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PRAISE FOR CHEREE ALSOP
 
The Werewolf Academy Series
 
If you love werewolves, paranormal, and looking for a book like House of Night or Vampire Academy this is it! YA for sure.
—Reviewer for Sweets Books
 
I got this book from a giveaway, and it's one of the coolest books I have ever read. If you love Hogwarts, and Vampire Academy, or basically anything that has got to do with supernatural people studying, this is the book for you.
—Maryam Dinzly
 
This series is truly a work of art, sucked in immediately and permanently. The first line and you are in the book. Cheree Alsop is a gifted writer, all of her books are my complete favorites!! This series has to be my absolute favorite, Alex is truly a wonderful character who I so wish was real so I can meet him and thank him. Once you pick this book up you won't put it down till it's finished. A must read!!!!!
—BookWolf Brianna
 
Cheree does it again with the first in her new series Werewolf Academy. Once you start reading you can't put it down. Love the Heroes and Despise the Villains. Her details and your imagination puts you right in the action of the story. Download and Enjoy!!
—Doughgirl61- Amazon Reviewer
 
This new series follows young werewolves sent to a protected boarding school to keep them safe from werewolf hunters. Excellent worldbuilding, well-fleshed characters, and intricate plots - looking forward to more!
—Winged Wolf, Amazon Reviewer
 
Listed with Silver Moon as the top most emotional of Cheree's books, I loved Instinct for its raw truth about the pain, the heartbreak, and the guilt that Alex fights.
—Loren Weaver
 
Great story. Loaded with adventure at every turn. Can't wait till the next book. Very enjoyable, light reading. I would recommend to all young and old readers.
—Sharon Klein
 
The Silver Series
 
“Cheree Alsop has written Silver for the YA reader who enjoys both werewolves and coming-of-age tales. Although I don’t fall into this demographic, I still found it an entertaining read on a long plane trip! The author has put a great deal of thought into balancing a tale that could apply to any teen (death of a parent, new school, trying to find one’s place in the world) with the added spice of a youngster dealing with being exceptionally different from those around him, and knowing that puts him in danger.” 
—Robin Hobb, author of the Farseer Trilogy
 
“I honestly am amazed this isn’t absolutely EVERYWHERE! Amazing book. Could NOT put it down! After reading this book, I purchased the entire series!” 
—Josephine, Amazon Reviewer
 
“Great book, Cheree Alsop! The best of this kind I have read in a long time. I just hope there is more like this one.” 
—Tony Olsen
 
“I couldn’t put the book down. I fell in love with the characters and how wonderfully they were written. Can’t wait to read the 2nd!” 
—Mary A. F. Hamilton
 
“A page-turner that kept me wide awake and wanting more. Great characters, well written, tenderly developed, and thrilling. I loved this book, and you will too.” 
—Valerie McGilvrey
 
“Super glad that I found this series! I am crushed that it is at its end. I am sure we will see some of the characters in the next series, but it just won’t be the same. I am 41 years old, and am only a little embarrassed to say I was crying at 3 a.m. this morning while finishing the last book. Although this is a YA series, all ages will enjoy the Silver Series. Great job by Cheree Alsop. I am excited to see what she comes up with next.”
—Jennc, Amazon Reviewer
 
 
The Galdoni Series
 
“This is absolutely one of the best books I have ever read in my life! I loved the characters and their personalities, the storyline and the way it was written. The bravery, courage and sacrifice that Kale showed was amazing and had me scolding myself to get a grip and stop crying! This book had adventure, romance and comedy all rolled into one terrific book I LOVED the lesson in this book, the struggles that the characters had to go through (especially the forbidden love)...I couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to live among such strangely beautiful creatures that acted, at times, more caring and compassionate than the humans. Overall, I loved this book...I recommend it to ANYONE who fancies great books.”
—iBook Reviewer
 
“I was pleasantly surprised by this book! The characters were so well written as if the words themselves became life. The sweet romance between hero and heroine made me root for the underdog more than I usually do! I definitely recommend this book!”
—Sara Phillipp
 
“Can't wait for the next book!! Original idea and great characters. Could not put the book down; read it in one sitting.”
—StanlyDoo- Amazon Reviewer
 
