stepdad. She’s always been a little cold, but now it’s like she doesn’t even think of me as her daughter anymore. I’m just one more tool in her arsenal.” Char shook her head. “I don’t think she’s really like this, but when they’re together, he acts like the reasonable and kind one, and she’s like this robot.” Char rubbed down her face. 
 
    The doorbell rang, and Char sat straight. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Uh. Crap.” There was only one person that I could think of who’d be ringing the doorbell right now. “It could be Justin Roberts. I . . .” I searched around, wondering what the hell I could say, “I borrowed his Calculus book, and I don’t think he trusts me.” 
 
    Sheer terror fell over Char’s features. “Oh no. I look like a nightmare. Don’t I?” Her hands wiped over her cheeks. “I’m always supposed to be flawless.” 
 
    “Flawless?” 
 
    That was just stupid. 
 
    “Can I wash my face and use some of your make up?” 
 
    “My stuff makes you break out.” 
 
    Char had super sensitive skin, and I used the most generic brands that I could find that didn’t test on animals. 
 
    Char’s breaths came fast, and she grabbed her chest, looking like she was genuinely terrified of this situation. She was under so much unnecessary pressure; it made a lot of sense to me now. Char didn’t love me less. She didn’t value herself the way she used to. For a long time, I believed that Mrs. Russell was the best mother in the entire world, but seeing Char like this made me feel sick. 
 
    “You go hide, and I’ll do my best to get rid of him fast.” 
 
    I hurried downstairs and swung open the door to find Justin leaning against the sill, without a shirt on. He wore only a bathing suit, and his body and hair dripped with water. In the distance, I could hear music and the sound of people talking and laughing. I couldn’t help but stare for a second as he leaned in, hands propping him up against the doorframe. And then I noticed his face and the cold expression there. 
 
    Oh, I was getting a visit from Justin 2.0. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked as I glared up. “I really can’t deal with evil Justin right now.” 
 
    “Evil Justin?” He didn’t sound amused. 
 
    “Sweet Justin’s alter ego. He comes out when other people are around.” 
 
    “You’re hilarious,” he deadpanned before nodding back to where Char’s hatchback sat in the driveway. “Well, you can tell Charlotte Russell that she’s not welcome on my property.” 
 
    “What is your problem?” I growled before stepping into the front porch area and closing the door behind me. Justin didn’t give me any room, so I almost walked straight into him. The cement seared into my feet as the oppressive heat closed in around me, and I jumped back onto our bristly welcome mat. Leaning back into the door, I glared up at Justin and crossed my arms over my chest. “Dude, you better not be coming over to my house and telling me who I can and cannot have over for tea.” 
 
    “Uh. Yeah, I can.” He glared down. “Do you want to know what her mother has been up to for the last couple days — visiting with Gina, regaling her and a bunch of other assholes with stories about your home life. Gina is fascinated with you for the moment, so Mrs. Russell is saying anything and everything she can to share that spotlight. They were just laughing about your mother setting your kitchen on fire and running out into the street naked for help.” 
 
    That hurt. It hurt right in my chest. But he had no right to hold Char accountable for that. 
 
    “Char isn’t her mother,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “You should know that better than anybody. Tell Mrs. Russell to get lost, and you won’t hear a word of complaint from me, but Char is my friend. I live here. My grandmother pays for rent with labor.” I pointed into his face. “And you are not allowed to tell me who can come to visit me at this house. Therefore, you have no right to kick her out. Go away.” 
 
    “Yes. I do. I’m saying that she’s not allowed on my property, which surrounds your house. She’s not allowed to drive up my driveway or access road. Her car isn’t allowed to be parked in front of my garage. She’s not allowed to walk these ten feet of gravel.” 
 
    Oh, that was a sliding slope I would never be okay with going down. I bit back my temper, and explained very slowly, “You can’t close off access to my house either. I will take that to your mother because that’s a level of control I will never allow another human being to have over me. You decide whatever you want for your areas, but you don’t get to pick and choose who visits me.” I took a steadying breath. “That said, I really hope you change your mind. Char didn’t do anything, and you would be cutting her off from all of her friends who hang out at your house every day. Has she ever done anything to you? No. Maybe it’s your right, but it’s a horrible thing to do.” 
 
    Char would be absolutely crushed. 
 
    “I actually don’t give a fuck where Charlotte Russell goes, just as long as she stays the hell away from your house. She’s welcome to head over to the pool house right now and throw herself at every guy with a bank account. That’s why she showed up here, anyway.” 
 
    “Get the fuck off my porch,” I growled up at him. 
 
    “Your porch?” he finally pushed off the wall to gesture out to the field around the garage house. “This is all mine.” 
 
    “Much happiness it brings you, Justin Roberts.” I pointed down. “But we’re done here. Stay off this porch area . . .” I gestured to the rectangle of cement, “And don’t bother me again. Just try to remove my friend because you think you know what’s better for me than I do. Just try.” I opened the door and slammed it behind me, locking it for good measure. 
 
    I took a moment to catch my breath in the shadows of the stairway. Damn it. How could I possibly head upstairs and tell Char that Justin planned to rip away the thing she cared most about. 
 
    A soft knock came at the door, and I put my hand on the lock, hesitating for about thirty seconds before I opened it. 
 
    Justin stood there, leaning in again. The anger had faded from his expression, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    I leaned into the doorsill inches before him. “Don’t do that again, okay?” 
 
    “She’s just going to stab you in the back repeatedly. She probably already has,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe she will. Maybe you will. I’ll be strong enough to deal with both.” 
 
    His hand came up and wrapped around the back of my neck, and his thumb brushed along my jawline. “I came to tell you that I have to cancel tonight. Something came up. Can you make it until tomorrow?” 
 
    “I can make it longer than that,” I whispered. 
 
    “But, there’s no reason to. How about tomorrow?” 
 
    I sighed and leaned into his chest. “Only if you’re not going to be asshole Justin.” 
 
    He rubbed his hand down my back. “I thought it was evil Justin?” 
 
    “They are one and the same. Can you please not be mean to Char, too? I’m sure there are enough people doing that to her.” 
 
    “I loathe her and her mother.” The vitriol in his voice really bothered me, but then again, I despised Mrs. Russell right now, too. 
 
    “Just agree, please.” I craned my neck to look into his face. “I don’t want to be constantly stressing out that you’re going to be screwing with her out of some misplaced overprotective instinct. And, I will stress about it. I’ll also take her side if you’re an asshole to her in any way because she’s done absolutely nothing to deserve it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m getting that,” he grumbled. Leaning down, Justin kissed me once, softly on the lips. “I’m going to kick out whoever shows up at my house around four tomorrow. They’ll take forever to leave, so I’ll come by at seven. You can tell your grandmother that I’m helping you study or some shit if you want.” 
 
    Ha. 
 
    The boy was planning on doing the exact opposite of help me study. 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow. “Or, you could just tell her that I’m taking you out on a date.” 
 
    I leaned back. “Seriously? So, it’s okay for my grandmother and my friends to know that we have something between us, but it’s not okay for your family and friends to know.” 
 
    He smirked. “So, you’re saying that you think we have something going on between us?” 
 
    “That was so not what you were supposed to take away from that.” 
 
    He stepped back and rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, it was what I took from it. You’re kind of making a lot of assumptions. Why don’t you qualify this something you think we have?” 
 
    “Bye, Justin,” I said as I stepped back through my door and closed it, a lot more gently this time. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead as I trudged up the stairs, wondering what the hell I was going to do with that boy. 
 
    Char waited at the top of the stairs, her arms crossed. “So …” she gestured to the living room window, which — damn it. I must have left it open. “How long has that been going on? Because that seemed like a whole lot more than a three-day level of protectiveness.” 
 
    “Char — I . . .” I shook my head. “We’re not actually together. Well, not long term.” 
 
    She gave me her are you kidding me right now? head tilt. “Well, he thinks you are. You know Justin Roberts is cruel and abusive to just about everyone who isn’t in his socioeconomic class, right? The Elites and legacy students at Blackburn are awful, but Justin Roberts is the absolute worst.” 
 
    “Says a person who hangs out at his house every single day.” 
 
    Even though I fought Justin tooth and nail to ensure Char’s freedom to Justin’s house and property, I suddenly wanted to kick her out myself. “You know, Char, I really should study —” 
 
    She held up my calculus book. Too late, I remembered that I’d told her that I was supposed to give Justin his calculus book back. Clearly, I was shitty at making up excuses. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, taking it. 
 
    “I’ll sneak out of here. But, January, I love you.” She reached out and hugged me. “I just know that the only example you ever saw of romance was abusive, and I don’t want you to fall into that.” 
 
    Well, didn’t that make me feel awful. 
 
    Char stopped at the door to the stairwell. “I’m not jealous if that’s what you’re thinking, January. I just know that you deserve better people in your life than I do. You deserve the Lucas Baldwins of the world — not the Justin Robertses. Even I haven’t earned enough bad karma to deserve the Justin Robertses of the world.” 
 
    With those parting words, she left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Deep in the night, I sat with the BioChem textbook in my lap, scanning over the information. For hours my mind had wandered listlessly around, unable to take in the material. Only at eleven p.m. had I really started to concentrate. When one a.m. rolled around, I realized that I had to wake up in three hours anyway, so I kept working. The fact that it was after midnight, and I officially only had three days left until the exam was ever present in my mind. 
 
    Thank goodness I knew quite a bit more than I initially thought. I could take a little bit of relief in the fact that I was ninety percent prepared for all but one subject in the Academic Trial. Hopefully, my high score in that would negate the big fat zeroes I was going to get in my obstacle course and character interview trials. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    That was a big fat no. 
 
    My phone beeped at three-thirty, and though it had been the alarm I set expecting to snooze for another forty minutes, I climbed out of bed. 
 
    For once, Bailey was fast asleep and had no interest in getting up for a run. 
 
    It only took me ten minutes to get ready and head down from the apartment. The grounds were dark as I stepped outside with very few lights disrupting night’s hold. My eyes adjusted almost instantly, and as I headed through the grounds, I realized that I could see into every pine tree’s shadow. 
 
    Knowing that I had more than enough time to make it to midtown by five a.m., I took the route at a slow pace, strolling up the winding streets of the gated community and down to the gatehouse. 
 
    The blond cowboy sat in his booth, illuminated in the night like the contents of a display case. He was deep in reading a worn-down paperback, and even as I approached the guy, he didn’t look up. Just for the sake of seeing if I could sneak by him, I stepped onto the grassy center divider and tiptoed along the backside of his compartment. I held my breath as I crept past the open window, going within a foot of Cowboy, but he just turned his page and kept reading. 
 
    A little thrill thrummed in my chest as I realized that I snuck within a foot of someone, and they hadn’t even noticed. 
 
    A small wooded area separated the gated community of Brightside from the rest of the city. Away from the few artificial lights of the neighborhood, I could see everything nearly as well as in daylight, but yet, it was more like every bush, branch, and tree illuminated from within. 
 
    A flash of white moved in my periphery, and I spun, looking into the forest to see a glowing bluish-white figure peeking out from behind a tree several feet into the woods. I couldn’t make out any details because of the glow, but they were definitely watching me as I was them. 
 
    The person stepped out, showing just how enormous they were. The figure was over six feet tall and built like a Roman god. They looked like a glowing marble statue with its features worn away. The figure just stood there. I felt their gaze on me like a physical weight. 
 
    My heart picked up its pace, as I remembered the girl in the alley and the fanged bat-faced creature she turned into. This figure was so much larger. From my other side, another blur of white separated from the forest. They hunched down and started crawling toward me. 
 
    The hairs prickled on the back of my neck, and I turned enough to keep both figures in my periphery. 
 
    “I see you both,” I yelled as loud as I could. 
 
    Cowboy was only a couple hundred yards away, and I was hoping that my voice would travel that distance. They were close enough that if they jumped out of the forest and pursued, they could catch me long before I made it to Cowboy. “You.” I pointed to the one sneaking up on my left. “Stop fucking around. I always run armed.” 
 
    It was a lie. I always ran or walked with Bailey, and I hadn’t even thought of bringing a weapon this morning. Back when I lived on the other side of Brightside, I knew which areas to circumvent and why to avoid them. Here, I was walking through multimillion-dollar homes with personal guards and state of the art security systems. 
 
    “What are you?” The figure on my right asked. The voice sounded unfamiliar, male, and deep. They stepped the littlest bit forward, and I realized just how much taller and heavier they were than me. They had to be 300 pounds of muscle, maybe more. 
 
    “What are you?” I called back. “I’ve been guessing that maybe we’re similar.” Admitting this was half in an attempt to get information and half telling them to please not attack. “We might even be the same.” 
 
    “We’re not the same. We’re not on the same side, either.” The massive figure leaned up against a tree five feet away. 
 
    On my right, the other person started creeping closer. 
 
    “Dude.” I pointed down at them. “Don’t come any fucking closer. I’m serious. I don’t know who or what you are, but I am not on anyone’s side. I just woke up like this a year ago with a note in my hand. I called the number, got fixed up with supplies, and I’ve been doing my best to live as normal a life as possible.” I took a step back toward the complex. 
 
    “She’s lying,” the person on my other side said. Their voice also sounded male. “They told her all that shit. She’s just a new kind of sab we haven’t seen before.” 
 
    A little way into the forest, a third glowing white figure crawled out from behind a bush. And further, a fourth. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I lifted my hands and backed towards the gate booth. “Look. I have no idea what a sab is or what you are. I have no idea what beef you’re talking about.” 
 
    When I peeked back at the immense man, three more pale, glowing figures were creeping in from behind him. Their shapes were human, but their movements were like spiders scuttling. 
 
    Suddenly, headlights broke the darkness, and the street flooded with light. For just one second, I saw the massive man who stood feet from me. The guy looked at most mid-twenties. He had cropped blond hair, lips a startling shade of red, and ice-blue eyes. 
 
    The headlights approached from behind me, and I stayed where I was and held out my arms. I courted death standing in the middle of the road, but if that vehicle passed me, these creatures would close in. Whoever those pale, glowing people were, they’d laid a trap, and I stood smack dab in the middle of it. 
 
    I heard the vehicle slowing, and a second later, Cowboy’s wonderfully familiar voice called out, “January, is that you?” 
 
    I spun, shading my eyes against the headlights to look up into a large, worn-down truck. Without asking permission, I rushed to the side of his vehicle and grabbed at the door handle. 
 
    Cowboy leaned across the cab and pulled up the lock. 
 
    “You want a ride?” he asked without irony while I scrambled into his cab. 
 
    “Please.” My breaths were coming short and fast as I slammed down the lock. “Please, just drive.” 
 
    “All right. You okay?” He threw his car into drive and sped up the street. No one dove out at the truck as we continued, and when I peeked back, I saw only mist, swirling in the red illumination of the taillights. 
 
    “January?” Cowboy asked, his purple eyes were heavy with concern as he examined my face. “What happened back there?” 
 
    Holding my hand over my chest, I begged my heart to slow. “Usually I run with my dog, and when I was out there this morning, this big guy came out of the dark and started talking total nonsense.” I rubbed my hands over my face. “I really got the feeling that he was going to attack.” 
 
    Cowboy’s jaw fell slack. “Oh, damn. Right back there in the woods?” 
 
    “Yeah. Do you think the people in the neighborhood are safe?” I hadn’t even thought of that. “My nana is back there.” 
 
    “I should hope so. It’s the most secure neighborhood in the city.” Cowboy peered into his rearview mirror. “I’ll call the guard who took over for me after I drop you off, and he’ll inform all the residence and bring in more security to comb the woods.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice that Cowboy didn’t mention anything about calling the police. We took the rest of the short ride in silence as I attempted to convince my body that I was no longer in immediate danger. 
 
    Cowboy parked and turned to me. “I’m sorry you went through that.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that you just saved my life back there.” I held out my hand. “And, I am so sorry to ask this because I know Lucas told me at least twice, but what’s your name?” 
 
    Cowboy grinned, his purple eyes twinkling. He shook my hand, his fingers warm and dry. “Nice to actually meet you. Don’t sweat it — both my name and the fact that I got off shift just in time to be at the right place at the right moment. My name is Braiden.” 
 
    As I climbed out of the truck, Braiden called over, “You might want to keep your dog close and avoid walking at full dark for a little while.” 
 
    “Oh, you definitely don’t need to tell me that.” 
 
    I didn’t want Bailey anywhere near those people, but I was without a doubt making a different arrangement in the mornings. 
 
    “Well, thank you again,” I said as I closed Braiden’s truck door. 
 
    The window rolled down, and Braiden leaned over. “You want me to stick around here for a little while?” 
 
    Stars still speckled the indigo sky, but the sun had just begun to peek over the midtown shops, sending golden rays over the deserted park. A few cars were in the lot, and I saw some of the store windows lighting up. A coffee shop had already opened its doors, and a woman was wiping down the outside tables. 
 
    “You know, I’m just going to head over there.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re safe here,” he said it like he knew that I was safe, which brought me a lot of comfort. Braiden bobbed his brows. “Hey, January. I know this is the wrong time to ask you for your number again, so I won’t do it, even if you want me to.” 
 
    Braiden was cute, sweet, and bashful. It would be so perfect if I wanted him to ask my number, but I didn’t. 
 
    He laughed. “Nah, I’m just kidding. You be safe, all right.” 
 
    I gave Braiden a wave, thanked him once again, and headed off toward the coffee shop. Maybe the middle-aged barista saw how shaken up I was because when I leaned against the wall a few stores down, she offered me a seat at the outside table. Fifteen minutes later, she brought out a coffee and asked, “You want our first cup of the day?” 
 
    “I don’t have any money, but I can bring some by tomorrow.” 
 
    “This is the taste-tester cup,” she said with a wink. “No one pays for the taste-tester cup. You just tell me if it’s too strong.” 
 
    It was perfect. Sipping my hot brew, I watched the sun rise over the park, wondering what those people lying in wait in the forest were. They weren’t vampires. If they were, they’d have known that there was no possible way to sneak up on me in the darkness. They had asked me what I was, not who I was, meaning that they knew I was something. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if it was that moment of contact that I had with that girl. There had been a static shock feeling, and then her face had changed. She’d jumped back from me and fled like she was terrified. Did that all have some greater significance? 
 
    Richard and Susie pulled into a parking space a few stores down and, seeing me, headed over. 
 
    “You doing okay?” Susie called when they were still a little way away. From the weight in her question, I suspected she already talked to Braiden. 
 