“5 stars! Amazing read. The story was great- the plot flowed and kept throwing the unexpected at you. Wonderfully established setting in place; great character development, shown very well thru well placed dialogue- which in turn kept the story moving right along! No bog downs or boring parts in this book! Loved the originality that stemmed from ancient mysticism- bringing age old fiction into modern day reality. Recommend for teenage and older- action violence a little intense for preteen years, but overall this is a great action thriller slash mini romance novel.”
—That Lisa Girl, Amazon Reviewer
 
“I was not expecting a free novel to beat anything that I have ever laid eyes upon. This book was touching and made me want more after each sentence.”
—
Sears1994, iBook Reviewer
 
“This book was simply heart wrenching. It was an amazing book with a great plot. I almost cried several times. All of the scenes were so real it felt like I was there witnessing everything.”
—Jeanine Drake, iBook Reveiwer
 
“This book was absolutely amazing...It had me tearing at parts, cursing at others, and filled with adrenaline rushing along with the characters at the fights. It is a book for everyone, with themes of love, courage, hardship, good versus evil, humane and inhumane...All around, it is an amazing book!”
—Mkb312, iBook Reviewer
 
“Galdoni is an amazing book; it is the first to actually make me cry! It is a book that really touches your heart, a romance novel that might change the way you look at someone. It did that to me.”
—Coralee2, Reviewer
 
“Wow. I simply have no words for this. I highly recommend it to anyone who stumbled across this masterpiece. In other words, READ IT!”
—Troublecat101, iBook Reviewer
 
 
Keeper of the Wolves
 
“This is without a doubt the VERY BEST paranormal romance/adventure I have ever read and I’ve been reading these types of books for over 45 years. Excellent plot, wonderful protagonists—even the evil villains were great. I read this in one sitting on a Saturday morning when there were so many other things I should have been doing. I COULD NOT put it down! I also appreciated the author’s research and insights into the behavior of wolf packs. I will CERTAINLY read more by this author and put her on my ‘favorites’ list.” 
—N. Darisse
 
“This is a novel that will emotionally cripple you. Be sure to keep a box of tissues by your side. You will laugh, you will cry, and you will fall in love with Keeper. If you loved Black Beauty as a child, then you will truly love Keeper of the Wolves as an adult. Put this on your ‘must read’ list.” 
—Fortune Ringquist
 
“Cheree Alsop mastered the mind of a wolf and wrote the most amazing story I’ve read this year. Once I started, I couldn’t stop reading. Personal needs no longer existed. I turned the last page with tears streaming down my face.” 
—Rachel Andersen, Amazon Reviewer
 
“I truly enjoyed this book very much. I’ve spent most of my life reading supernatural books, but this was the first time I’ve read one written in first person and done so well. I must admit that the last half of this book had me in tears from sorrow and pain for the main character and his dilemma as a man and an animal. . . Suffice it to say that this is one book you REALLY need in your library. I won’t ever regret purchasing this book, EVER! It was just that GOOD! I would also recommend you have a big box of tissues handy because you WILL NEED THEM! Get going, get the book...”
—Kathy I, Amazon Reviewer
 
“I just finished this book. Oh my goodness, did I get emotional in some spots. It was so good. The courage and love portrayed is amazing. I do recommend this book. Thought provoking.”
—Candy, Amazon Reviewer
 
Thief Prince
 
“I absolutely loved this book! I could not put it down. . . The Thief Prince will whisk you away into a new world that you will not want to leave! I hope that Ms. Alsop has more about this story to write, because I would love more Kit and Andric! This is one of my favorite books so far this year! Five Stars!”
—Crystal, Book Blogger at Books are Sanity
 
“. . . Once I started I couldn’t put it down. The story is amazing. The plot is new and the action never stops. The characters are believable and the emotions presented are beautiful and real. If anyone wants a good, clean, fun, romantic read, look no further. I hope there will be more books set in Debria, or better yet, Antor.”
—SH Writer, Amazon Reviewer
 
“This book was a roller coaster of emotions: tears, laughter, anger, and happiness. I absolutely fell in love with all of the characters placed throughout this story. This author knows how to paint a picture with words.” 
—Kathleen Vales
 
“Awesome book! It was so action packed, I could not put it down, and it left me wanting more! It was very well written, leaving me feeling like I had a connection with the characters.” 
—M. A., Amazon Reviewer
 
“I am a Cheree Alsop junkie and I have to admit, hands down, this is my FAVORITE of anything she has published. In a world separated by race, fear and power are forced to collide in order to save them all. Who better to free them of the prejudice than the loyal heart of a Duskie? Adventure, incredible amounts of imagination, and description go into this world! It is a ‘buy now and don’t leave the couch until the last chapter has reached an end’ kind of read!” 
—Malcay, Amazon Reviewer
 
“I absolutely loved this book! I could not put it down! Anything with a prince and a princess is usually a winner for me, but this book is even better! It has multiple princes and princesses on scene over the course of the book! I was completely drawn into Kit’s world as she was faced with danger and new circumstances...Kit was a strong character, not a weak and simpering girl who couldn’t do anything for herself. The Thief Prince (Andric) was a great character as well! I kept seeing glimpses of who he really was and I loved that the author gave us clues as to what he was like under the surface. The Thief Prince will whisk you away into a new world that you will not want to leave!”
—Bookworm, Book Reviewer
 
 
The Small Town Superhero Series
 
“A very human superhero- Cheree Alsop has written a great book for youth and adults alike. Kelson, the superhero, is battling his own demons plus bullies in this action packed narrative. Small Town Superhero had me from the first sentence through the end. I felt every sorrow, every pain and the delight of rushing through the dark on a motorcycle. Descriptions in Small Town Superhero are so well written the reader is immersed in the town and lives of its inhabitants.”
—Rachel Andersen, Book Reviewer
 
“Anyone who grew up in a small town or around motorcycles will love this! It has great characters and flows well with martial arts fighting and conflicts involved.” 
—Karen, Amazon Reviewer
 
“Fantastic story...and I love motorcycles and heroes who don’t like the limelight. Excellent character development. You’ll like this series!”
—Michael, Amazon Reviewer
 
“Another great read; couldn’t put it down. Would definitely recommend this book to friends and family. She has put out another great read. Looking forward to reading more!”
—Benton Garrison, Amazon Reviewer
 
“I enjoyed this book a lot. Good teen reading. Most books I read are adult contemporary; I needed a change and this was a good change. I do recommend reading this book! I will be looking out for more books from this author. Thank you!”
—Cass, Amazon Reviewer
 
 
Stolen
 
“This book will take your heart, make it a little bit bigger, and then fill it with love. I would recommend this book to anyone from 10-100. To put this book in words is like trying to describe love. I had just gotten it and I finished it the next day because I couldn’t put it down. If you like action, thrilling fights, and/or romance, then this is the perfect book for you.” 
—Steven L. Jagerhorn
 
“Couldn’t put this one down! Love Cheree’s ability to create totally relatable characters and a story told so fluidly you actually believe it’s real.”
—Sue McMillin, Amazon Reviewer
 
“I enjoyed this book it was exciting and kept you interested. The characters were believable. And the teen romance was cute.” 
—Book Haven- Amazon Reviewer
 
“This book written by Cheree Alsop was written very well. It is set in the future and what it would be like for government control. The drama was great and the story was very well put together. If you want something different, then this is the book to get and it is a page turner for sure. You will love the main characters as well, and the events that unfold during the story. It will leave you hanging and wanting more.” 
—Kathy Hallettsville, TX- Amazon Reviewer
 
“I really liked this book . . . I was pleasantly surprised to discover this well-written book. . .I'm looking forward to reading more from this author.” 
—Julie M. Peterson- Amazon Reviewer
 
“Great book! I enjoyed this book very much it keeps you wanting to know more! I couldn't put it down! Great read!” 
—Meghan- Amazon Reviewer
 
“A great read with believable characters that hook you instantly. . . I was left wanting to read more when the book was finished.” 
—Katie- Goodreads Reviewer
 
 
Heart of the Wolf
 
“Absolutely breathtaking! This book is a roller coaster of emotions that will leave you exhausted!!! A beautiful fantasy filled with action and love. I recommend this book to all fantasy lovers and those who enjoy a heartbreaking love story that rivals that of Romeo and Juliet. I couldn't put this book down!”
—Amy May
 
“What an awesome book! A continual adventure, with surprises on every page. What a gifted author she is. You just can’t put the book down. I read it in two days. Cheree has a way of developing relationships and pulling at your heart. You find yourself identifying with the characters in her book...True life situations make this book come alive for you and gives you increased understanding of your own situation in life. Magnificent story and characters. I’ve read all of Cheree’s books and recommend them all to you...especially if you love adventures.”
—Michael, Amazon Reviewer
 