    “My nerves have settled, yeah,” I said as I stood. “Now I’m just kicking myself for letting my guard down so much. The thing that freaks me out is that I really got the feeling that he was lying in wait behind that tree. It made me wonder if he saw me run by for the last two mornings with Bailey and came out when he saw that I was alone.” 
 
    “Probably,” Richard said as he pulled up beside me. 
 
    “One good thing did come out of that horrible experience, though. I think I know what I want my accommodation to be,” I said as we headed out toward the park together. “Can I request an accommodation that isn’t an object?” 
 
    “You can,” Richard said as he pulled to a stop next to a park bench. “People have requested that no one wear night vision goggles.” 
 
    Susie climbed up and perched on the backboard. “Someone once requested that loud music played through the whole arena.” 
 
    “What if my accommodation was for there to be no light at all?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s possible. But I don’t understand why you’d want that.” Richard crossed his legs and regarded me seriously. “In the simulation we did, only the people inside the buildings had night-vision goggles, but everyone gets the opportunity to wear them. They also get flashlights.” 
 
    “Meaning, that a few lit flashlights would provide enough light for the night vision goggles to work.” Susie set her elbows on her knees and leaned in toward me. “You know that you would be the only one that couldn’t see.” 
 
    “I’m really good at moving in the dark.” Part of me just wanted to lean in and say, so, I’m a vampire, and I have thermal vision in the darkness. But, I made a promise to Justin, and, until I had a really essential reason to break it, I wouldn’t. 
 
    “You did manage to sneak past Michael and Mia and trick them into attacking each other. Aside from Susie here and Braiden, they’re the best. It had to be pitch black in that shop.” Richard rubbed his chin. “I mean no offense by this, but I think we can all agree that you’re not going to outfight or outrun the alumni. Maybe you can sneak by and trick them.” 
 
    Susie leaned her head back and forth, considering. “They’ll already be underestimating her, and with an accommodation like that, they’ll expect it to be laughably easy.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, Blackburn has several alumni who think it's their personal mission to eliminate what they consider a weak competitor from the trials,” Richard pointed out, grimly. “They’ll be out for your blood. They were out for mine.” Richard rubbed his chin. “Thankfully, I had luck on my side that day. Hopefully, you will, too.” 
 
    “You know, January, I think it actually might play to your advantage to have the alumni underestimate you even more than they already do.” Susie shrugged. “Maybe they’ll be so confident that you can slip right by them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Susie offered me a ride home after I honed my sneaking skills for two hours. Thankfully, no one was in the park, because Richard had me crab-walking the bike trails and army-crawling up and down the playground like a complete weirdo. 
 
    As I climbed into Susie’s sedan, I couldn’t help but notice how pretty everything in her car was. There were tons of little touches, like fairy wings hanging from her mirror and a unicorn sitting on her dashboard. Her vehicle also smelled better than I knew it was possible for a car to smell, like cinnamon and fresh baked cookies. 
 
    Before we’d pulled out of the parking lot, Susie smiled and said, “So, Braiden Conway wants me to tell you that he’s very interested in you, if he hasn’t already made that abundantly clear.” She was smiling back in the rearview mirror as she said it, but I could hear the good-natured eye roll in her voice. “Which I am sure that he has.” 
 
    “Is Braiden like the school flirt or something?” I asked. If he was, it would actually be a little bit of a relief. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far.” Susie giggled as she turned onto the road that led back toward the Roberts Mansion. “Maybe nobody mentioned this, but there’s a ratio of one and a half guys to one girl at Blackburn. Actually, it’s more like two to one. Obviously, the scholarship ratio is more like ten to one. So, at this point, I am the only female high school senior who isn’t disgustingly rich. Don’t get me wrong; there are awesome rich chicks, Mia is a good example, but a lot of the straight girls at our school look at the scholarship boys as the ones to have fun with before their real relationships if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I know the type. Well, I know that attitude all too well.” I leaned back in my chair. “That’s why I avoid even middle-class boys. Actually, that’s why I guard my heart with barbed wire.” 
 
    It was also why I knew better than to let Justin keep me as his secret whatever. Our situation might be worlds more complicated than that, but at the root of it all, that was how it felt. 
 
    She shot a look over. “Do you have any spare barbed wire?” 
 
    I was pretty sure Susie didn’t need or want a barbed wire heart, but I told her, “Sure. Always have plenty of that to spare.” 
 
    “Anyway, to answer your question about Braiden, yes, he’s an infamous flirt at school, but he doesn’t actually date or even hook up with the girls he flirts with. It’s just sweet. So . . .?” She drew the word out into a question. 
 
    “Trust me, I wish I could like Braiden, but I just can’t right now.” We drove for a second in silence when I realized where we were. “Shoot, Susie. Not to change the subject, but I need to tell you what really happened this morning so you can tell whoever needs to know.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Something else happened?” 
 
    “Right there . . .” I paused to gesture to the side of the road where daylight had completely transformed the small strip of pine forest, “This is the spot from this morning where those guys cornered me.” 
 
    “Guys? I thought Braiden said it was one guy.” 
 
    “No, there were several, and I don’t think they were human. They were crawling through the forest toward me.” Even the memory made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end again. “One of them called me something like a sab and accused me of being his enemy.” 
 
    Susie’s jaw dropped. “He called you a sab?” 
 
    “That’s one of those things you can’t tell me about, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “I can tell you that you’re not one,” she whispered.  Susie remained silent until she pulled into the parking lot of the main house and shut off her engine. 
 
    “After what you told me, I’m going to go to talk to Mr. and Mrs. Roberts if they’re awake.” She nodded. “They’ll make sure to tell the right people and get things in motion.” 
 
    “Do you want me to go with you?” 
 
    “It’s probably best I go alone. They know me really well. Justin and I actually used to be pretty good friends, if you can believe it.” 
 
    “What happened?” I fisted my hands at my sides. “Sorry. You have to go. Don’t tell me.” 
 
    Susie studied my expression. “You really care. Don’t you?” 
 
    “It’s messy. It’s not as important as the other stuff.” I swallowed hard. I didn’t want to look into Justin’s past, but I was also desperate to know. As much as I hated it, the words Char said to me yesterday did get into my head. 
 
    “I feel like it’s kind of talking behind his back, but then again, I really don’t care because he deserves it.” 
 
    “I’m not going to say anything to him.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, I don’t care about that.” Blowing out a slow breath, she leaned back into her seat. “So, all of us scholarship kids were friends with Justin and a  few other of the legacy kids since the beginning of freshman year, but Zack was Justin’s best friend. They were basically brothers in all but blood.” 
 
    “Zack?” I reeled back in surprise. “As in Zack Baldwin, your ex?” 
 
    “The one and the same.” 
 
    “They acted like they barely knew each other,” I said.  
 
    “I’m honestly not surprised. Zack isn’t really one to show his feelings in front of strangers, and … Justin basically broke his heart for no reason.” Susie wiped at her eyes. “Like, when he and I broke up, it didn’t hurt him a fraction as much. Zack, Braiden, Justin, Richard, Patrick, and Mia were like this core group of overachievers. They were the best students and the best athletes, and there was this magical magnetism about them. Like, the Bad Boys Club was what kept us going most days, but those guys ruled the school. As Zack’s girlfriend and Richard and Mia’s best friend, I was on the fringe of their group, and people even treated me like I was a magical unicorn. Then one day last summer, Justin dropped off the face of the planet.” 
 
    “Last summer?” I asked, my stomach twisting. 
 
    “Yeah. And, Justin came back to the school as the boy we now call Satan.” She shot a glare back at the house. “Without a word of explanation, he was cold as a winter storm in the Arctic. He didn’t even say hello to any of us scholarship kids. It was like, suddenly, he only saw bank accounts and ours were sorely lacking. He went from Zack’s best friend of three years to acting like he didn’t even know him. Then, Justin started throwing all these parties with his fellow legacy kids and guess who specifically wasn’t invited.” 
 
    “Zack?” 
 
    “Every single one of us scholarship students. Justin announced it. If you showed up to one of Justin Roberts’ parties uninvited, you got a beer poured on your head. Then you got escorted out by the local PD. At first, we thought he was joking.” She glared back at the house again. “From what you told me, you got the Justin Roberts special.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dread thrummed through me with every word. Could it be a coincidence that I started drinking Justin’s blood regularly at the same time as his personality change? What was going on with him sounded a lot like what happened to someone when they picked up a new drug addiction. Were my bites detrimental and addictive like a drug? He obviously really enjoyed me biting him and didn’t want me to stop. 
 
    Was I reading this all wrong? 
 
    Was Justin fighting to keep me in his life but not entangled in his life because I was his secret drug addiction? Did he not even see me as a person? Was the affection he directed at me the same tenderness and adoration that my mother bestowed on a bottle of vodka? 
 
    My mind was spinning so fast that I almost missed what Susie said next. 
 
    “It honestly wouldn’t be so bad if it was only Justin. But his attitude had a snowball effect. Legacy students who we thought were our friends pretended like they didn’t even know us anymore. We soon discovered that Justin had been a wall of protection against the Elites, and that wall was gone. We also didn’t realize how much pent up jealousy and contempt had been brewing toward Zack and the other boys who’d enjoyed this huge popularity pedestal for two years, and as soon as the high platform tipped . . .” 
 
    “The crows descended?” I asked. 
 
    “Vultures.” She held up her hands. “Justin singlehandedly divided our student body and all so he could party. And, he doesn’t even seem happy about it, just cold.” 
 
    Ah. Now the nickname made sense. Justin hadn’t merely fallen. He’d taken all the angels down with him. Now, heaven and hell were divided, and they viewed him as the leader of that divide. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I steadied myself and asked what I needed to. “Was it a certain time of the summer?” 
 
    “Yeah. August fifteenth. Exactly one week before school started up again, and he just stopped answering all of our phone calls and text messages.” 
 
    August fifteenth. Justin and I had met on the fourteenth. I woke in the morgue on the seventh and waited precisely a week to call the hotline for blood. Justin had changed the day after I first bit him. Not only that, I drank his blood twice more before he’d returned to school. 
 
    Tears formed in my eyes, and I turned to the car door. “Thanks so much for the ride, Susie. And, thank you for telling the Robertses about what happened this morning. It terrified me, and I didn’t really know the best way to tell someone, so thanks.” 
 
    “Anytime. Hey, are you okay?” she asked, leaning forward. 
 
    I kept my eyes on the door handle. “Just, what happened today is still bothering me. And, I pulled an all-nighter last night. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “How about I pick you up?” She asked as I climbed out of the car. 
 
    “Then you get less time with Richard.” I went to close the door. 
 
    “Hey January,” Susie called, making me pause. Her eyes met mine and held. “You’re allowed to take up space, okay? Just let me pick you up because I really think you might be in danger if I don’t.” 
 
    Nodding, I closed the door and rushed away. Tears coursed down my face, and I didn’t want her to see. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Like a complete and total coward, I had my grandmother cancel my drive with Justin. What I actually did was pretend to be fast asleep in my room, and when she woke me to say that Justin was at the door, I asked if she’d tell him that I wasn’t feeling well. 
 
    I had become what I despised most. I was an addictive substance. I couldn’t even really hate myself for it. It wasn’t my fault; it was all just tragic. It was tragic that I believed that Justin cared for me when I was the embodiment of his sickness. It was tragic that I had entered a person’s life and torn it apart without ever meaning to. 
 
    And, as much as I didn’t want it to be true, the pieces fit together so perfectly. 
 
    I wished I never moved here. And, in the deepest part of my heart, I knew that it wouldn’t be right to take the Roberts’ scholarship. In Gina Roberts’ blissful ignorance, she believed that if she gave me the grant, Justin would wake up from this strange, changed version of himself. 
 
    She thought I would be his salvation. 
 
    Oh, how wrong she was. 
 
    I was his ruin. 
 
    But, after the members of the Bad Boys Club sacrificed their after-work and weekend summer hours to help me, I had to compete in the trials. I wouldn’t be able to look myself in the mirror if I didn’t. It broke my heart. Over the past several days, I started to believe that Blackburn Academy was the key to finding out what I was now. It was the gateway to a world of supernatural humans. There had only ever been a very slim chance that I’d pass the trials. The probability that I’d score in the top twelve of 300 applicants? Astronomically low. 
 
    But I had to try anyway. 
 
    So, as soon as Nana headed downstairs to tell Justin that I was unavailable, I sat up in my bed and reopened my calculus book. 
 
    Nana came into my room as I worked through a problem. The bed slumped down, and Nana’s hand came to rest on my shoulder. “He was almost frantic, honey. He said he heard that you were attacked in the forest. He was distraught that no one even mentioned it to him. I guess he heard it from one of his friends.” 
 
    “Did you tell him that I was fine?” I asked while rubbing my throat, feeling like it was all clogged up. 
 
    “Yes, but were you attacked in the forest?” She leaned forward, her big brown eyes full of concern. 
 
    “It wasn’t anything, Nana. There was a creepy guy who said creepy things, but Braiden, the guy who works at the gatehouse, drove by and gave me a ride. Nothing happened.” 
 
    Nana’s eyelids narrowed. “Is this a love triangle?” 
 
    Even though I was miserable, I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “A love triangle?” 
 
    “You, Braiden, and Justin Roberts? Like in that teen movie. Are you in a triangle?” she asked. “Because if you are, I have some paperwork for these boys. The application process won’t be too hard.” 
 
    “Ah, the whole turnabout is fair play card, Nana. I should have expected this.” My momentary mirth dropped off a cliff, leaving me miserable again, and I shook my head. “Nope, I’m in a love oval, as in zero love. That’s what I want.” 
 
    “All right.” She set down a piece of paper before me with a phone number written across it. “I wouldn’t give him your number, so he asked me to do everything in my power to make you call him.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t have asked you to do that.” 
 
    “I think that he’s under the impression that you were attacked and possibly hurt out in the woods today. He seems very concerned. Maybe could you just assure him that you’re unharmed?” Squeezing my shoulder, she leaned in to give me a quick peck on my forehead. 
 
    “Nana,” I called over as she headed for the door. 
 
    She turned back, framed in the doorway. 
 
    “If I don’t pass the trials or get a scholarship to Blackburn, you’ll still go dancing with me if I compete, right? And when I say go out, I mean to meet potential love interests.” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut. “Oh, you’ll be the death of me.” Shaking her head, she walked out of the room but called back, “Fine.” 
 
    Snuggling up against Bailey, I tried to concentrate on my work, but it distinctly felt like the note with Justin’s phone number was staring up at me. 
 
    Was I cruel for letting him continue to worry? 
 
    A snide thought slipped its way into my mind. Was he worried about the danger to me or my bite? It was a vindictive thought and a pointless one. Resenting him for his addiction wouldn’t make any of this better. 
 
    I picked up my phone and texted Justin’s number. 
 
    Me: This is January. My nana said you were worried, but I’m safe. I just pulled an all-nighter, so I slept all day. 
 
    Justin responded immediately. 
 
    Justin: Come down and meet me? 
 
    Me: I’m so sorry. I have to cancel tonight. 
 
    Justin: You live a hundred feet from where I’m standing. Can’t we just have this conversation in person? 
 
    I dropped my phone on the bed and squeezed my hands together. Damn it. We weren’t even really ever together; why was this so hard? 
 
    Taking a few deep breaths, I picked my phone back up and wrote my final message to Justin. 
 
    Me: I’m not going to accept your parents’ scholarship. It wouldn’t be right of me. But I am going to compete in the trials. We need to stop hanging out. 
 
    Holding my breath, I pressed send. Justin’s text came seconds later. 
 
    Justin: Fuck that. 
 
    I blocked his number. Unlike when I did it with Char, no part of me felt satisfied. But it was the right thing to do. 
 
    Less than twenty-four hours later, I realized my noble sacrifice of the scholarship didn’t even matter. I had been on my way in after a morning full of working on my sneaking technique with Richard and Susie when I got a call from my nana telling me that Mr. George Roberts wanted to talk to me. 
 
    Across the distance of Mr. Roberts’ massive mahogany desk, the Roberts patriarch and I considered each other. The jovial, barrel-chested man looked distinctively uncomfortable as he swallowed a couple of times. “January, my dear, I’ve heard you’ve been working really hard this week.” He paused to clear his throat. “Well, I really hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we’re going to have to withdraw our offer of the scholarship.” 
 
    Even though I knew it was coming from the moment Nana called me, my heart dropped. I’d already decided against taking the scholarship, but I had needed it to be still on offer so I could compete. At least, I thought it did. 
 
    “You see . . .” he leaned forward, and his voice softened. “You see, darling, there were some real concerns with your mother. If you had been someone who won the scholarship fairly, it would be a different matter. But my wife really felt that she had spoken hastily the other day. At least it was only a week. You’ll understand.” Even though it was only eight thirty in the morning, the man headed over to one of his bookshelves and poured himself a whiskey. He immediately set the drink aside and returned to the desk. Sitting before me, he threaded his fingers together. “I am very sorry about this, January.” 
 
    “Can I still compete in the trials?” I asked, my voice suddenly hoarse. 
 
    “You are registered, and I have no intention to go to all the trouble of unregistering you.” He clicked his tongue. “But, darling, you’re not going to win. You will be competing against athletes with perfect records who have been training for this a long time. I’ll be honest with you right now. I truly believe that my wife wanted to give you the scholarship under some misguided notion that you and our son Justin would end up together. Gina fancies herself a clairvoyant, you see.” He gave me a look that was both sad and vulnerable, and I almost, almost felt bad for the man. He cleared his throat again and loosened his tie. “Well, last night, Justin revealed that you and he had been dating in secret for about a year now. This is what I think truly convinced Gina that her fantasies were misplaced. In her mind, you would be something that changed him for the better, and obviously, as you weren’t a new relationship in his life, that wouldn’t be the case.” 
 
    Points to me for seeing that coming. 
 
    Mr. Roberts pushed his glasses up his nose and studied me carefully. “Is it true that you two have been dating?” 
 
    “Not dating, no.” I swallowed hard. “We’ve known each other for a while now, but we’ve never dated. Justin didn’t want me to have the scholarship. He told me that he would sabotage me. He probably just figured out what the best thing to say was to make that happen.” 
 
    “No one ever said my son was dumb, too smart, maybe, but never dumb.” Pride laced his voice, and it turned my stomach. 
 
    It wasn’t like I hadn’t been warned. Justin told me point-blank that his parents would do this, and that he would do everything in his power to make it happen. I shouldn’t even care. I was going to turn down the scholarship anyway. Why did it feel like a betrayal? 
 