“You’ll like this one and want to start part two as soon as you can! If you are in the mood for an adventure book in a faraway kingdom where there are rival kingdoms plotting and scheming to gain more power, you’ll enjoy this novel. The characters are well developed, and of course with Cheree there is always a unique supernatural twist thrown into the story as well as romantic interests to make the pages fly by.”
Karen, Amazon Reviewer
 
 
 
 
 
When Death Loved an Angel
 
“This style of book is quite a change for this author so I wasn’t expecting this, but I found an interesting story of two very different souls who stepped outside of their “accepted roles” to find love and forgiveness, and what is truly of value in life and death.”
—Karen, Amazon Reviewer
 
“When Death Loved an Angel by Cheree Alsop is a touching paranormal romance that cranks the readers’ thinking mode into high gear.”
—Rachel Andersen, Book Reviewer
 
“Loved this book. I would recommend this book to everyone. And be sure to check out the rest of her books, too!”
—Malcay, Book Reviewer
 
The Shadows Series
 
“. . . This author has talent. I enjoyed her world, her very well developed characters, and an interesting, entertaining concept and story. Her introduction to her world was well done and concise. . . .Her characters were interesting enough that I became attached to several. I would certainly read a follow-up if only to check on the progress and evolution of the society she created. I recommend this for any age other than those overly sensitive to some graphic violence. The romance was heartfelt but pg. A good read.”
—Mari, Amazon Reviewer
 
“. . . I’ve fallen for the characters and their world. I’ve even gone on to share (this book) with my sister. . .So many moments made me smile as well as several which brought tears from the attachment; not sad tears, I might add. When I started Shadows, I didn’t expect much because I assumed it was like most of the books I’ve read lately. But this book was one of the few books to make me happy I was wrong and find myself so far into the books that I lost track of time, ending up reading to the point that my body said I was too tired to continue reading! I can’t wait to see what happens in the next book. . . Some of my new favorite quotes will be coming from this lovely novel. Thank you to Cheree Alsop for allowing the budding thoughts to come to life. I am a very hooked reader.”
—Stephanie Roberts, Amazon Reviewer
 
“This was a heart-warming tale of rags to riches. It was also wonderfully described and the characters were vivid and vibrant; a story that teaches of love defying boundaries and of people finding acceptance.”
—Sara Phillip, Book Reviewer
 
“This is the best book I have ever had the pleasure of reading. . . It literally has everything, drama, action, fighting, romance, adventure, & suspense. . . Nexa is one of the most incredible female protagonists ever written. . .It literally had me on pins & needles the ENTIRE time. . . I cannot recommend this book highly enough. Please give yourself a wonderful treat & read this book… you will NOT be disappointed!!!” 
—Jess- Goodreads Reviewer
 
“Took my breath away; excitement, adventure and suspense. . . This author has extracted a tender subject and created a supernatural fantasy about seeing beyond the surface of an individual. . . Also the romantic scenes would make a girl swoon. . . The fights between allies and foes and blood lust would attract the male readers. . .The conclusion was so powerful and scary this reader was sitting on the edge of her seat.” 
—Susan Mahoney, Book Blogger
 
“Adventure, incredible amounts of imagination and description go into this world! It is a buy now, don't leave the couch until the last chapter has reached an end kind of read!” 
—Malcay- Amazon Reviewer
 
“The high action tale with the underlying love story that unfolds makes you want to keep reading and not put it down. I can't wait until the next book in the Shadows Series comes out.” 
—Karen- Amazon Reviewer
 
“Really enjoyed this book. A modern fairy tale complete with Kings and Queens, Princesses and Princes, castles and the damsel is not quite in distress. LOVE IT.” 
—Braine, Talk Supe- Book Blogger
 
“. . . It’s refreshing to see a female character portrayed without the girly cliches most writers fall into. She is someone I would like to meet in real life, and it is nice to read the first person POV of a character who is so well-round that she is brave, but still has the softer feminine side that defines her character. A definite must read.” 
—S. Teppen- Goodreads Reviewer
 
“I really enjoyed this book and had a hard time putting it down. . . This premise is interesting and the world building was intriguing. The author infused the tale with the feeling of suspicion and fear . . . The author does a great job with characterization and you grow to really feel for the characters throughout especially as they change and begin to see Nexa's point of view. . . I did enjoy the book and the originality. I would recommend this for young adult fantasy lovers. It's more of a mild dark fantasy, but it would definitely fall more in the traditional fantasy genre. ” 
—Jill- Goodreads Reviewer



 
To my amazing and supportive husband,
Michael my love,
And to my children, Myree, Ashton, and Aiden,
who bring joy to every adventure.
Mommy loves you!
 