    “Well . . .” I stood and offered Mr. Roberts my hand, “I still plan to compete. I’m doing it just for the enrichment of the experience with no expectations whatsoever. But Lucas and his friends have worked really hard to help me, so I owe them doing my best even with little to no hope of success.” 
 
    “Well, I think that is an excellent attitude, and I applaud your decision.” He gave me a firm handshake. He clearly thought that the rejection needed a healthy dose of patronage before I could escape the confines of his office. 
 
    It was two days until the trials began, and I was going to fucking do this. 
 
    As I headed for the door, it swung open and just missed beaming me in the face. Gina Roberts stood in the doorway. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, and her posture suggested that she was carrying a hundred pounds of invisible weight. “Hello darling,” she said to her husband while heading into the room. At the desk, Gina turned to face me. The beaming grin on her lips didn’t come close to reaching her eyes. Fuck you was written all over her smile. “And well hello, Miss January.” 
 
    “Good morning to you both.” I made a beeline for the door. 
 
    “Sweetheart?” Gina Roberts called after me. 
 
    My stomach clenched so hard when I turned around that I wondered if it was menstrual cramps, even though I hadn’t had my period since I died. It was something I tried to never think about. But, seeing Gina Roberts’ saccharine smile, I knew that she was the source of the pain. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Roberts?” I asked. 
 
    “When exactly did you and Justin start your relationship?” she asked. 
 
    “We hung out, but we were never a couple.” 
 
    “And, what did you do exactly when you hung out?” She asked. 
 
    “Damn it, Gina.” Mr. Roberts smacked the desk. “I am putting my foot down here as I should have done in the first place when you insisted that I give this girl the scholarship.” 
 
    “I suggested it under a false understanding,” Gina said as she slipped her hand over the desk and covered Mr. Roberts’ hand with her own. 
 
    “It was a false understanding of your own making. You do remember that her grades have been consistently stellar all throughout high school.” 
 
    “In schools like those . . .” Gina paused to shrug, “Who knows what the teachers are like and what they’ll accept.” 
 
    There was a very dark edge to her statement, and even if the surface words were merely offensive, I understood her underlying message. She was calling me a whore. Oh, how the winds had changed. 
 
    “No, Gina. I will not let you demonize this poor girl. Justin is responsible for his own actions and decisions. If anything, this girl was probably a good influence on him —” 
 
    Gina breathed out a mocking laugh. 
 
    “— and even if she wasn’t a good influence on him, Justin is about to be eighteen in three weeks. He’s too old for this Brenda made me do it playground behavior. Justin wasted his junior year, and this young lady is not responsible for his lack of progress. It’s bad enough that we dangled a cherry before her and snatched it away. I don’t want to hear that you are making her life any harder than it already is.” 
 
    I wished so much that his statements were true. I was not responsible for Justin’s decisions. I stopped taking responsibility for other people’s addictions a long time ago. But Gina Roberts was also right in wanting her son far away from me. 
 
    “Of course not, darling,” Gina said as her smile returned to her face. She tapped her husband’s hand. “I would never hold January responsible. I simply adore her mother, and this young lady says she’s not in a relationship with my son.” 
 
    “No, we’re not.” I stepped back toward the door. “I don’t care what you think of me, but whether I’m at Blackburn or Hampton, the only thing I’m going to focus on is being healthy and happy. If Justin wants to get better, he has to do it himself just like everyone else in the world.” 
 
    They both stared at me, looking a little shocked. 
 
    “You really do think very highly of yourself, don’t you?” Gina Roberts asked. 
 
    I didn’t have any civil response to Gina, so I just turned around and walked out. By the time I made it down the hill, I had regretted every single word I said in my temper. Gina Roberts was ready to hop on the blame train. And, even though I told Mr. Roberts that Justin purposely sabotaged me, at the end of the day, they thought I should be so honored to have Justin’s attention at all. 
 
    Heat radiated off the concrete as I headed down the access road. The smell of burnt rubber rose from my shoes, and I knew that I should run, but the oppressive heat was too cruel. By the time I reached the bottom of the hill, my soles burned. 
 
    A note waited on my door when I arrived. 
 
    We need to talk. Unblock my number and call me when you get this. Please. 
 
    -Justin 
 
    I pulled it down, trudged up to the second floor, and tossed his note in the trash. As I sat at my table and rehydrated with slow sips of water, I got my first good news of the day in the form of a message from the BNP. While I was in the meeting with the Robertses, the BNP called me to tell me that my application to volunteer was approved and they’d love to see me tomorrow if I was free. A tear of relief slipped down my cheek as I called them and said, yes, I would see them tomorrow morning. I would miss four precious hours of studying time the day before the trials, but I would finally be entirely free of Justin Roberts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “All right, January,” Sleepy McSleepster said as he turned over the open sign on the door. His hand came up and hid a yawn. “We close at noon every day that the BNP has a surplus, but that can fluctuate quickly. If we have another disaster, we’ll need you for long hours.” 
 
    Sleepy was actually named Gary, and Gary was the BNP Phlebotomist. The BNP local office was barely a hole in the wall of a small brick building on the fringes of midtown. There had been a steady flow of people coming in all day, and Sleepy had immediately put me to work making them comfortable, giving intake forms, and providing juice after they donated. Seeing as that workload wasn’t a problem, he had me sign paperwork that said that I was legally bound to keep all information I learned confidential, and then he added inputting records into my workload, along with sending the data to both processing and the lab. When that wasn’t a problem, he added in labeling and bringing both the small testing vials and the larger donation pints into cold storage. 
 
    So, by the end of the day, I had access to personal health histories and the means to erase all records of blood donations as well as the opportunity to slip packages of blood into my backpack, which I did as Gary snuck into his office for his second nap. 
 
    Yes, I felt guilty about it. But the alternative was either getting someone addicted to my bite, dying, or killing people. Every time guilt hit, I whispered, “Blood surplus.” 
 
    My guess was that a blood surplus rarely lasted long, and I would need to steal even in a blood shortage, but for now, it soothed my guilt. 
 
    “Good work today,” Gary said as he headed back toward his desk. “Are you available Monday?” 
 
    “I can do Monday, Wednesday, Friday,” I said as I hefted up my backpack and headed toward the door. If I came in three times a week, I could change up my stealing schedule. It was Wondermart all over again. I told Susie that I wouldn’t live that way now, but it was a lie. I would always do what I needed to survive, physically and emotionally. 
 
    I shouted back a goodbye and then headed into the midday heat. The library was only six blocks away, but within one, I was starting to fear that the blood I stashed in my backpack would boil. I was going to have to come up with a better system. My other fear as I jogged through the park, was that the blood bags would break. How the hell was I going to explain a blood-soaked textbook to Zack and Lucas when it came time to return the books tomorrow. 
 
    I got into the glorious air-conditioning of the public library and made an automatic beeline to the restrooms. As soon as I was in the stall, I took out the bags, relieved to find they had only heated to room temperature. As disgusting as it was, I sat on the toilet, extended my fangs, and drank all three of my stolen blood bags like salty, metallic-tasting juice boxes. After I was done, I folded the bags up real tight, wrapped them in toilet paper, and threw them away in the sanitary dispensary. 
 
    The tingling warmth that filled me from drinking the blood was a mere shadow of what I experienced each time with Justin. But I was full by the time I left the stall. Finding the bathroom empty, I washed out my mouth, but I still tasted the iron tang of blood. I probably smelled like it too. I was going to need to start to carry around a toothbrush and toothpaste. I made do with a stick of gum, inspected my shirt for any stray drops, and then headed out into the central area of the library. 
 
    This was my new life. 
 
    This was my new reality. 
 
    I would leave Hampton, volunteer and steal blood, and then head to the public library to drink plasma juice boxes on the toilet. 
 
    I would have to be okay with that. 
 
    Lucas and Zack waited in the noise-cancelation room, and a new wave of guilt hit me as I took the seat across from them. “Shit. I forgot you guys were going to take off work to help me, and I have bad news.” 
 
    “Is it that Mr. and Mrs. Roberts pulled the plug on you, Blondie?” Zack asked as he leaned back in his chair and webbed his hands behind his head. “We know.” 
 
    “Mr. Roberts called to tell me that while my help was appreciated in the past few days, they were redirecting their scholarship toward its normal path. He added that since all of my labor was unnecessary, they no longer planned to compensate me.” Lucas leaned his elbows on the table and grinned over. “Which means that Mr. Roberts completely forgot that he never offered to compensate me.” 
 
    “Which means . . .” Zack added with a smile in his eyes, “That Lucas could probably tell Mr. Roberts that he’s offered to compensate for all kinds of work and just forgotten about it.” 
 
    Lucas barked out a laugh. “That will be the day. I’m pretty sure this forgetting to pay thing is a one-way street. Anyway, we’re still in if you are.” 
 
    Unzipping my backpack, I pulled out Zack’s calculus and biochem textbooks and sighed. “You know that there’s pretty much no chance that I’m going to get in, right? Maybe subsidizing my scores with the academic test will inflate my other scores enough to pass, but there’s no way that my character interview and obstacle course scores will put me in the top point five percent.” 
 
    Lucas shrugged. “As far as we’re concerned, if you ace the test, we helped you on and you’re good with it, we’re one hundred percent good, and we’re proud of what we did here with you.” 
 
    “Those rich assholes love to play these beneficent gods with us.” Zack’s chair slapped down, and he leaned in next to his brother. “We’d like to think rebelling against that matters, even if it doesn’t end up making a bit of difference to them. And, at least we all got a potential friend out of it — God knows that we could use more of those.” 
 
    “Thanks.” His words actually did make me feel better because I might not get a scholarship out of this, but if we managed to keep in contact, I could have just made four or five new friends. God knew that I could use more of them too. 
 
    We dove into cramming the last five chapters of the calculus book. Between the bags of blood and the new surge of determination I felt with the Baldwin brothers’ kindness, the algorithms and theorems came with an ease I hadn’t felt up to this point, and six hours later, we were closing the calc book while our stomachs grumbled. I offered to buy the guys burgers, something I budgeted for in advance, but the Baldwin brothers insisted that they would pay for themselves before they immediately invited everyone in the Bad Boys Club. We ended up piling into a booth at the wonderfully familiar Alfred’s Country Diner. 
 
    The announcement that the Robertses were pulling my scholarship went over with a chorus of grumbles and complaints, but I got the feeling that this crew wasn’t all that surprised. No one said, “What the hell?” But Mia and Michael said something along the lines of, “The Robertses are assholes.” 
 
    “Or, maybe the Robertses have it right.” Everyone turned to look at Patrick, who was glaring at me from the end of the table. 
 
    “Surprise, surprise,” Michael muttered from a few seats down. 
 
    “Hey Patrick, all of us . . .” Susie paused to gesture around the table, “came to support January the night before her trials. If that’s not why you’re here, please just leave.” 
 
    Patrick didn’t even seem to notice, he just leaned back and smirked. “Rumor is, this chick has been dating Justin Roberts since last summer. All this time, they were meeting up in secret.” 
 
    From the glances that more than one person at the table shot my way, they’d heard this rumor as well. 
 
    The look Patrick was leveling on me was pure hate. “Rumor is that she’s the reason he turned into the guy we now call Satan and the reason that all of us have been going through hell for a year now.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Mia demanded loud enough to have a couple of the nearby patrons glare at our table. “Every time a guy does something bad, everyone tries to find the nearest person with tits to blame it on. There’s no such thing as an evil temptress. It’s a trope that enforces patriarchy.” 
 
    “All right.” Zack held up his hands. “Here, here. This is getting a little deep for January’s support dinner. Patrick, you’re welcome to shut the hell up or leave and cool off somewhere else,” Zack said. “Mia, while I have about ten counterarguments and always enjoy a verbal spar with you, let’s table that debate for when we all have full stomachs, yeah?” 
 
    Patrick stood from the table. “You’re going to fail. We all know that, and we’re just here for a laugh.” 
 
    “Seriously, Patrick; you know what the difference between you and the legacy kids are?” Mia asked as she crossed her arms. 
 
    He turned his glower on her. “I’m sure you’ll condescend to tell me. Though I do seem to remember that you are a legacy kid.” 
 
    “There’s no difference, Patrick,” she snapped. “There’s no difference between you and the people who mistreated you. You’re just angry because you want to be bullying from their side of the fence instead of ours. You’re the only one who came here for a laugh. The rest of us are here because we like January and we wish she could join us next year.” 
 
    “Except you’ll never be on our side of the fence, Mia. You’re just on vacation. As soon as the summer is over, you’ll be one of them.” Patrick shot her the middle finger and walked out of the diner. 
 
    “Who’s getting a milkshake? I don’t want to do it alone!” Susie called so loud that it was clear she was changing the subject. 
 
    On my other side, Mia leaned across Lucas. “Please feel free to forget Patrick is alive.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mia. Already forgotten,” I said, looking down at the milkshake list. In the few times I’d come here before, I’d ordered water or lemonade. Ordering a drink that cost as much as your meal just seemed ludicrous to me, but tonight, I decided to splurge. I’d planned to pay for the Baldwin brothers, anyway. 
 
    We all toasted with milkshakes and talked about happy nothings, and for one blessed night, I got to pretend that this was my group of high school friends, and I would soon be joining them at the Academy. 
 
    Lucas and Zack drove me home, and halfway there, Lucas glanced over his shoulder. “So, your nana invited our aunt Pam to go out to Sammy’s Dance Hall next Sunday with you two. Is it alright if I invite myself along?” 
 
    I winced and leaned in. “You know, Lucas, any other time, I’d say yes, please. But . . . Nana will kill me for saying this, but we’re kind of going out there so she can pick someone up. At least, that’s my ulterior motive. I want her to find a hot date.” 
 
    “So . . .” Zack turned slowly in his chair to peer back at me. “Your nana has been hanging around the Baldwin household for about a week now, and, we’re getting the feeling that she might be going to Sammy’s Dance Hall with her hot date if you know what I mean. Lucas was offering so you wouldn’t be third wheeling it.” 
 
    “Really?” I sat back in my seat. “That woman didn’t say a single word to me all week.” 
 
    Maybe I had been reading Nana all wrong. Maybe she wasn’t single for my entire life; perhaps she was just private about it. 
 
    “They have a lot in common,” Lucas added. “They go to the same type of church and listen to the same type of religious music.” 
 
    “Well then, yes please, save me from being the third wheel.” 
 
    Damn. Well, at least this whole ordeal might make one of us happy in the romance part of our life. 
 
    “You do know that I have a rigorous application and approval process that anyone who wants to date my nana has to undergo.” 
 
    Zack lifted one brow. “It can’t be harder than the anyone who wants to date a member of the Baldwin family process your nana is going to have to go through.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” I allowed. “You do know that even though she’s my nana, she’s still only fifty-six, right?” 
 
    “Aunt Pam is fifty,” Lucas said. “She also owns her own business and is a straight-up badass at Scrabble.” 
 
    “Impressive. On a side note,” I said, “Am I going to find out the results of the trials before Sunday?” Nervousness spread through me at the thought. 
 
    “You should get it by the end of the trials. So, everything is in that complex we went to Monday, and it’s all staggered.” Zack turned fully to face me. “We’ll bring you there at around six a.m., and you can sign in. Then, they’ll give you your times. There are probably going to be close to a hundred or so competitors there. They keep all the transfers separate from the freshman, which you should be thankful for, as it’s an absolute madhouse in the freshman complex.” 
 
    “Though the scoring is all mixed up within the grades,” Lucas added. “Senior entrance trials are a lot harder than the freshman ones.” 
 
    “Honestly, usually only one or two transfers make it in a year because the testing so heavily favors the freshman,” Zack added as he looked back and bobbed his dark brows. “Blackburn likes them young — the easier to brainwash.” 
 
    “Ominous,” I said. 
 
    “He’s kidding. It’s the best school on Earth.” Lucas looked into the rearview mirror and sputtered, “I didn’t mean — there are a lot of great schools.” 
 
    “You’re good, Lucas. You can love your school whether or not I get into it.” 
 
    As we pulled up to the house and I climbed out of the back of the Baldwin boys’ truck, the night was conspicuously silent. I didn’t hear blasting techno or a single upraised voice. 
 
    “We’ll be here to pick you up at five thirty,” Lucas said. “You can register until seven, but you’ll end up with crap times for the obstacle course. You want to get in there before the other tests. Ideally in this order . . .” he counted off on his fingers, “Athletic Trial, Character Trial, lunch, Academic Trial.” 
 
    After saying our goodbyes, the Baldwin boys headed up the driveway, and I wandered toward my front door, knowing what would be there. Justin’s message only had one word: 
 
    Please. 
 
    It was just one word, but I stared at the note for five minutes until the lines no longer seemed to form letters anymore. I took a moment to let Bailey out, and then, feeling like the worst kind of idiot, I headed over to the pool house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Justin sat alone at his glass patio table. Ribbons of blue light refracted from the pool and danced over his face as he sat there. He looked a million miles away, and I didn’t say a word as I slipped into the chair next to him and pulled my legs to my chest. The only sound around us was the light lapping of the water and the shushing sound of leaves blowing in the breeze. 
 
    “Hey,” I said after a minute of silence. For some reason, I couldn’t muster any of my earlier fury at the boy. Our situation just felt ugly and sad. “You should know that today was my first day volunteering at the BNP, and I’m going to be doing it three days a week.” 
 
    He only looked over, his golden eyes meeting mine, but he said nothing. 
 
    “And . . . success, you finally succeeded in convincing your parents to pull the scholarship. It was a little overkill though, as I already told you that I planned to turn it down. You managed to paint me as the whore of Babylon to your family and friends, and probably all of the Blackburn Academy student body. Maybe that was your intention.” 
 
    He still said nothing. Absolutely nothing. He just watched me in silence. 
 
    “You really have no response to that?” 
 
    You know what? I actually had plenty of rage still broiling in me. I set my feet on the ground and stood. 
 
    “Charlotte Russell’s mother told Gina that you and I had been in a relationship for some time.” Justin gave me a look that clearly conveyed that he’d warned me it would happen. “She came to my mother as a concerned parent and started talking in Gina’s ear about you being a bad influence on Charlotte. I set the record straight. I told my mother that you and I had been hanging out for a year. I said that I wanted something to happen between us, but you seemed on the fence. I told my mother that I was going to ask you to be my girlfriend. That was right about the time that Susie came out of meeting with my father to announce that you’d been attacked in the woods. Then, I got a text from you that said no contact.” Justin set his elbows on his knees and leaned in. “You seem so determined to cut anyone but me slack. If you hear a rumor about me, you don’t come and talk to me. You break up with me over text.” 
 