 
 
 
 
 
Being different doesn’t mean
We must be excluded.
Our differences are what make us special.
Embrace what it is that separates you from the world,
And use it to find your own integral part.
You have worth, you are unique,
And the world needs what you have to offer.
 
Believe in yourself.



 
Chapter One
 
He could feel it happening. It had been far too long since his last meal. Everett leaned against one of the restaurant’s garbage containers and looked inside. Grateful for the fact that his muted sense of smell hadn’t picked up the scent of half-eaten food the flies appeared to relish, Everett stuck his hand into the container in the hopes of finding a rare steak or pork chop. He gritted his teeth at the squishy feeling of old mashed potatoes and admitted that he had definitely reached a low point in his life.
A sound caught his ear. Everett looked up to see two cats rush past, both of them black. They disappeared around the corner. The persistent vines of the jungle that crept into the city tangled in the darkness, the lingering reminder that the Ending War had changed the world into something that continually attempted to reclaim the cement and asphalt for its own.
Everett’s gaze shifted to a window of the restaurant across the street and his heart gave an angry beat. He put his free hand to it unconsciously as he stared at the girl with golden eyes who watched him from the other side of the window.
She sat at the table alone, her fork paused halfway to her mouth with a twirl of spaghetti caught in its tines. Everett figured she was close to his fourteen years, and thought it strange that someone that young was dining by herself. Her long white-blonde hair was caught back in two ponytails over her shoulders; a few strands had worked free, creating a striking counterbalance to her eyes. Her eyebrows pulled together, causing a little furrow to form between them.
Everett recognized the emotions that crossed her face, pity, sadness, and a touch of concern. Embarrassment flooded through him. He withdrew his hand from the garbage container and ducked behind the building in the direction the cats had gone. He used his arm to shove his hair out of his eyes so he wouldn’t touch his face with his dirty hands. His stomach hurt and his heart gave another angry beat, but he leaned against the brick wall, unable to make himself go for the garbage again. Pride was all he had left, and he had little of that as it was. He crouched over as another surge of pain arched through him.
“Leave me alone!”
Everett opened his eyes. His thoughts were sluggish and it was hard to focus.
“What’s a nice girl like you doing out here alone?” a man asked. “Trouble comes after curfew.”
“Trust me, I know about trouble,” the girl answered, her voice tight.
“Apparently not enough,” another man said. “But we’re happy to teach you.”
Both men chuckled.
Everett pushed off from the wall. It took a lot of effort to force one foot in front of the other as he made his way to the edge of the alley. He paused with a hand on the rough bricks.
Two men were accosting the girl he had seen. Her back was against the wall and she glared at them; her golden eyes flashed in the moonlight.
“Leave me alone before the real monsters come out,” she warned as she tried to leave.
One of the men, tall and hulking, grabbed her arm. “You’re not going anywhere.” 
His fingers gripped tight enough that his knuckles turned white and she flinched.
Anger rushed through Everett. “Leave her alone,” he demanded.
The men jumped at the sound of his voice. The first dropped his hand from the girl’s arm, but when he saw who had spoken, his lips twisted.
“Who are you?”
Everett took another step forward, allowing his lips to pull back in a humorless smile that revealed his elongated canine teeth.
“One of the monsters.”
Instead of running like he had imagined they would, the first man advanced toward him while the second stayed with the girl. A knife flashed in the darkness.
“You little freaks think you rule the night,” the huge man said with a growl.
“We do,” Everett replied with false bravado. He was in no condition for a confrontation. The man would pulverize him if he ran out of blood, and the pain in his stomach let him know that was exactly what was happening.
“I’m not afraid,” the man said.
“End them while they’re young,” his friend called from where he held the girl, his wiry arms pinning her to his chest.
Her eyes met Everett’s and reflected animal-like in the moonlight. She slammed an elbow into her captor’s stomach.
The man in front of Everett attacked, blocking her from view as he sliced with his knife. Everett ducked under the blade and landed two solid punches on the man’s ribs. The attacker grunted and swung again. Everett caught his hand and spun, using his momentum to slam the man into the brick wall.
Normally, Everett would have channeled his speed to get away, but his steps faltered as the blood gave out. He felt the bite of the knife in his side when his attacker retaliated. Everett fell back, blocking another blow. He tripped over something on the ground. The man crouched, attempting to drive the knife into Everett’s heart. Everett held him back with one hand and fumbled for whatever had tripped him. He felt the remains of his strength slipping away. The knife drove downward.
Everett’s hand closed on a broken chair leg. He slammed it into the side of the man’s head. His attacker collapsed to one side and lay still, unconscious.
Worried about the girl, Everett used the chair leg to help him up. Surprise filled him at the sight of her standing above her own attacker. A groan of pain escaped the man from where he lay curled in the fetal position on the grimy cement.
“Maybe they’ll listen to the curfew next time,” she said, giving Everett a small smile.
He nodded, but couldn’t spare the strength to speak. He stumbled against the wall. The girl’s eyes widened. Everett pulled his hand from his side. The blood on his palm was thick and clotted. He had used it up. A rushing sound filled his ears like the ebb and flow of the ocean. He slumped to the ground and gritted his teeth against the pain. He held his stomach and closed his eyes.