    I sat back down. “I didn’t break up with you. We’re not going out.” 
 
    “Well, it felt like it. And, I honestly can’t keep up with where your head is at. One minute I’m in your bed with you straddling and kissing me, the next you’re telling me to get out of your life with no explanation. It’s aggravating. So, all of this is because you thought I lied about you to my mother in order to get your scholarship pulled?” 
 
    “No.” I traced my fingers over the bumpy glass surface of the patio table. I needed to admit the truth, but, God, I didn’t want to. “Susie told me about your transformation from one guy to someone completely different, seemingly overnight. She also told me the date of that seemingly huge transformation.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you,” he said. 
 
    “Well, that’s one hell of a coincidence then.” 
 
    He looked away for a second and then back. “It wasn’t your fault. It had to do with me and my life. Meeting you just put some things in motion, but it wasn’t ever about you. What I’ve done to my friends, they might never forgive me for it, but it had to be done. I needed them out of my life and away from me.” 
 
    I fisted my hand. “Because you got addicted.” 
 
    Justin’s head shot up, and his brow furrowed. His expression looked utterly baffled. “To what?” 
 
    “To . . .” I glanced around the pool area and seeing that no one was there, I leaned over to Justin’s ear. “To biting.” 
 
    He turned abruptly, so his face was inches from mine. “Addicted to being bitten?” 
 
    “That’s why you didn’t want me to stop.” 
 
    “No.” Justin laughed, actually laughed in my face. Lowering his voice, he said, “I didn’t want you to stop because it’s hot as hell, and I like having your lips on my skin. I definitely like pinning you to a wall and having you on my lap. But, the actual act, that’s like saying I’m addicted to donating to the BNP.” 
 
    What? 
 
    I sat there, utterly stunned for a moment. “It made a lot of sense in my head. Up until three weeks ago, I thought you hated me. You came over, and no matter how many times I tried to engage you in conversation, you didn’t say anything. Then the moment that I tell you that I wanted to stop biting you, you start acting like my boyfriend. I guess I felt like you knew that was what I wanted, so you were doing what you had to keep me biting you.” 
 
    “January.” He mussed his hand through his dark hair and sighed. “I don’t know how to explain this. All week, every week, I had to be someone else all the time. I couldn’t ever drop my guard. Then I would go to your house, and suddenly, I could just relax for a moment. I don’t know if you’ve noticed by now, but I’m an introvert, and I was so exhausted that I just wanted to kick back, close my eyes, recharge, and listen to you. And you . . .” he grinned, “You had plenty to say. You were always talking. It might not have seemed like it to you, but the times I spent in your bedroom this year were the best hours of my entire year — even before this week. When you told me that it was over, I reacted badly. I should have just asked you if I could stick around. I guess, at first . . .” He winced, “I was hurt because the visits were my one escape from high school hell, and it turned out that you didn’t want me there. Then, I picked up on the fact that wasn’t exactly the case.” 
 
    “And you can’t tell me why you had to alienate all of your friends?” I asked. 
 
    “No. But trust me, I had to do it.” 
 
    I couldn’t think of a single explanation — except drugs — that would make sense with that. “So, if I never bite you again, you’d still want to hang out with me?” 
 
    “I’d be disappointed, but only because I like it, not because I fiend for it or some shit.” A small smile crept onto his face. “I’m not calling the idea stupid. But, if you had just asked me, I could have told you flat out that it was wrong. It would have taken all of three minutes. Instead, you blocked my number and avoided me. What did you think I was going to do, turn into a crazed junkie and force you to drink my blood?” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck and admitted, “No.” 
 
    “So, were you just mad that I told my mother that about us? Because I was under the impression that was what you wanted.” His brows lifted. “Are you sure that you’re not the one who’s hiding what we have here?” 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer that. Was I? Maybe I was a little bit. Everyone else had a very different picture of Justin than the boy I knew. They saw him as this cold front, and to me, he was the guy who crept past my barbed wire and warmed my timid heart. I didn’t want to be seen as the victim of deceit or the soon-to-be-abused girlfriend of a monster. But I didn’t see a monster sitting next to me. Could I be the only one in the world who had Justin Roberts right? That seemed so ridiculous, but yet, it felt true. 
 
    “I should have treated you better two days ago. To answer your first question, no, I didn’t know about you telling your mother until the next day. She definitely views me as the villain, and she’s spread that far and wide, but it sounds like that’s not your fault.” 
 
    He reached out toward my hand. “Can we go into the pool house. I feel like people are watching us here.” 
 
    Justin and I kept the lights off and closed the door. It wasn’t complete privacy, but with the patio lights on, no one would be able to see us from the main house. When I went to sit on the big cushy couch next to him, he motioned for me to sit on his lap, and I hesitated for only a moment before giving in. I curled up against him and rested my head on his shoulder. “This is why I blocked your number, Justin. I have absolutely no self-control when it comes to you, and I thought I was doing what was best for you. If my biting you was the reason that your life fell apart, I didn’t want to keep doing it.” 
 
    His arms wrapped around me. “It wasn’t. Susie told me what happened in the forest. Well, she said that a couple of guys approached you, but you managed to get away before they could get close.” 
 
    “What were they?” I asked, leaning back a little to look at him. Enough light filtered in from the patio to illuminate his worried expression. “They weren’t vampires.” 
 
    A line puckered between his dark brows. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Because they thought that they could sneak up on me in the dark, which, trust me, you can’t do that to a vampire. I have perfect night vision, and people glow. From the research I’ve done in the library, I’m pretty sure it’s something like thermal vision, but not exactly. Most are red, yellow, or purple, but those guys were white with a bluish tint. They were crawling through the underbrush, thinking that they could actually sneak up on me.” 
 
    “Damn it.” Justin’s arms squeezed around me. “Were there more than two?” 
 
    “A lot more. Maybe twelve.” 
 
    “Twelve?” He said the word like he couldn’t believe it. “What?” His breaths were coming fast, and I could feel his heartbeat from where I was touching his chest. 
 
    “Whoa, calm down. I’m never going to run in the dark alone again.” 
 
    “This is really important . . .” Justin paused to catch my gaze, “I need to know the exact words they said.” 
 
    “He wanted to know what I was. I said that I woke up like this and called a hotline. They said that someone told me to claim that and I was lying. They called me a new kind of sab, whatever that is.” 
 
    “Did it seem like they were there for you specifically?” He said through anxious, labored breaths. 
 
    “Yeah. I got that feeling . . .” I said, slowly. “That was the third morning in a row I ran that route, and they seemed to think they knew something about me. They said I chose a side.” 
 
    “January.” His arms squeezed around me. “Listen. A couple of days ago, you said that you saw someone that looked strange in an alley before. You described them to me. Did they seem like they were spying on you?” 
 
    “No.” I put my hand on his chest, hoping that I could calm him down. “It was the night that you and the Baldwin brothers came to meet me when Nana’s van broke down, some chick came up to our car and asked to use our phone. She had all my red flags rising. So, I barely opened the window, and our fingers touched. There was this bolt of static, and then I saw her fangs and pointed ears —” 
 
    “We need to go,” Justin said, his voice full of panic. “We need to go now.” 
 
    “Whoa. What? Where?” 
 
    “As far as we can fucking drive from here. January, get up.” 
 
    I hopped off his lap and spun. “Justin, you’re freaking me out. What’s going on?” 
 
    He stood up, and his hands cupped my cheeks. His golden eyes were frantic as they met mine. “Please, January, you have to trust me. Do you have a passport? If we can get to the border before your nana realizes you’re gone, maybe we can slip through with a bribe. I have some money hidden in the house —” 
 
    “You’re scaring me. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you,” the words seemed to pain him on the way out. “Please, trust me.” 
 
    “Justin, the trial is tomorrow morning. Can we just calm down for a second? What can you tell me?” 
 
    “I could give a fuck about the trial and Blackburn Academy right now. January, we need to put states, maybe countries behind us.” 
 
    Of course, he could care less about the trial. He vowed to sabotage me in it. A cold, painful lump formed in my belly, and my heart rate started to slow. I stepped back away from his hands. “Justin, is this another ploy? Tomorrow is my trials, and tonight, you’re trying to get me to flee the country?” 
 
    “No. Fuck.” He reached up and grabbed two handfuls of his hair. “Damn it. This isn’t the same as risking going into the trials. This is . . .” He let out an exasperated huff. 
 
    “This year, I’ve been hiding your existence from . . .” he paused, “Two different groups. And, while I’ve been hiding you, I’ve been trying to figure out something. I almost have it. But I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “What? You’ve been trying to figure out something about me, but you can’t tell me?” 
 
    This all sounded so ridiculous, and I was beginning to feel a little pissed off. Would Justin really scare the absolute shit out of me just to get me not to enter the trials? He kept making excuses for his behavior, and I kept blithely accepting them, but there was definitely a pattern here. 
 
    I sighed. “Justin, I’m sorry, but I can’t drive off into the night with you without telling Nana and my mom. It would destroy them.” 
 
    “Damn it,” he whispered, his breaths coming hard and fast, “It will destroy them a lot more if you’re dead. January, you’re not a vampire. You’re a —” He sucked in a gasp, and his body grew rigid. His hands flew up to his throat, and his eyes went wide. 
 
    “Justin?” I grabbed at his face. “Are you choking?” 
 
    His face was stiff, and he didn’t respond. It was like he’d turned into a statue. When I checked his pulse, it was racing, but he wasn’t breathing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I grabbed a heavy porcelain lamp from the end table, yanking it up. The cord snapped from the wall and hit a vase, and I hurled the table lamp toward the window wall across the pool house. I didn’t even look as it shattered the glass. 
 
    “Help! He’s not breathing!” I screamed while fumbling out my phone to dial 9-1-1. After putting it on speaker, I tossed it to the couch while rushing around Justin’s body. 
 
    I stood to the side, wrapped an arm around him, and pounded my hand down on his back. But he wasn’t making choking sounds. He wasn’t making any sound at all. How was he still standing? 
 
    “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” A woman said over the phone. 
 
    “My boyfriend is not breathing!” I called as I pounded the heel of my hand onto his back. “We need an ambulance.” 
 
    The dispatcher called off a series of questions, but I couldn’t focus. I yelled out our address and location as I tried to get Justin to bend forward, but his body was stiff as a board. Giving up, I wrapped my arms around his stomach, made a fist, and covered it with my other hand and pounded on his stomach right above his belly button. 
 
    “Help!” I screamed. 
 
    Pounding footsteps came stampeding toward us, but I completely ignored them, focusing only on administering the Heimlich maneuver. 
 
    A hand grabbed my arms and shoved me away from Justin. Suddenly, I was falling, and my shoulder smacked into the couch, and my head collided with the armrest and bounced off. The room blurred and spun as I pushed up, my head throbbing. 
 
    A deep male voice muttered words I couldn’t quite hear, and as I rolled over and looked back, seeing Justin slumped against Henry, the Roberts’ butler. Justin’s chest rose and fell with steady breathing. The large beefy man lowered Justin onto the couch beside me. 
 
    “Are you injured? I pushed you hard.” Henry asked, his eyes cutting to mine. Everything about the man was intimating, his height and girth, the cold look in his gray eyes, the sheer lack of emotion on his face. 
 
    “He’s breathing,” I whispered as I held a hand over Justin’s face. His exhale caressed across my fingers. “Justin?” I said as I touched his shoulder. 
 
    The butler leaned in, looming over us. “He’ll be asleep for a full day.” 
 
    A commotion rose from the door, and I looked over just as Mr. and Mrs. Roberts rounded the pool and rushed in the house. 
 
    “We have a patrol car on their way,” the dispatcher said through my phone’s receiver. 
 
    “May I?” Henry swiped my phone off the couch without waiting for a response. 
 
    He pressed the screen and held it to his ear. “We’ve been able to remove the foreign object from his airway. We will no longer need a car,” the butler said. 
 
    “Wait; what? No!” I reached for my phone, but the butler had already hung up. “Justin is still unconscious. He should be going to a hospital.” 
 
    “He will be fine.” The butler turned away, not giving me back my phone. 
 
    “Justin wasn’t breathing,” I said, “He is now, but he’s still unconscious meaning he needs that ambulance.” 
 
    “Somebody tell me what is going on. Justin wasn’t breathing?” Mr. Roberts demanded from outside. Both Mr. and Mrs. Roberts stood pale and huffing, standing before the shattered window wall and looking in. 
 
    “My son,” Gina rushed in through the door. As she got close, she swiped her hand through the air. “Darling, move.” 
 
    I didn’t want to, but she was his mother, so I pushed to my feet. She immediately took my place on the couch and leaned in over Justin’s unconscious form. “He is breathing now, thank you, dear God.” 
 
    The butler crossed the space, stepped through the pebbled remains of the window, and stopped before Mr. Roberts. Leaning in, he whispered something, and Mr. Roberts eyes fixed on me. 
 
    He waved his hand through the air. “Come on out here, January. I’d like to talk to you.” 
 
    I didn’t want to leave Justin’s side, but these were his parents. 
 
    “Can I have my phone back?” I asked as I stepped out. “He needs to go to a hospital.” 
 
    “We’re going to buy you a new phone,” Mr. Roberts said as his hand came down on my shoulder. “Henry accidentally dropped yours into the pool.” 
 
    Henry immediately tossed my phone into the water behind him, and the small black phone sank out of sight. A wave of fear surged through me. What the hell? 
 
    “Now sweetheart,” Mr. Roberts leaned in, and my senses filled with malt liquor and cigar smoke. “Please, what happened with Justin?” 
 
    I shook my head, not sure what I could say. “We were just talking, and then he froze. His body was stiff, and he wasn’t breathing. He had a pulse. I didn’t think it was a stroke because his jaw was rigid. I couldn’t move him to give him CPR. It wasn’t anything else I could think of, so I thought the best possible move would be to clear anything in his airway. I smashed the window, called nine-one-one, and started doing back blows and stomach thrusts. Then, Henry came in.” 
 
    “Well, you did a good job.” Mr. Roberts’ arm went all the way around my back, and he started to pull me away from the pool house. “What exactly were you talking about when this happened? Were you talking about Blackburn?” 
 
    “No, about those men who came after me in the forest.” 
 
    “Ah.” Mr. Roberts nodded. “Well, Justin is going to be just fine. The trials are first thing tomorrow morning, and I’m assuming you want to get some sleep beforehand.” 
 
    I swallowed, and then made myself insist, “Justin needs to go to the hospital.” 
 
    Mr. Roberts turned entirely toward me. “Young lady, I swear on my dear mother’s grave that my son will be completely restored by this time tomorrow. Henry is moving him up to the house now and will immediately call for our personal physician who will bring medical equipment surpassing a hospital. If there is any complication whatsoever, I will send someone down to tell you immediately. But that’s not going to happen. Justin has these episodes sometimes, and we’re used to dealing with them. Now, I have a good feeling about your performance in the trials tomorrow. I might not be able to give you the scholarship, but I’m going to endorse you.” 
 
    He gestured out, and I saw that we had walked almost to my doorstep. My heart rate slowed a little when I realized that they weren’t worried about Justin because they knew what was going on. Justin was about to tell me something when he froze. Everyone from Blackburn continually repeated that they couldn’t give information, but I had assumed that they were honor-bound. 
 
    Did Justin tell me something he wasn’t supposed to? Is that what happened when you revealed one of Blackburn’s secrets? Mr. Roberts had said that I would need to take their secrets to the grave. If telling one of Blackburn’s secrets killed you, that statement took on a much darker meaning. 
 
    “Can I come to check on Justin before the trials tomorrow morning?” I asked. 
 
    “You should be focusing on the competition, young lady. Justin will be absolutely fine.” Mr. Roberts nodded. “I see great things for you, January.” 
 
    The man couldn’t leave a conversation without smothering on the patronage. 
 
    Mr. Roberts waited as I entered my apartment. Bailey charged me at the door and tried to wiggle past me, barking, snapping, and snarling. 
 
    “Whoa, girl.” 
 
    She almost knocked me over as she charged past, running down to the bottom of the staircase and growling. Between Justin’s terror in the pool house, him stopping breathing, and the interaction I just had with Mr. Roberts, my heart was beating a mile a minute. Bailey’s growling at the door did nothing to calm my nerves. 
 
    I wanted to call someone, but Henry had tossed my phone in the pool. A chill was creeping up my spine. Something felt very wrong here. 
 
    “Nana?” I called out, before realizing that she was out when I first arrived home, and I hadn’t seen headlights come down the access road. 
 
    Holding my breath, I switched the lights off. The glare of the artificial lights subsided from my vision, and the house appeared in deep blues and greens. After grabbing the sharpest knife in the kitchen, I snuck through the house, going from the living room to Nana’s and checked each space big enough to hide in for bluish-white figures lying in wait. I felt a little stupid in my paranoia, but Bailey continued to bark, and each discordant note sent a surge of fear into my heart. 
 
    Bailey never barked and growled this way. 
 
    As I crept my way through the hallway and into my bedroom, I froze in the doorway. A glowing white figure was right outside my window, their face peeking in at the edge. And, the window was open. I couldn’t see their features through the glow, but the face was big and the jaw square. 
 
    My whole body shook as I clutched the kitchen knife and crawled further into the room until I reached the bed. Part of me felt like that idiot girl in the horror movies you screamed at to not go into the basement. But, at the same time, the last time these creatures came for me, a dozen of them surrounded me. Fleeing out the front with Bailey wasn’t an option. Every other window and door was locked in my house, and they would have to break through tempered glass. Breaking tempered glass wasn’t easy. I knew to use porcelain from one of my mom’s exes who stole cars, but I doubted it was common knowledge. I needed to get this last window closed and locked, and if he stuck his hand in before I could, I needed to hack at the person’s fingers as they attempted to reach in for the lock. It was the only chance Bailey and I had. 
 
    I crawled across the floor on hands and knees and stopped at the wall. The glowing figure was within a foot of me, separated only by the partially open window. My heartbeat pounded in my ears as I reached up to the lock. 
 
    “I can hear you breathing, January,” the man at my window said in a deep voice. “Invite me in so we can talk.” 
 
    Very slowly, I fisted the handle of my knife at the ready for chopping. 
 
    “I figured out who and what you are. You have this one chance to survive. More of us are coming, hundreds more. I can shield you from them, but the sabs do not have the manpower to protect you. Invite me in. Do you remember me?” 
 
    Paws pounded on wood from within the house. Bailey’s massive body came hurtling into the room. She hopped onto my bed and growled and barked directly before the figure. My hand fisted around the window dial, and I wheeled it closed and slammed the lock shut. 
 
    I stilled as the figure moved into full view. Looking up, I saw just how massive they were. The creature stayed, their face inches from the window, just above me. It was as if he was taunting my dog. 
 
    With my knife fisted in one hand, I waited for him to make his move. A bead of sweat dripped down my neck. I didn’t want to give away my position, but I would be ready if they broke through. 
 
    The man backed away from my window slowly, climbing across the roof of the garage and slipping down over the side. The moment their glowing form disappeared, Bailey’s growls subsided, and I sat on the bed beside her, still clutching the knife. 
 
    Headlights glared across my window, followed by the crunch of tires on gravel. 
 
    “Fuck! Nana,” I swore as I sprinted down the stairs. Bailey was right by my side all the way down, but she stood there silently, leaning into my side at the door. I heard the creaking of car doors opening, and fighting against my terror, I threw open the front door, grabbed Bailey’s collar, sprinted out onto the porch, and yelled, “Run for the door, Nana! Now!” 
 
    Three heads turned to look at me, Lucas, Zack, and Nana, all of their brows creasing and eyes wide. 
 
    “Now!” I yelled, running out toward Nana while still holding onto Bailey’s collar. 
 
    Lucas slammed his truck door shut, and all three of them ran over and into the house. The moment they were inside, I locked the door and caught my breath. “Let’s get upstairs,” I managed through labored breaths. “That way, we have two solid-wood doors and deadbolts.” 
 
    “What is going on?” Nana demanded as we all filtered out onto the stairs. 
 
    “Someone was looking into my bedroom window,” I managed. 
 
    “Justin Roberts?” Zack scoffed as he leaned against my fridge. 
 
    “No.” I wheeled to face him. Hot tears splashed onto my cheeks, and I wiped them furiously. “Justin was trying to tell me something about the people who surrounded me in the forest. He was trying to warn me, and he grew rigid and stopped breathing —” 
 
    “What happened? Is he okay?” Zack straightened from the wall and rushed across the room. “What happened?” He demanded. 
 
    “Henry came down from the house and did something, and Justin is breathing again. Mr. Roberts practically shoved me back into my house, and then there was someone looking into my window. I didn’t get a good look at them, but I think it was the guy from the forest,” I said it all in a rush and needed to gasp in air to refill my lungs. 
 
    Zack wheeled around and rushed from the house. Lucas followed him down but reemerged a moment later, locking the door behind him. 
 
    Nana wrapped her arms around me, and the moment she held me, sobs ripped through my chest. 
 
    A warm hand covered mine. “Let me take that knife from you and put it back on the counter,” Lucas said. “You can probably release your dog, too.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized that I was still clutching Bailey’s collar with one hand and the kitchen knife with the other. I released both Bailey and the blade and wrapped my arms around my grandmother. “Can we leave? Can we go?” 
 
    “No.” Lucas stepped into my line of vision, shaking his head. “Listen to me, January. We are in the safest possible place. The only safer place is on that house up on the hill or Blackburn Academy. Zack is going up to the Roberts’ house, and pretty soon, you’ll have the authorities combing the grounds.” 
 
    “Justin was trying to warn me. He was panicking, and I kept pushing him for information. I didn’t believe him.” My voice broke on the words. 
 
    Lucas stepped forward and lifted his hands. “Zack will check on Justin too. Trust me. He doesn’t hate the guy as much as he wants all of us to believe. Zack and I will camp out here for the night on your couch or something and then take you to the trials in the morning.” 
 
    “Lucas, if you two are staying over to help us, then you’re sleeping on a bed. I will take the couch,” Nana said as she pulled away from me. She examined my face. “Are you okay, January?” 
 
    “Yeah. That guy scared me. I thought he was going to hurt Bailey, or I was going to have to hack his fingers off if he tried to break in.” 
 
    Nana nodded. “That’s my girl. You do what you have to do to survive. Always.” 
 
    The Baldwin brothers ended up sharing my bed, and I bunked with Nana. Well, I pretended I was going to and then headed out to the couch. After Justin’s collapse, even thinking about competing in the trials tomorrow seemed so inappropriate. But I needed to now more than ever. I needed to win, as impossible as everyone believed that would be for me. A group of people was after me, and no one could even explain to me who they were without risking death. I needed to learn the secrets that Blackburn guarded so fiercely that they would rather their students die than leak. I wasn’t going to flee the country with Justin. I wouldn’t leave my nana and mother. What if they became targets to get to me? I wasn’t going to allow Justin to abandon his life either. 
 
    Lucas said that this was the safest place for us, but I would never be safe while I was ignorant of what was after me. I didn’t even know what I was exactly. Justin said I wasn’t a vampire, but I couldn’t see how that was true. What else was there? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Justin lay across his bed, fast asleep. Between sneaking through the Roberts Mansion, and crawling into Justin’s bedroom while he was dozing, I felt like a real creeper. But I needed to see for myself that he was okay before I left for the all-day trials. 
 
    Justin lay with his arm hugging his pillow. His eyes moved rapidly under his lids, and I hoped that he was having soothing dreams. I had a feeling that he wasn’t going to be so happy when he woke. 
 
    I already hated Blackburn Academy a bit for what they did to Justin yesterday. I was going to use that anger as fuel, and even if the odds were stacked against me, I was going to go for it. 
 
    I slipped out of his dark bedroom and into the lit hallway. No one noticed me as I moved down the halls in my socks and headed through the front door. 
 
    The sun had already popped up over the horizon, and the heat was rising. I took the pool house route down, only to see that the tempered glass wall on the pool house had already been replaced. There wasn’t so much as a pebble of glass on the ground. 
 
    When I peaked in, everything looked just as it had, except for the porcelain lamp that was conspicuously missing. 
 
    The terror of yesterday felt like a dream and, in the light of day, even the memory of it was slowly vanishing. 
 
    When I headed around to my house, I found Zack leaning against his truck and looking up at the Roberts Mansion. There was a look of vulnerability there, a raw pain that I instinctively knew I wasn’t supposed to see. 
 
    I slowed a few paces away, and Zack finally noticed me. His expression changed. A devil-may-care smile blossomed on his face. Zack crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against his truck door. “Good morning, Blondie. You up for a little wager? Trial day tradition.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I leaned in against him. “You do realize that I’m like stone-cold broke, right? After yesterday’s burger and milkshake, all of the money I have saved is allocated.” 
 
    “Okay,” he stretched out the word. “The Robertses are famed to have this goose that lays golden eggs. I’m just playing. How about if I win, you pour a beer on Justin Roberts’ head in front of a party full of people.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll do that one for free. The only part of that I wouldn’t want to do is go to one of Justin’s parties.” 
 
    Zack peered down at me. “If you lose, you can tell him that he’s an asshole from me since he likes to pretend that he can’t hear me when I talk.” 
 
    “Zack, I’ll do that one for free, too.” 
 
    He leaned down and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “He really doesn’t deserve a person like you.” 
 
    “And how’s that?” I laughed. “I’m pretty sure everyone has decided that I’m the cause of the great Justin Roberts’ fall from grace.” 
 
    “You’re real. What he’s become — it’s all a big show.” Zack nodded up at the mansion on the hill. “He’s so full of shit that you can smell it from here. Two years ago, I could see him falling so hard for a girl like you, that he’d risk dying to protect you. I didn’t think he was that person anymore. I knew he was a phony, but meeting you just proves it.” 
 
    The metal door of the truck was starting to get too hot for my back, so I pushed away. “When I was in sixth grade, I got furious at my mom for a while. Well, I was kind of mad at everyone. Some well-meaning teacher called child services, and Mom started sobering up and going to groups all the time. My mother forced me to go to a teen group for the relatives of addicts, something I fucking hated. My mother was doing everything she could to put her life together so she wouldn’t lose me to the state. She even got this boyfriend who I saw as way out of her league. The guy was in recovery, and he had his shit together. I had my mom sober for an entire year, and all I remember is anger. Throughout my childhood, I’d formed this riptide of emotion. Everything I had ever felt I hid away because, what was the point, she wouldn’t even remember, and when I was allowed to feel those things, that riptide pulled me out to sea. My mom was so understanding for that year, self-deprecating and apologetic. When she went back to drinking, it was a relief. It was easier to have the riptide running under the surface. Even when my mom wasn’t really there, I always knew she felt bad for the damage she was doing but having her own up to it and want to move on as a family . . . I was out to sea.” 
 
    “I think your example far outweighs my friendship with that asshole.” Zack gestured up at the house. 
 
    “Love is love. Pain is pain, and heartbreak is heartbreak. You can feel betrayed that Justin hurt you, and he’s still hurting you, and now he wants to be happy with me.” 
 
    “Here.” Zack held out his arm, and, a little surprised, I moved so he could sling it over my shoulders. “I’m sorry you had to deal with all that shit in your life.” 
 
    I leaned and looked over at him. “I’m not. I kept going to the teen group, and it really helped. Everyone’s life is shitty some of the time or all of the time. There were teens there from perfect seeming families that went through shit that was just plain sick. I’m really open about my story because, over the years, lying day in and day out was too exhausting. People look at a girl living in a condemned house and say, damn, I’m glad I don’t have her dirtbag life. They would never look at a rich kid who lives in the biggest mansion on the hill and think the same thing. But yet, I’m genuinely happy with my life.” 
 
    “And everyone in that mansion is miserable.” Zack squeezed my shoulders and stepped away. “Though one could argue that they’re in a prison of their own making.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “It’s hard to see that from here.” 
 
    “As much as I want to debate that, if Lucas doesn’t get his ass up and we don’t get you to the trials, you’re going to be doing that obstacle course at midnight.” He pointed at me. “Though, I’m beginning to hope you fail a bit.” 
 
    “Thanks?” I said, dryly. 
 
    He grinned wide. “I just don’t like the idea of you and Mia joining forces in an argument. I have a feeling you’d be a force to be reckoned with. Then again, I like a challenge. All right. You have my permission to rock these trials.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Oh, thank goodness. I couldn’t have gone on without that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He pulled out his phone, and a minute later, Lucas trudged out of my apartment, gaze unfocused and eyelids drooping. 
 
    Lucas gave me thumbs up and said, “You’re going to do amazing.” Then, he crawled into the back of the truck and passed out. 
 
    I looked out the window. “You guys still good with occupying my nana until I get back?” 
 
    Zack glanced over as he put his truck into gear. “Aunt Pam is picking her up for church, and then she’ll be hanging out for the rest of the day. But your nana is safe. I swear it on my life.” 
 
    The image of the pitch-black room and the glowing figure at my window blossomed in my mind. I shivered even though the temp was probably already in the eighties and the AC hadn’t kicked on yet. 
 
    We said nothing for the three miles it took to get to the trial complex. Unlike last time, there was a long line of cars trying to get into the lot, and people walking from window to window, checking names against a list. 
 
    “If I were you, I’d just get out and walk,” Zack said, before reaching back and smacking Lucas’ knees. 
 
    Lucas’ snores cut off abruptly. “What? Are we there?” 
 
    “Say good luck to January,” Zack said, giving me a smile and a wink. “Hey, no matter what happens today, we’re glad we got to meet you. And, who knows, maybe we’ll be family one day. Go cut everyone in line.” 
 
    Lucas leaned between the seats. “You’ve got this.” 
 
    Nervousness swelled in my belly as I hopped out and headed down the line of cars. A brunette woman in her twenties stopped me before the gate and checked me off on her list. 
 
    I followed a family into the first warehouse in the complex as cars took turns parking. Only a few groups stood in the line before two reception tables. The warehouse was a large building with couches and chairs scattered throughout the space. An unlit screen stretched above the area. From what Richard told me, that was where the scores would show. By the time it was my turn in line, my heart was beating so fast, I didn’t know if I’d be able to make words. 
 
    A man in a suit called me up to the front with a wave. He was probably thirty, even though he was already balding. He smiled, though it seemed more practiced than felt. “Name?” 
 
    “January Moore.” 
 
    He went through his list, tracing a finger over the lines, and stopped at the very last name. Then his finger slid over to a red checkmark beside my name. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked as I leaned in. “Um. I can’t help but notice that my name is the only one on there with a red checkmark beside it. Can I still compete?” 
 
    The man made no response. He just lifted his folder and picked up a piece of paper that had been stored under it. Holding it up, he said, “It just means that they preassigned your times.” 
 
    I looked down at the paper he gave me, reading the lines. 
 
    Athletic Trial: 6:30 AM Building A 
 
    Character Trial: 7 AM Building C 
 
    “I thought this started at seven?” I asked, showing the man my paper. It was five past six when I left the Baldwin brothers’ truck. This would mean that I had minutes until my first trial, and then I would have to run to the Character Trial. 
 
    “It looks like you are starting at six thirty,” he said before nodding. He gestured out. “Please, step to the side.” 
 
    I held out my paper, so it was right in front of his nose. “The Academic Trial?” 
 
    “Oh.” He took my paper back. Sliding over his tablet, the man scrolled down the page and clicked on something. He inputted my name. “Your Academic Trial will be at eight forty-five a.m. in this building, Building B.” 
 
    I grabbed a pen from the table and jotted the information down. “Can I request my trials be further apart?” 
 
    “No. We have quite a line coming in. Please step aside.” 
 
    I took my paper and skirted along the long line of people who’d come in behind me. Parents and students chatted in low voices all along the line, and suddenly, I selfishly regretted telling my grandmother to go on to church, and I would be fine. My palms were sweating, and stepping into the heat did nothing to calm my nerves. 
 
    I didn’t know if I was getting preferential treatment at Mr. Roberts’ bequest or if I was getting the opposite at Gina Roberts’ direction. It was probably the latter as I would have missed my first trial if I didn’t arrive forty-five minutes early. I jogged through the parking lot as the crowds of parents and kids surged the other way. More than one student argued with their guardian, and a few looked as if they were a hair away from a complete breakdown. 
 
    Building A wasn’t even open when I ran up the steps, and I had to bang on the metal doors and wait. A woman answered the door, mid-forties with black hair shot with streaks of gray. She smiled, and deeply etched smile lines wrinkled up around her kind, brown eyes. She held the heavy door open. “January Moore? Come on in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. The hallway was blissfully cool, and I stood just inside, bouncing on the balls of my feet. “Ma’am.” I showed her my schedule. “Is there anyone I can talk to about changing my second and third trial times? I have everything back-to-back.” 
 
    As I talked, I couldn’t help but get the feeling that the woman was inspecting my face. It was more than a little unnerving. She held out a hand, and when I passed over my schedule, her gaze scanned the page. “No, that all looks right.” 
 
    “So, I can’t change it?” 
 
    She handed my page back and gave me another warm smile. “You might be able to change your Academic Trial after your Character Trial is over.” 
 
    Except the Academic trial was the only one I wasn’t scared shitless of. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    She led me into the small room before the elevator entrance of the obstacle course. Instead of an empty room, now it was filled with padded weapons, various sports equipment, a bike, a skateboard, and a few other items. The woman gestured out as her eyes still studied me. “Have you chosen an accommodation?” 
 
    “Yes.” I swallowed hard. “I want all of the lights to be out, please.” 
 
    Her lips pursed, and she didn’t say anything for a few seconds, and then the woman smiled. She pushed her long dark hair behind her ears. “That is a new one, but it’s well within our rules.” She gestured out toward a bottle of water sitting on the bench. “Make yourself comfortable. You’re not allowed to bring any other items with you, and there are cameras here to keep everyone honest. There will be a loud buzzing sound that goes off when we’re ready for you.” 
 
    “Can I take off my shoes?” I asked. 
 
    “As long as you take them with you through the whole course. If you use them as a weapon and someone hits them with paint, that will still count as points against you.” 
 
    As soon as she left, I chugged down the water. I probably wasn’t making the right choice for my bladder, but nervousness was making my throat sandpaper dry. After kicking off my shoes, I tied my laces and hung them over my shoulders again. The yoga pants and shirt I wore were tight and fitting and hopefully would keep quiet as I moved. 
 
    Maybe it was better this way. I’d be finished with everything by ten, and I could check on Justin. 
 
    This was better. 
 
    A loud buzzer beeped through the air, and I jumped and dropped my empty water bottle. I covered my heart as I caught my breath. “Dude, January.” 
 
    I was going to give myself a heart attack. After scooping up the water bottle and tossing it into a recycling can, I headed over to the elevator. 
 
    The elevator door slid open, revealing a dark car. They’d even turned the lights off here. After I stepped in, the door slid closed, and the space began glowing deep blue and purple. To one side, the panel shined in circles of green, and I pressed the button up. 
 
    As the elevator door slipped open, techno music filled the air around me. The sound pulsed through the air exactly as I’d remembered it in the practice round. The roof glowed a dark blue color with lines of green running its length. Crouching down, I padded to the edge of the roof and peered down. 
 
    What. The. Hell? 
 
    There were supposed to be eighty or at most a hundred, but there had to be two hundred glowing bodies in the street, and when I craned my neck, there were people along every wall, hiding in the rafters to attack. The buildings had to have people in them too. 
 
    I thought that perhaps my fear was just exaggerating the numbers, so I did a quick count and stopped when it was well over two hundred. No wonder only a few transfers made it in a year. Maybe it was true that they actually didn’t want transfers taking the scholarships. I was wasting minutes. Precious minutes. But when I moved around the building, I saw that people hid in the rafters along the walls. 
 
    There was a small space between two large, glowing figures, and knowing that it was my only chance, I grabbed onto the rafter bar and the edge of the roof and slowly lowered myself between the two figures. They both wore night goggles, and the glowing dark blue equipment stood out in stark relief from their bright yellow, blue, and red forms. But, from the angle of their eye-gear, I could tell they were both facing down, meaning they likely thought I was going to use the alley below to cross between buildings. It was what I did last time. It was still pitch black in here, meaning, that until someone turned on a flashlight, they couldn’t see with their night goggles. 
 
    I didn’t know what they were waiting for, but I definitely wasn’t complaining. 
 
    Holding my breath, I reached toward the overhang rafters on the adjacent building. They were probably two feet away, but I was dangling over a six-foot drop. If I slipped, I would make a loud boom as I hit the ground. 
 
    My hand wrapped around the pole, and I slid my foot onto the adjacent rafters and pulled myself across. 
 
    My arm screamed at holding all of my weight for a second, but then I was across. I rolled my shoulder as it immediately ached from doing something it was very unused to, exercise. Trying not to focus on the two figures about of foot from my right and my left, I stood and attempted a pull-up on the roof. My arms reminded me with strikes of pain that I was an artist, not a gymnast. 
 
    Ignoring their complaints, I pulled myself onto the roof and crawled over the ledge. 
 
    A spear of light shot through the darkness on my left, and I flattened myself against the roof. More flashlights turned on, all through the obstacle course. 
 
    “Did she never get off the roof?” the man on the rafters asked from directly behind me. There was a rustling, and then the person on the platform climbed up and sat on the edge of the roof five inches from where I lay. 
 
    They shone their light onto the roof I started on, moving it over the space a couple of times. “She’s climbed down,” a deep, male voice called. The figure slid forward, clearly about to climb down, when they looked over their shoulder. Their flashlight shone off to the side, and if they looked directly down with their night vision goggles, there was no way they could miss me. They lifted their flashlight, and the bean of light passed a few feet over me. The person turned back around and slipped down off the roof. “Check the buildings!” 
 
    Going to hands and knees, I crawled forward. My heart raced as beams of light moved around from the street below, but I kept creeping onward, moving as silently as I possibly could. Techno thumped through the air from just below me, and then grew quieter as I climbed the length of the long roof. 
 
    Only when I reached the other side of the roof did I realize that I had somehow made it past both the red zone and the yellow zone without being hit once. How was that even possible? 
 
    Peeking over the edge of the building, I found a rafter full of glowing figures. A small crowd gathered below, many of them shining flashlights. The way they designed this obstacle course, it was obvious they wanted you to fight your way out. And, I might have to do just that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    I waited, perched above them and looking down. There was no way I could slip between these bodies unnoticed. Time was running down, and I only had a couple of minutes before I would be disqualified. I was going to just push between bodies and hope for the best when one of the figures directly below whispered, “Ugh, it’s too hot in here.” 
 
    The person who I was pretty sure was a woman pulled off her helmet and set it and her flashlight onto the ledge of the roof before fiddling with her sweatshirt. 
 
    Thinking of the can of cleaner I used for a distraction last time, I grabbed the flashlight and chucked it as far as I could toward the front area of the club. Then, I grabbed the night vision goggles and put them on like a hat. 
 
    “Shit! She’s coming out the front of the club,” a woman called from below, and then she and a couple other of the figures hopped down off the rafters. The only one left there was the woman struggling with getting her sweatshirt off. 
 
    I slipped down beside her, and, seeing that the area just below was clear too, I slid down. 
 
    At least thirty bodies separated me from the door, and flashlight beams moved around the space. I pulled the goggles over my eyes, and my vision filled with green light, a faint echo of my vampire night vision. I walked through the crowd, pretending that I was one of the alumni searching the space. A couple of light beams hit me and kept going. 
 
    “What the . . .?” someone cried from behind me, likely the woman discovering her goggles were gone, but I didn’t look back. There were only five feet. Three feet. 
 
    I grabbed the handle, yanked the door open, and jumped through. Someone caught the door behind me, but I had already rushed into the waiting room. I pulled off the night vision goggles and held up my hands, breathing hard. 
 
    A small crowd of people looked through the doorway, peering at me with wide eyes and open mouths. They all looked to be in their twenties or thirties, aside from the guy holding the door, who looked mid-forties with dark hair and wide features. He held out his hand. “I’ll take that, Miss Moore.” 
 
    When I handed back the goggles, he held them out, and a woman jogged up and grabbed them. “How did you do that?” She whispered. “You move like a ghost.” 
 
    “Nineteen minutes and twenty-two seconds,” a woman said from behind me. 
 
    I turned to find the woman with gray-streaked hair, fiddling with a tablet. Her eyes lifted, and she scanned over me. “You are our first ever perfect score.” 
 
    “I was trained by Richard, from Blackburn, and Susie helped too, ma’am,” I said, giving credit where it was due. 
 
    She looked back to the alumni who still held the door open. A silent message passed between them. Their eye contact lasted a few more seconds, and then the woman’s gaze cut to me. The smile returned to her face as she gestured out. “Let’s head over to your Character Trial. I’ll go ahead and walk you there.” 
 
    I had expected that I would feel exhausted after the Athletic Trial, but it was the exact opposite. There was a bounce in my step, and my heart was positively skipping. I still couldn’t believe that just happened. If you had told me thirty minutes ago that it was even possible that I could get a perfect score, I wouldn’t have hoped to trust it. 
 
    No one sat in the waiting area of Building C, and I realized I was probably the first person in for the Character Trial as well. If Gina Roberts set this up to screw with me, her plan backfired. 
 
    The entire way to the Character Trial, the woman guiding me kept glancing over. 
 
    “What, is there something wrong?” I touched my cheeks, finding a thin layer of sweat. This was my one chance to make a first impression, and I probably looked horrendous right now. 
 
    “You’re fine,” she said while opening the doors to a small meeting room. Inside, two men and a woman sat at a long table. They all stood and studied me as I approached the table. 
 
    They each looked like they were in their mid-forties, with bodybuilder physiques. Instead of suits, this crowd all wore purple, short-sleeved collared shirts with Blackburn Academy emblazoned on the front in gold lettering. Their muscles strained at the sleeves and necks pushed their collars wide. The woman offered her hand first. 
 
    “I’m Professor Whitney,” she said, her voice deep and resonant. The professor crossed the distance and shook my hand firmly as her dark brown eyes assessed me. “You come on in and sit down over here. I’ll hook you up to the lie detector machine.” 
 
    Professor Whitney led me to the table across from the other two professors and had me lift my arms. She wrapped cords around my chest, then gave me a small half dome circle with finger grooves. I slipped my hand onto it, pressing my pointer and middle finger onto sensors. The large professor shot me a straight-lipped smile as she strapped my hand in. 
 
    I expected the professor to move back to the table, but instead, she stepped around my back. The other two professors stood, rounding the long table to stand at my sides. 
 
    Susie hadn’t described this part, and I felt my heart picking up its pace as they surrounded me on three sides. Strong hands settled on my shoulders, and I spun around. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The larger of the two men grabbed a chair and pulled it up beside me. He took a seat, so close that he was blocking me in entirely on my left side. 
 
    “This is making me uncomfortable,” I said, my throat suddenly dry again. I went to stand, but Professor Whitney’s hands gripped my shoulders and pressed down. 
 
    “Calm down, January,” Professor Whitney said. 
 
    “No. Screw this.” I went to pull the sensor off my hand when the other guy grabbed my wrist and pinned it to the table. 
 
    “Calm down,” the big man repeated before he covered my hand that was strapped to the sensor. 
 
    Fuck this. I was not calming down. 
 
    I kicked the table legs under me and tried to push off, but the three professors didn’t even seem to notice. 
 
    A door opened on the other side of the room, and two men and two women in suits walked in. My eyes immediately fixed on Mr. Roberts, who came in last. He looked as neat as always in a gray suit and tie. He regarded me with a pleasant smile and a nod. 
 
    “Hello, January,” he said as he took a seat at the table while the others did the same. “You’re sitting here with me, the CEO of the Hawthorn Group, Blackburn Academy’s Principal, Blackburn Academy’s head of Mystical Arts, and Blackburn Academy’s archivist, and we’re all here to see you, my dear.” 
 
    “Let me go,” I growled. I couldn’t take my eyes off of his jovial expression. 
 
    “There’s no cause for alarm, sweetheart. We just have a unique situation here on our hands, and all of us are here to address it.” 
 
    A hot tear streamed down my cheek. What the fuck had I just gotten myself into? Why had I pushed back against all of Justin’s attempts to keep me away from his school and family? What kind of place was Blackburn? 
 
    George Roberts was introducing the two women and men at the table beside him, but there was a buzzing in my ears, and I couldn’t seem to focus on anything but the one familiar face in the room. 
 
    “Let’s start this character interview now,” Mr. Roberts said as he pulled a tablet before him. He lifted the screen and pointed it toward me. “If you’re lying, it will show up on here.” 
 
    “I would like to leave now,” I said very clearly. 
 
    “You see, darling.” He pointed to the screen which displayed the words “true” in green. He pulled his glasses off and set them to the side before leaning in toward me. “How did you die, my dear?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Shivers wracked through my body, and tears dripped onto my cheeks. 
 
    “Please answer the question. We would like you to tell us how you died,” the woman beside Mr. Roberts said. She was beautiful, with short dark hair cropped around her heart-shaped face. She looked a little like a dark-haired Mary Poppins and had a motherly quality to her like you’d expect her to start singing a ditty at any second. Under the circumstances, she seemed all the more terrifying. 
 
    I clenched my jaw and stared up at the group. 
 
    “She doesn’t need to answer,” said the third founder at the table. This man had to be in his sixties. He also had a muscular frame, but much of it had gone to fat. A bushy, white mustache covered his upper lip, matching his full head of white hair. He wore suspenders and had hooked a thumb through one of them. With his other hand, he slid a paper across the table. 
 
    At the top, there was a photo of me. The picture was from my bare shoulders up to the top of my blond head. I was pale and pasty, bloodless. Dead. The paper below it said that my name was Jane Doe and I was a teenager of unknown age. My cause of death was blunt force trauma from a vehicle hitting my chest. There was a lot more information, but, through my tears, the words were gray and blurry. I blacked out the fact I was dead for a full day. I had erased it. But it happened in this world. There were people who saw my dead body. 
 
    Someone cleaned me and took my picture. 
 
    George tilted his head, regarding me sternly. “Now, we’re going to need you to answer our questions, January, and this one is critical. Did you kill anyone between the time you woke from the dead and when my son found you? We would understand if you did, but we need to know.” 
 
    “I have never killed anyone, ever.” 
 
    Mr. Roberts looked down at his screen, nodded, and then showed it around to the people in the room. It read true. He then leaned an elbow on the table. “All right, sweetheart. Thank you for telling us the truth. We just need a little more information from you. Did my son tell you he was there to kill you?” 
 
    “What?” The room spun, and hot tears burned down my cheeks. 
 
    “Did Justin Roberts tell you that he was on an assignment to kill you, sweetheart?” The motherly woman beside him said. She had a light accent, English, maybe somewhere else in the UK, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    “Clearly, he didn’t,” the woman at the end said, talking at an incredible speed as she chewed gum. She was the youngest at the table as well as the smallest. Her hair was a bright shade of purple. I didn’t know how I missed her until this moment. “He didn’t tell you, did he?” 
 
    “No,” I whispered. 
 
    Mr. Roberts checked the screen before showing it to his companions. Nodding, Mr. Roberts turned back to me. “How often did my son feed you blood, sweetheart?” 
 
    “I’m not answering that. I’m not answering any more of your questions.” 
 
    The hands around my shoulders clenched and I hissed in a breath. 
 
    “Careful with her now. She’s going to be one of your students.” Mr. Roberts held up his large hands. 
 
    Professor Whitney’s hands loosened. “I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    He waved it away. “Just be careful with our Miss January. She’s very special to the Hawthorn Group.” After giving me a wink, he added, “I told you that I saw great things from you. But we just need to understand what happened between you and my son. Neither of you are in trouble.” 
 
    Not in trouble? They were literally holding me down and questioning me. 
 
    “We know you had to have received the blood from somewhere,” Mustache man said. “The first time you procured it from the BNP was yesterday. And, yes, we monitor all blood banks and hospitals constantly to see if there are any records deleted or blood missing. The boy is smart. He would have realized that the only way to hide you was to feed you himself.” 
 
    “Why are you asking me questions you know answers to?” I gritted out. 
 
    “Because we made a grave mistake,” The motherly woman said. “One of our star students went from being a leader among his peers to a destructive force at our school, and we now realize that it was our fault. We want to remedy our mistake.” 
 
    “And your mistake was sending Justin to kill me?” I asked. 
 
    They all glanced at each other before the older woman spoke up again. “It’s a complicated situation. Adults within our organization are not bound, as the students are, but it is our policy not to divulge our secrets to the uninitiated. By the end of this conversation, we hope to remedy that.” 
 
    I shook my head. “What if I’ve changed my mind about attending? Are you guys going to let me go when this is all over?” 
 
    They looked at each other before returning their smiles to me. 
 
    I didn’t think so. 
 
    “We only want to protect you, sweetheart. And, you’re just too much of a risk at my house. It’s risky for my wife and son and also for your mother, Cleo.” Mr. Roberts shook his hand in the air. “I have only ever wanted to help you and your family, dear. Shame on me for not recognizing what you are from the beginning. I told you my boy was smart. But, after a dozen vampires surrounded you in the woods just outside our patrols, it was clear there was a much larger issue going on surrounding you.” 
 
    “Vampires?” 
 
    “Yes, full-blooded vampires are very real,” the matronly woman said as she reached a hand out toward me. “The fact of the matter is, you’re not safe anywhere in the world right now, except at Blackburn Academy. And, one of our beloved students, Justin Roberts, is not safe while you are outside of Blackburn. He has gone to a concerted effort to conceal you and already risked oath-breaking to protect you. At least one vampire was willing to sneak through seven layers of patrols to get to your apartment last night. You need Blackburn Academy, and we need answers. We can’t take a dhampir into our school without knowing that it is absolutely safe for the students there. We are here to help you. We want to protect you, as Justin has been doing since he learned you existed.” 
 
    I looked between them. “What did you just call me?” 
 
    “Principal Chambers called you a dhampir. You are a dhampir; the daughter of a woman and a vampire man. You’re half-human, half-vampire, and more than both. Unlike vampires, you are not bound by night. You can enter any building without permission, and you age as a normal human does,” Purple Hair said rapid-fire from the end of the table. “We don’t even know the full extent of a dhampir’s capabilities —” 
 
    “When is the last time you had contact with your father?” Mr. Roberts cut in, grabbing my attention back. 
 
    “Never, he died while my mother was pregnant.” 
 
    Mr. Roberts showed the proof of my honesty. 
 
    “A dhampir can only be created when a vampire returns to their opposite-sex partner and screws around during his transition into a vampire. There is only a short period of time when it’s possible. Your mother was married to this man at the time of your conception.” Purple Hair said all in one breath before she pushed a photo across the desk, and on it, I saw a horribly familiar face. I had only seen the man for a moment in the woods, but I remembered every single detail. Purple Hair tapped the photo. “We know your father. He’s the violent and brutal leader of the vampires in Brightside and beyond. Dante Mortus.” 
 
    “No,” I whispered, “That’s not my father’s name. His name was Fred Moore.” I had seen a couple of pictures of him, always laughing or drinking. He was slight with blond hair and a real nerdy look. He was nothing like the massive and terrifying vampire in the woods. 
 
    “Vampires forget who they were within a year. You’re basically like a vampire princess, except your father would one hundred percent rip you apart if he found you,” Purple Hair lifted her purple eyebrows. “With proper training, dhampirs are the ultimate vampire-killing machines. He’ll never let you live that long —” 
 
    “Professor, that’s quite enough of that I think,” the older woman snapped, her beautiful expression full of disapproval. “Did Justin Roberts ever tell you why he was hiding your existence from us?” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    “Listen here, darling,” Mr. Roberts said, “My son is not in any trouble. What you say will not get him in any trouble. Justin clearly discovered a secret that we’re not proud of, a necessary evil, about our school. He made a choice of conscience. In this case, we know that he made the right choice, and no one here is blaming him or you for it. We’re here to make amends.” 
 
    “You say as three huge-ass people are literally holding me down.” I shook my head. “You’re getting shit all from me. If you want to know answers about Justin, go ask Justin.” 
 
    “She’s seventeen and from King Street. The girl isn’t going to snitch on her boyfriend,” Purple Hair said as she continued to chew. 
 
    “Well, that’s admirable. How about we will just tell you what we know about Justin’s actions, and you can point out any wrong assumptions we made based on our limited information?” Mustache Man offered with a you can trust me smile on his face. “You were hit by a truck just about a year ago. You woke in a morgue with a note, so you called a hotline in order to get blood. Someone met you, but Justin attacked before you could get that blood. You then revealed yourself in some way to not be a typical vampire.” Mustache paused as if waiting for me to contradict him, but I wasn’t going to confirm or deny shit. 
 
    When I didn’t respond, Mustache continued, “You and Justin left in his vehicle and made a decision to meet up regularly so he could supply blood. At some point, you attracted the attention of the local vampire population, and your life grew endangered. Justin then arranged with one of his school friends, a Miss Charlotte Russell, to conspire to place you at his house where he protected you from the vampires.” 
 
    “Charlotte had nothing to do with any of this,” I said. The girl might be on my shit list right now, but I wasn’t dragging her into this mess. 
 
    George Roberts showed the screen around the room. It read true. “Well, that’s a relief. The fewer students involved in this, the better.” 
 
    Mustache cleared his throat and then kept going, “Justin then made a concerted effort to hide you from discovery from the Hawthorn Group, but he was under certain oaths,” Mustache said. “But Gina Roberts’ divination showed you were going to go to Blackburn Academy.” 
 
    George Roberts held up a hand. “Let me correct that one there, Professor. Gina foresaw my son in a romantic relationship with this young lady at Blackburn. That was why my wife wanted to give her the scholarship.” 
 
    Mustache nodded. “Ah, well. Teen love is a great motivator.” He said the words teen love like it was a myth he didn’t believe in. Mustache cleared his throat again, and I was beginning to think the guy had something stuck in there. “Well, you then enlisted the assistance of a large group of our star students who, on discovering your unique abilities, helped you compete for a scholarship.” 
 
    As he said the words, I realized precisely what this meeting was about. They already knew what Justin did. Justin was the golden son of one of the founding members. He wasn’t on trial for not committing murder. These four wanted to know how many of their students knew I was a dhampir. Would knowing my secret endanger them? The members of the Bad Boys club didn’t enjoy the same advantages and protection Justin did. 
 
    Giving these guys the information could very well be the last thing they want to know before ending my life. They’d sent Justin to kill me in the first place, hadn’t they? They were holding me down here. But I couldn’t refuse to tell them the truth that exonerated my friends just to preserve my own life. 
 
    Taking a deep, steadying breath, I sat straight. “Only Justin knows what I am. I hid it from everyone else.” A tear slipped onto my cheek, and I wanted to wipe it away, but I couldn’t. “I at no time thought that anyone else even suspected that I was a vampire or dhampir. It was a secret between Justin and me.” 
 
    George Roberts held up the screen, showing the truth of my words. Any minute the hands on my shoulders would grab my head or my neck, and I squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t want to die. 
 
    Damn it. I didn’t want to die. Justin had done so much to keep me alive without me even realizing it, and I had thrown it all away, and blithely walked into my death. 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Mr. Roberts said, from what felt like far away. “We’re going to ask something of you, January, something that might make your life at Blackburn a little harder. It would be a great favor to us if you complied.” 
 
    I opened my eyes, but the room seemed too bright and hazy through my tears. “What?” 
 
    “Dhampirs are idealized, almost deified in our society. But they are supposed to be extinct,” the older woman said. “If you revealed the truth of what you are to the students, it might raise some very uncomfortable questions. Your teachers will know, of course. Justin will know. However, we will need you to conceal what you are from everyone else at the school.” 
 
    I regarded the principal for a full minute as everything fell into place. “You’ve been killing dhampirs. That’s the secret that Justin discovered. That’s the necessary evil that Justin figured out. And now, you know that if you kill me, Justin will reveal what you’ve been doing. That’s why you want to protect me, isn’t it?” 
 
    The principal threw up her hands. “No, of course not.” That was what she said, but I could tell from all of their stale smiles that I had hit the nail in the head. “What happened with you was a grave mistake, and we are ashamed that Justin had to go through that. Your father had an informant at the morgue who would slip notes into the hands of people who miraculously healed post-mortem. He would then kidnap those who rose and called the hotline. We simply discovered the conspiracy and tapped into the phone line. We believed that we were sending our star student on his first ever solo mission after a newly-risen and weak vampire.” 
 
    “Darling, we’re not monsters,” George Roberts said. “We would never even consider killing you.” 
 
    “Look, we’re the good guys,” Purple Hair snapped as she leaned back in her chair. “We do what’s necessary to keep humans safe and unaware of vampires. What happened to you was a big fuck up, and trust me, we paid for it. Justin proved how damaging having one disillusioned student can be. He systematically divided his class and made it impossible for us to send them on missions for a full year. Justin made our lives hell. We can’t risk having an entire student body thinking that we’re sending them to kill their heroes, all right?” She twirled her hand quickly through the air. 
 
    “Are you?” I asked. “Because I’ve never hurt anyone, ever. I would never hurt anyone, ever. Are you sending teenagers to murder people like me?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Mustache said. 
 
    “Want to switch places and tell me that while you’re strapped to a lie detector?” I asked. 
 
    The principal sighed, and she leaned forward. “January, your condition is exceedingly rare. It’s so rare that we haven’t even heard of a dhampir in a hundred years.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s not because you’re killing them all?” I asked. 
 
    “We are sure,” she said, but she noticeably did not offer to switch places. “The fact of the matter is, if you do not enter Blackburn, your father will find and kill you. We do believe that if the vampire stalking you were able to ascertain an invitation to your home last night, you would not be sitting before us today. You need us to protect you and your mother, Cleo —” 
 
    “She’s my grandmother,” I snapped. “Her name is Chloe, and she’s my grandmother. It’s hard to pretend that you give a shit about me when you can’t even remember that detail, Mr. Roberts.” 
 
    “We will protect your grandmother, January,” the principal said, not missing a beat. “And, in exchange, we will need you to keep your condition a secret. We will provide you a steady supply of blood and a private room.” 
 
    “And what’s to stop Justin from telling people?” I asked. 
 
    “Justin Roberts has gone to great lengths to protect you,” the principal said. “But he can’t protect you from your father and his vampires. If he doesn’t know this already, we will impress the information on him. And, Justin will also know that Blackburn will protect and stand behind you only if you protect us by keeping your condition a secret.” 
 
    “And I have to move into the school?” I asked. 
 
    Principal Chambers smiled and nodded. “We have a small boarding house. You will find a lot of familiar faces there. Your friend Susie and Richard both live there, along with Patrick, Michael, and Charlie.” 
 
    “I have a dog,” I said. 
 
    “Your dog is welcome to continue living at our house with your grandmother,” Mr. Roberts said with a beatific smile. 
 
    “No, they barely know each other. And, I wouldn’t put that responsibility on my grandmother; Bailey stays with me. And, I want you to put a serious security system around my grandmother’s house. I get that having me live with her will put her in danger, but she needs to have constant security.” 
 
    “Henry will walk her home every night. We will double our patrols,” George Roberts said. “These aren’t a problem. And, we’ll find a way that you can keep your dog at the dorm.” 
 
    The principal looked at George Roberts abruptly. “We will?” 
 
    A silent, meaningful message passed between them before they broke eye contact to regard me. 
 
    “We do have a kennel for dogs. They are working dogs. We’ll figure something out, January,” Principal Chambers said. Her gaze lifted, and she waved a hand. Immediately, the grips on my shoulders released, and the men to either side of me let go of my wrists. 
 
    “Are you ready?” the principal asked. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Your initiation. The oaths will come later, with the others, but for now, we would like to settle this matter.” 
 
    Did I have a choice? 
 
    If I wanted Nana and me to survive, I didn’t. I swallowed. 
 
    The purple-haired girl lifted a hand, closed her eyes, and whispered a stream of words. Then, her eyes snapped open, and she sat back. 
 
    “Well, that’s settled. You are now forever a student of Blackburn Academy and a member of the Hawthorn Group. And . . .” the principal paused to look at her watch, “Your Academic Trial will be starting in fifteen minutes. We’ll let you go so you can make it in time.” 
 
    The fuck? 
 
    Yanking the lie detector strap off my hand, I looked between them. “You want me to head out of this and go take my Academic Trial?” 
 
    My adrenaline had been running so high that my eyes were drooping and stomach clenching. 
 
    “Yes. We need it for records. We’d planned to schedule you further out, but it seems you’ve made other arrangements,” Principal Chambers said as she stood. “We’ll be expecting a high performance, so there’s no embarrassment or uncomfortable questions as we hand you a scholarship. Depending on your academic score, your Character Trial will be adjusted to put you into tenth place. We want to minimize the questions arising from your performance. Unfortunately . . .” Her gaze darted over to Mr. Roberts, “someone thought it wise to invite almost every local member of the Hawthorn Group to participate in your trial to test your skills. So, there will already be too many questions arising among many of the parents of Blackburn students that will no doubt trickle down.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Justin waited in the crowds of students of Building B as I came out of the Academic Trial. He gripped his hair, looking a little like he was trying to rip off his own head. The students streamed out of the narrow doorways, and his eyes searched the crowd until they found mine. The anxiety visibly drained from his face as I crossed the distance and threw my arms around him. 
 
    I felt his sigh before his arms wrapped around me and squeezed me to him. “You okay?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and reveled in his warmth. He was safe; he was here. “Aside from feeling like a complete idiot and having my whole world flipped upside down, and then taking a three-part academic exam, I’m fine. How are you? What happened today?” 
 
    “My father woke me up and informed me in no uncertain terms of our new situation.” His hand rubbed down my back. “Can we just get the fuck out of here?” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me twice,” I said, taking his offered hand. As we walked out, I glanced back at the screen above the warehouse. 
 
    My name, January Moore, sat in tenth place. I had a twenty for Athletic Trial, a ninety-seven appeared beside my Academic Trial, and in my Character Trial, the score ninety-two vanished, to be replaced with eighty-nine. They’d probably keep adjusting my Character Trial score as the rest of the scores rolled in. I could care less about my score. Charlotte got a lot wrong, but she was right that those assholes didn’t have a right to judge my character. 
 
    Justin had pulled his truck straight up to the building, not even bothering to find a parking space. We ran through the heat, climbed in, and drove out of there like someone was chasing us. Justin didn’t slow until we were on the freeway heading north. 
 
    “I can’t leave the country, Justin, if that’s what you’re still planning,” I told him as I reached between us and took his hand. 
 
    His fingers laced through mine. “Yeah. I get that now. I was trying to get you to your mother’s visiting hours.” 
 
    “What?” I whispered. I had already called days ago to tell my mother I wasn’t going to make it to this one because I was testing to get into a new school. “I guess I could surprise her.” 
 
    “We definitely don’t have to go if you don’t want to. I will have no complaints if we head back home.” His eyes heated a little at the suggestion, but the heat dissipated as he continued, “I just thought you wanted me to take you out there on Saturdays.” 
 
    The idea of going to see my mother made me feel so many things. She was a mess of a human being, but at the bottom of it all, I missed her stupid face so fucking much. I swallowed hard and nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Hope Springs Recovery Center sat twenty minutes north of Brightside. It looked a little like a religious school from the outside, with a church to one side of the parking lot and a long one-story structure. But inside, the area looked halfway between a hospital and a jail. Justin stuck with me as security checked me in, bringing out a German shepherd to sniff us that was about half as big as Bailey. 
 
    “Do you want me to come inside or stay?” Justin asked as the guards beeped us in. 
 
    “Would you come?” I felt pathetic even asking it, but I really wanted him there with me. “Is that okay?” I asked the security officer behind the desk. 
 
    The man waved us through, and the big glass doors beeped again. We headed through two sets of security doors and to a second desk with health care staff in scrubs behind it. The woman there paged my mother’s room, and three minutes later, my mother came rushing out. 
 
    “You came!” she called as she headed down the hall toward me. Her hair was brushed, and paint covered her front. She stopped next to a patient as she passed them standing in the long, wide hallway. “Jeanie, my daughter’s back.” My mother pointed down to me. “She came to see me. Look.” 
 
    A woman with short hair gave me a wave, and I waved back. 
 
    My mother crossed the rest of the distance and wrapped me up in a hug. Her arms were still wiry and thin, but she felt strong. “I thought you were going to take a test to get into some richie-rich school.” She leaned back and ran her fingers through my hair, combing it back behind my ears. “You decided not to go?” 
 
    “No. I’m in. I just finished early,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes widened, but a moment later, she turned toward Justin, who was still holding my hand. “Justin, how are you, honey? Is she actually going to introduce us after all of this time?” 
 
    I stared between my mother and Justin for a second. “What the hell?” 
 
    My mother patted Justin’s arm. “Oh, honey, don’t be mad. It was our little secret because I knew you’d find some way to throw a fit about it.” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Thanks, Mom. Can you tell me what’s going on now please?” 
 
    My mother shook her head. “So, he might have dropped off groceries twice a week before going back to hang out with you. It wasn’t that big of a deal.” She slashed her hand through the air. “Don’t make a big deal out of it, honey. Let’s just move on with our lives. But it really means something to me that you’re finally okay with him meeting me — I know, I know it’s been hard, and I . . .” She trailed off. “I am so happy to see you both. Do you want to say hi to my friends? And, then we can grab something to eat.” 
 
    My mother had a lot to complain about her facility, but she also seemed to be friends with every health care professional and patient. She hugged me and grinned, and when I told her that Justin had extracted all of her work from the old house and it was hanging on our walls, she lectured me for fifty minutes on conservation. Justin didn’t say more than “yes, ma’am,” and “no, ma’am” through the whole thing. By the time two hours had elapsed, I was ready to spend a week away from her. 
 
    I had intended to ask her about my father. I’d intended to say a lot of things, but as per usual with my mother, she had so much to say that everything flew out of my mind. 
 
    “I’m glad she’s here,” I said as we pulled away from the parking lot in Justin’s truck. 
 
    “You think it’s going to help her?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh.” I shook my head. “I don’t know. What I meant is  that any vampires that are after me couldn’t get to her here.” As soon as we were on the highway, I asked, “You delivered groceries to my mother for a year?” 
 
    Justin didn’t reply, but he worked his jaw back and forth. 
 
    “And you said nothing? Were you ever going to say anything?” 
 
    His eyes slid my way, and a smirk crept onto his lips. “Not if I could avoid it.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what I thought.” I shook my head, but when he offered me his hand, I threaded my fingers through his. “Thank you,” I whispered as we took the exit off the highway. “I really should have questioned why our cupboards had such consistent stock.” And, subsequently, my stress had been way lower than usual. My mother must have made him a list because we had the same items as always on our shelves. 
 
    We arrived at the house just as it was getting dark, and as we drove down the hill, music pumped through the air so loud it rattled the truck. “Fuck. I told them not to come over.” 
 
    “Want to come hang out at my place? My nana is chill, and I think she’s out anyway.” 
 
    Justin pulled up next to the garage and parked. He sat in his truck for a minute and stared out the windshield. “I really just want to kick all of them out and tell them to fuck off for the rest of the summer. But I’m also not planning to leave you alone here.” 
 
    I turned on the dome light, as his glow was increasing as the sky darkened. “So . . . how about I come with you?” 
 
    He peered over, his eyelids narrowing. “You might get caught up in the bullshit. They might say that you’re the reason I kicked them out.” 
 
    “Um. I would own that. Did you invite them over? No. They’re being assholes. I could care less about my reputation. I already have friends at Blackburn Academy, and they’re not going to look down on me for doing the right thing. Seriously, Justin, if you can go hang out with me and my . . . very complicated mother in rehab all day, I can deal with your friends and any bullshit that they stir up.” 
 
    He didn’t look entirely convinced. “You sure?” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed him. It was just a soft touch of my lips to his, but my butterflies were rejoicing. “I’ve got your back, okay? You don’t have to deal with all this shit alone anymore.” 
 
    I let out Bailey for a pee, and when I tried to put her back in, she clung to Justin’s leg like I was trying to wrench her away from the love of her life. 
 
    “My dog is obsessed with you. It’s getting a bit much,” I said as I hooked on her leash. It looked like Bailey was coming with us. 
 
    Justin reached down and scratched behind her ears. “The feeling’s mutual.” He shot me a smirk. “I’ve actually just been coming around so I could hang with your dog.” 
 
    “Don’t say that where she can hear you. She’s going to start laying down in front of my door and blocking me in my room when you come over or something.” As we headed into the dark, new motion sensor lights blared out, shocking the crap out of me as they illuminated the space up to the nearby trees. Obviously, the Robertses already were adding security precautions. As we walked, Justin called a couple of numbers, ordering taxis and safe rides to his house. From the sound of his call to Safe Ride, their vans visited the Roberts Mansion regularly. 
 
    When we rounded the pool house, Justin turned to me. “I’m going to switch off the music inside. Mind waiting out of the spotlight? I don’t want you to get any heat for this.” 
 
    “I’m here as support team only.” I crouched down by Bailey, thinking that it was probably better if she didn’t get too enmeshed in the crowd anyway. She was a party queen, and she might attempt to yank off her leash to go roaming. 
 
    Justin crouched down across from me and gave me a quick kiss before standing and diving into the crowd. The party was probably forty-strong, with high schoolers dancing and drinking from plastic cups. A line of bathing-suit-clad partiers waited for their turn at a mini-keg sitting in ice. The all too familiar stank of spilled beer and cigarettes wafted through. 
 
    Several girls and a guy came over and surrounded Bailey, petting her and asking me questions. Bailey ate up the attention, rolling around and nuzzling people when they dared to stop stroking her. 
 
    A tall, muscular guy stepped up to glare down at us. “What the fuck?” 
 
    The crowd petting Bailey fled like someone yelled “Fire!” 
 
    The vaguely familiar guy towered over us, and I had to admit that he was seriously intimidating. He should have been good looking with sharp features, short cropped brown hair, a cleft chin, and big brown eyes, but he immediately struck me as a very ugly person. He jabbed a finger down toward my dog. “This isn’t a fucking zoo. And, you’re not welcome at this party. Get that dirty mutt out of here before I kick you and your dog out, with my boot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    My heart climbed into my throat, and it took everything in me not to punch this new guy in the crotch, which would have been easy to do from this position. There was no way that I was going to go back into the darkness with Bailey alone while vampires were stalking me, but there was no way in hell I was risking Bailey here either. 
 
    I stood slowly and stepped between the guy and my dog. The guy looked ready for violence, and the only option was diffusing this situation. So, I managed to keep my voice very reasonable as I said, “Justin Roberts invited this dog and me here. He loves this dog. If you kick Bailey, there will be some serious consequences.” 
 
    I kept eye contact with the guy for thirty seconds to make sure he knew I wasn’t bluffing. My vague threat wasn’t what was going to keep him from violence; it was the chance that I had a connection with Justin. 
 
    “Hey,” a familiar voice called from a little way ahead. When I peeked back, Char had sat up from her position on a guy’s lap as she straddled him on a lawn chair. I hadn’t even noticed she was five feet away. From the tousled state of her hair and her bruised lips, she had clearly been locked in a heavy make-out session with a guy who I immediately recognized as Spineless Corey. 
 
    “You should leave Bailey alone, Mitch,” Char said through a giggle. “That’s January, Justin Roberts’ girlfriend, the one who is my best friend. He’s going to be really mad at you if you mess with her.” 
 
    Mystery solved on who let that one spill. Not that it was much of a mystery. I couldn’t even be annoyed right now. I was too relieved for her unexpected back-up. I would take allies from anywhere if it stopped this guy from attacking Bailey. 
 
    “That’s bull,” Corey said, as he smiled up at the terrifying asshole, his eyes a little droopy. “Justin poured a beer on that chick’s head and tried to kick her out. She’s the housekeeper’s kid. Definitely party crashing.” 
 
    “And she’s also Justin Roberts’ girlfriend, Corey. Mitch, please leave her alone.” 
 
    “Not worth it.” Mitch threw up a middle finger over his shoulder and headed into the party. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Everyone hates Mitch Holter,” Char said while Corey kissed her neck. “I’ll call you tomorrow. I want to know how you did on the trials.” She turned and sucker-fished onto Corey. 
 
    The music shut off, and a moment later, Justin pushed back outside. His gaze found mine, and I waved. The sooner this was over with, the better. 
 
    “Listen up!” Justin called over the crowd. “The party is over. Get your booze and drugs and your shit and get the fuck out of my house.” 
 
    Everyone gaped at him, probably waiting for Justin to tell them it was a joke. Instead, he pointed to the top of the hill. 
 
    “I’m going to say this one time: do not throw a party at this house without my express permission again. I don’t need the mess or the heat from my parents. There are taxis at the top of the hill. I could give a fuck where you take your party, but it’s not going to be here.” People finally started moving, and Justin called out one final message, “Oh, and don’t even think about leaving me a big fucking mess.” 
 
    The crowd filtered out achingly slowly, and more than one person tried to find an excuse to stay. When Mitch walked by Justin and brazenly grabbed out the mini-keg, Justin growled, “I’m serious, Mitch. Throw parties at your own house.” 
 
    My new least favorite person on Earth patted his own chest and said, “Why would I? Mitch Holter, remember?” Mitch glared at me as he passed and said, “See you soon, housekeeper’s kid.” 
 
    When everyone had finally left, Justin and I shared a patio recliner. Bailey snoozed on the ground beside us, blissfully unaware of how close she’d been to being attacked by an asshole. “Was that as cathartic as you thought it would be?” 
 
    “It will be if it sticks,” Justin said. “I wouldn’t mind if I never saw my cousin Mitch again aside from family events and holidays . . . or ever. What did he say to you?” 
 
    “That he was going to kick Bailey. I was this close to punching him in the crotch.” I held up my fingers. “And, I’m not a violent person.” 
 
    Justin threaded his hands behind his head. “Mitch is something they call an Elite. Meaning, he has a particular skill set that makes him very important to the Hawthorn Group and, therefore, virtually untouchable. Unfortunately, there are a couple like him at Blackburn Academy and even more in the Hawthorn Group.” 
 
    I pivoted to look into his face. “Justin, are you going to fall in line with what they want and keep all this a secret?” 
 
    “Yes.” He seemed a little surprised that I even asked.  
 
    “Then your friends will never know why you acted the way you did last year. That’s fucked. Blackburn Academy shouldn’t get away with covering up what they did to you.” I shook my head. 
 
    Justin’s golden eyes were still inspecting mine. “What do you know?” 
 
    “They sent you on a mission to kill me. You figured out that I was a dhampir, and so you hid my existence for a year. You pretended to be an asshole and divided your school to stop the missions. And, if you never tell your friends that Blackburn sent you out to kill me, they’ll never understand why you acted the way you did.” 
 
    His free hand came up and wrapped around the back of my neck. “You weren’t the first that the Hawthorn Group tracked down, and you won’t be the last. I did what I did to protect my friends, January. I hid you because I wouldn’t kill an innocent person and I didn’t want to allow any of my friends to have that on their soul either. At least, that’s how it started. You don’t know how amazing it is to be able to tell you this stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I kissed his shoulder. “You scared the life out of me yesterday. If I had known, I would have never pushed you to tell me anything. I hate them for that alone.” 
 
    “January, honestly, I’m going to put all of that shit aside until the vampire who is chasing you is caught. There’s only one place that you’ll be safe. They’re going to use that to keep me in line. They wouldn’t be the Hawthorn Group if they didn’t have some angle or some catch. Blackburn Academy itself is great, though. You’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “What is the Hawthorn Group?” I asked. 
 
    “Name sounds harmless, doesn’t it?” A muscle ticked in Justin’s jaw. “That’s the organization that my father is the CEO of. If you survive long enough to graduate from Blackburn, you graduate into the Hawthorn Group, and you never stop being a member. They’re the ones who sent me after you — not Blackburn Academy.” 
 
    “So, you’re just going to let everyone think the worst of you?” I asked. The very idea made me feel sick to my stomach. Justin had been protecting his friends from murdering people, and they were just going to go on believing that he was an elitist bully. 
 
    He ran a hand up my neck, sliding his fingers behind my hair. “Fuck my reputation. I’ve never cared about it before.” 
 
    It was so much more than just his reputation, and he knew that. 
 
    He leaned in, pressing his forehead against mine. “January, yesterday I was ready to flee to Canada with you. Do you really think I’m going to think twice about this?” 
 
    I slid my hand over his cheek. “It’s not right.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. This, here, is right. And, this here is what I care about, okay? Fuck the Hawthorne Group’s agenda. If they keep you safe, then I’ll pay their price. I could give a fuck, okay?” 
 
    I kissed him. I didn’t care that we were sitting out in the open, I climbed fully up onto Justin’s lap and kissed the boy for all I was worth. My lips sucked and caressed his while his arms wrapped around me and gripped me tighter to him. My whole body ignited at his touch, but the warmth went so much deeper. I had got Justin all wrong and even thinking that he was a selfish asshole, I’d been falling for him. 
 
    He wasn’t. Justin was the most selfless person that I’d ever met, and it broke my heart that only I would know that. I alone would keep the secret of the sacrifice Justin made for his friends and me. Everyone else would think that he was cruel. I hated the Hawthorn Group for that. They had sent this boy to murder me, and, instead, he fed me his own blood to protect me. “Last time we were here, you said you were hiding me from two groups of people while you were trying to figure something out. I figured out that you meant that you were hiding me from the vampires and the Hawthorn Group, but what were you trying to figure out?” 
 
    He watched me for a few moments of silence before he sighed. “I promise that I will tell you, just not yet. It’s too dangerous, and the one thing you don’t need right now is to be put in more danger.” 
 
    “Fine, Justin Roberts,” I said on a sigh. “Continue to be ever enigmatic.” 
 
    “Hey, January.” 
 
    “Hey, what?” 
 
    Justin squeezed me tighter to him. “Would you be my girlfriend?” 
 
    I laughed. “Duh.” 
 
    He lifted his brows and smirked. “You really have a flair for the romantic.” 
 
    I kissed him softly, a couple of times, and then pulled back. “I think I’ve been falling in love with you for a while, Justin Roberts, and it’s been scaring the shit out of me.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll stop making a habit of breaking up with me every five minutes? Because that shit was getting annoying.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I glared. “I just said that I’m falling for you, and you immediately use it against me.” 
 
    Like the guy couldn’t just let us have a sweet moment. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “Are you going to break up with me already?” 
 
    “Uh, no. I might end up killing you because you’re so freaking annoying, but I’ll do it while you’re still my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Good.” He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me quickly. “And I love you, January. You probably won’t hear that very much from me, but you can just know that it’s true, and it’s going to continue to be true whether or not you keep breaking up with me every five minutes.” 
 
    “That is like the most aggravating declaration of love ever,” I grumbled, but my heart was soaring in the clouds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Another thing my mother always used to say was, “Your father never really left us.” I’d always thought it was sweet and sad, especially coming from my mother, who rarely expressed any emotion save for bitterness. I didn’t think it was sweet anymore. My father never really left. He was stalking the streets of Brightside each night. Remembering the oft-repeated phrase sent a chill down my spine, and it had nothing to do with the massive air-conditioning machines that rained misty air onto the crowd. 
 
    I stood squeezed deep within the throng cluttered inside Building B. The final scores were displayed above us. A nervous excitement held the crowd captive, and I heard more than one person whisper that there was always a chance that the twelve scholarship spots could be awarded to someone not on the list. 
 
    “Tenth place, not too shabby, Blondie,” Zack said as he held me around the shoulders. 
 
    Somehow, I’d found myself in a Baldwin brother sandwich, and Zack held me close to one side while Lucas and I had an arm around each other’s backs. It was weird how close I felt to these boys with only knowing them a week. But yet, it felt right to be standing between them as we waited for the scholarship announcement. Susie stood to Zack’s other side, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders too. To my shock, the entire Bad Boys Club had rolled down my driveway in a line of cars, ready to take me to the announcement. 
 
    Justin had insisted on staying the night on the couch and passed out well before my grandmother arrived home, something that Nana had taken in stride. This morning, he’d come into my room, given me a kiss, and then said that he’d be busy all day, but he’d sleep on my couch tonight again if I’d let him. I’d wanted to invite him to sleep in my bed, but there was no way in hell my nana would be okay with that. As sleep fell away, my belly started churning with so much resentment toward the Hawthorn Group that I hadn’t even planned on going. 
 
    In the end, I wasn’t here for my achievement. I was here for the Bad Boys Club members who helped me when there was nothing in it for them. I was here for my nana who stood with hands fisted and eyes wide before me, staring at the dais like it might erupt in flame at any moment. 
 
    “You’ve got this, chicky,” Mia said from directly behind me. “The top ten always get in.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Patrick muttered from beside Mia. “I don’t think anyone with that low of a Character Trial score has ever made it in.” 
 
    His words had me looking at the Character Trial scores of the other applicants. I couldn’t help but notice that every other score up there had a grade nine aside from my twelve. Across the board, everyone had a ninety-nine or ninety-eight on their character trial. I had a whooping eighty-seven. 
 
    “Meaning,” Mia said, heavily, “that the classist judges tried to push January out in the only subjective trial, but she still made the top ten. What did you get on that very subjective trial, Patrick?” 
 
    Zack leaned in to whisper into my ear. “Can you believe that those two are banging it out on the sly?” 
 
    “You are such a — freaking — liar?” I whispered, catching my f-bomb near slip within five feet of Nana. 
 
    Zack’s eyes glittered with mischief, and he nodded over to his brother. “Hey, Lucas, Blondie doesn’t believe me about . . .” He paused to nod behind him, “You know what.” 
 
    “Hard to believe.” Lucas chuckled and shook his head. “But, Mia’s right. The top ten always make it in. You’re golden.” 
 
    “And, Patrick is going to be crying, because he bet me a thousand dollars that you wouldn’t make it in,” Zack added. “And, I don’t have a thousand dollars, so if they pass you over, Blondie, you and I are storming that stage. Got it?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I leaned out a little to peer at Zack, who was wearing a confident-looking grin. “When did you make this bet?” 
 
    “Two days ago, between the Patrick dinner fiasco and us staying over at your place.” Lucas rubbed the top of his head and rolled his eyes. “Zack just can’t let a bet pass him by. I told him to leave it to Mia, but no, Zack just had to double the guy.” 
 
    “So, if I get the scholarship . . .” 
 
    Susie leaned forward and said past Zack, “If you get the scholarship, Patrick has to pay a thousand dollars to both Mia and Zack, clean out my dorm room for two months, clean Richard’s car, eat ten hot dogs in twenty minutes — that one was from Lucas — and he has to help Braiden at his family’s ranch for three months of weekends. We did a group chat.” 
 
    I covered my chest, feeling my heart swell with affection for these amazing people. They had all bet on me, meaning, they believed in me. Sure, they had my back, but I didn’t think they actually thought I could pull it off. Patrick was going to have one hell of a shitty September. It probably wouldn’t make him like me any more than he did now, but I would be lying if I didn’t say that the thought brought me some satisfaction. 
 
    A silence fell as several people took the stage. I recognized three of them immediately, the matronly Principal Chambers, Purple Hair, and Mustache Man. Several others joined them on the dais, though I didn’t see the three professors who held me down through the Character Trial. They all lined up to the back of the raised dais as Principal Chambers stepped to the front. 
 
    Principal Chambers took the microphone, and the feed screeched for a second before settling into a low buzz. All around me, people stood straight, staring at the dais with hope in their eyes. I wanted to feel that way. 
 
    “Welcome back, everyone,” the principal called out with a smile as she looked over the crowd. As you well know, Blackburn has twelve founding families that offer grants of admission every year. We will be calling them up in a minute, but before we do, we’d like to announce those students who were not working toward a scholarship and took place in some or all of the trials and were granted admission.” Principal Chambers read off a list of a hundred names, and after she was finished gave the microphone over to a line of couples who took the stage during her speech. Each pair approached the front with warm but practiced smiles. They read off the first name from the scoreboard when a man walked up the stairs and onto the dais. 
 
    Man was an exaggeration. The guy was wearing a tailored suit but couldn’t be older than twenty. Everything from the guy’s size to his surly demeanor was intimidating. He was huge, maybe six foot three and wide in the chest. Dark brown hair fell over his brown eyes. He had a sharp chin, high cheekbones, and an upturned nose. 
 
    Both Baldwin brothers sucked in a breath as the man crossed to the front and took the microphone from the couple standing there. They gave it up like they were afraid to be within ten feet of the much younger guy. The moment this man stepped into the room, the entire energy of the auditorium seemed to change from nervous excitement to just plain tense. 
 
    “What is it? Who is that?” I asked. 
 
    Lucas’ brows lifted. “That would be the owner of the Hawthorn Group. His parents gifted it to him on his graduation from Blackburn a year ago.” 
 
    “Justin’s cousin,” Zack said as he glared at the front. “Sebastian Holter. We threw a graduation party for him at the end of our sophomore year — as in we popped bottles of champagne in celebration that he was gone. We call him Prime.” 
 
    Susie leaned out and mouthed, “Prime-Evil.” 
 
    “You guys sure do love your nicknames. Would this be Mitch Holter’s older brother, because I got to meet that lovely guy yesterday. He threatened to kick Bailey.” 
 
    “There are three Holter brothers, and Mitch is widely regarded as the nice one.” Zack shook his head. “Tyler Holter is a sadistic little shit, but at least he’s a couple of years behind.” 
 
    “Hello,” Sebastian called, grabbing all of our attention back to the front. “As the new owner of the Hawthorn Group, I have decided to offer my own personal scholarship to one student this year, freeing up another space. I’ll choose a name at random to receive the first-ever Hawthorn Group Grant.” 
 
    An excited murmur rose through the crowd as Sebastian looked up toward the board. He turned back, and the guy’s intent gaze landed directly on me. “The first ever Hawthorn Group Grant will go to January Moore.” 
 
    I stood there, transfixed by the man’s terrifying gaze. 
 
    “January!” A voice called out from just beside me. 
 
    I turned, only to realize that everyone around me was cheering and shouting. Nana spun and wrapped me in a hug, and it took me a moment to loosen enough to return it. Zack gave me thumbs up while Susie reached in for a hug as well. Mia patted me on the shoulder and shouted something I couldn’t quite catch. 
 
    Lucas laughed and gestured to the front. “Go.” 
 
    I nodded and headed up through the crowd, not really wanting to get anywhere close to the stage. Richard gave me a high five from where he sat at the front of the crowd, telling me I deserved this. My guess was that he was saying that I deserved great things. I didn’t think being the first ever recipient of the Hawthorn Group Grant was a great thing. 
 
    I stepped onto the dais and walked across to where  Sebastian Holter had already handed off his microphone and waited for me to thank him. Holding my breath, I stepped before him and slid my hand into his. His fingers wrapped around mine and his nostrils flared. His eyes met mine, and they were hard as stone. I had this bizarre thought that Sebastian Holter was a demon. 
 
    I shook my head, hoping to yank myself out of my trance. After clearing my throat, I managed to say, “Thank you.” 
 
    His hand gripped mine. “The Hawthorn Group will be very invested and involved in your education this year.” 
 
    I pulled my hand away, and he let me go. “Thanks.” 
 
    The principal met my gaze and gestured to the side of the stage, and I rushed away from the owner of the Hawthorn Group and his demon eyes. 
 
    Two hours later, I still wasn’t quite able to shake off the feeling of foreboding. I found myself line dancing at Sammy’s Dance Hall with not just Lucas, his aunt Pam, and Nana, but the entire Bad Boys Club. The place was a big open room with barn-sized doors that were completely open to the elements. Bulb lights hung on strings throughout the space, leading outside to where a small garden and series of bench tables waited. Almost everyone danced a couple of songs and then headed out to the garden patio tables, talking and laughing. Therefore, I again found myself in a Baldwin brother sandwich, as the two guys kicked, danced, and moved along with the crowd. 
 
    “I told you that you’d be third wheeling it,” Zack said as the beats of the country song slowed. “Yes, thank you for coming.” 
 
    It took me all of five seconds to realize that my nana did not need any help from me. I was ninety percent sure that Pam and Nana no longer were aware that we were here. They danced together near the front, and every time I snuck a peek at them, they were smiling. The music started up again, and Zack and Lucas got back in line. I was just going to tell them that I’d be right back when Braiden stepped up beside me. 
 
    “Hey, can I join you?” 
 
    “You can take my place,” I huffed. Of course, I was the only one huffing and puffing of the group. I was just going to head off for some lemonade. 
 
    Braiden’s smile wavered a bit, and I realized the question wasn’t if he could join us but rather if he could join me. A little twinge of guilt hit my belly, and even though it terrified the crap out of me, I knew what I had to do. Pausing for a second, I nodded to the doors and said, “Hey Braiden, mind walking with me to get lemonade?” 
 
    His face lit up, which made me feel guilty too. He was just so sweet. We headed out of the hall and into the garden, and as the music hushed with distance, I turned to the good-looking flirt. I hated moments like these, but it was the only decent thing to do, so I told him, “I’m in a relationship with someone.” 
 
    His lips made an oh, and he rubbed the back of his neck. “Oh damn, January. I’m sorry I’ve been hitting on you for the past couple of days.” 
 
    “Trust me, there are worse things in this world,” I said with a smile before grabbing up a glass pitcher of complimentary lemonade. I poured myself a cupful, drained it, and said in a rush, “It’s Justin Roberts.” 
 
    Braiden’s head reeled back a little, and his eyelids narrowed. “Justin Roberts?” 
 
    “Since yesterday.” I winced. “All the times I said we weren’t together, I was telling the truth. There have been a lot of twists and turns.” 
 
    He gave me a mirthless smile and shook his head. “You don’t owe me an explanation. I just hope he treats you right, and don’t hesitate to tell me if he doesn’t.” 
 
    I nodded, not because I was agreeing, but because I was thankful that he was sweet about this. Justin mistreated him. He did it for a good reason, but Braiden would never know that. We headed into the crowd, and I hung back as Braiden joined the Baldwin brothers in line. I’d been gone only a couple minutes, and already there was a small crowd of girls wiggling their way between the brothers. When Braiden joined them, the four beauties surrounding the Baldwin brothers looked like Christmas just came early. I turned and headed back outside when a tall man stepped into my path. 
 
    Ice-blue eyes cut into mine, and I immediately recognized Dante Mortus from that alone. My heart lodged up in my throat, and I couldn’t seem to scream. The music slowed and warped to my ears as panic gripped me in its merciless fist. My father looked so much more human under the bulb lights. 
 
    Just as I opened my mouth to scream, he lifted a finger to his lips, dropped a piece of paper at my feet, and turned away. He stalked out of the garden space and disappeared into the parking lot. I knew that I should run to tell my friends. Somebody should be alerted. Blackburn? The Hawthorn Group? I didn’t know. But I found myself pressing my back to the outside of the barn, standing there and peering at the note at my feet. 
 
    I reached down and picked up the thick cardstock off the packed dirt. The backside felt smooth, like a glossy photo. My heart beat against my ribcage, and part of me knew that I should just drop the picture in the trash without looking. 
 
    Taking one steadying breath, I flipped over the photo. 
 
    It was an instant photo with white bands on all sides. In the center was my mother, smiling and leaning her head into a blank space. She looked perhaps twenty-two, with a bright smile and a beer clutched in one hand. A small child floated midair beside her. It had to be me. Blond ringlets circled my smiling face, and I kicked up one foot in a onesie with a red bow pattern all over it. It seemed as if I was nestled in someone’s arms, and my mother leaned against that same person, but there was no one there. 
 
    Below, was a carefully scrawled message:  
 
    You chose the wrong side, and I’m not powerful enough to protect you from what’s coming. 
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