 
***
 
Light pierced his eyelids. Everett lifted a hand to shield his face, but the movement was impeded by the clink of a chain. Fear rushed through him. Everett opened his eyes to see handcuffs chaining him to a cot. There was a bandage on his wrist. A glance showed that the tube coming from it was hooked to an IV on a pole near his head. Red liquid flowed down the tube from a bag that was almost dry.
“You’re finally awake.”
Everett craned his head to see the girl from the night before standing in the doorway. She watched him with a guarded expression, her eyebrows pulled together and a spoon coated in dark liquid held in one hand. Her hair was caught back in a loose braid and there was more of the dark liquid in the few strands that hung around her face.
“Where am I?” Everett asked, pulling meaningfully at the handcuffs. He realized his strength had returned. His stomach no longer hurt, and the rushing sound had vanished. He glanced back at the IV. “You gave me blood.”
“Someone had to,” the girl replied, taking two steps into the room and pausing as though worried he would break free and attack her. “You about died from that little stunt you pulled back there. I’d think a vampire would be a bit more careful.”
Everett grimaced and said, “I prefer the term blood-deficient.” He remembered her ducking under his arm and pulling him to his feet. He recalled the sound of her blood pounding through her jugular inches from his face when she helped him walk. It would have taken less than a second to bite her neck and drink the life-giving liquid. “I could have killed you.”
Humor touched her eyes and lifted the corners of her mouth the slightest bit. “I’m not sure you would’ve enjoyed it. Who knows? Maybe you would have grown furry ears and a tail.”
“You’re a werewolf,” he said in amazement.
She gave him a wry look. “I prefer the term canine-inclined.”
Everett fought back a smile of his own. “So you could have handled those guys on your own.”
She shrugged and crossed her arms. “I had it covered until you showed up.”
He thought about the look in her eyes when the men had confronted her. He hadn’t seen fear, only frustration.
“What is it about the night that reveals the true monsters?” she asked.
He watched her, not sure if she expected an answer or was being rhetorical. Her eyes held his, questioning and steady. Uncomfortable at her scrutiny, his shifted his gaze to the room. He appeared to be in the main living area. There was a small kitchen through one of the doors and a bathroom through the other. He could see the small square of a closet from a crack in only other door.
It was sparsely furnished with only the cot and a lamp on a simple end table, yet it was filled with color. The walls had been painted with a tapestry of murals. On one wall, children knelt on a grassy hill eating a picnic, on another, a mother and father pushed children on swings. In the next, a flurry of faces, hands, ribbons, and activity made up a scene from a party.
Each picture captured intricate smiles and joy on every face. The warmth of the scenes belied the emptiness of the room. The pictures looked so real, as if they had been copied out of a photograph. Everett couldn’t see the one behind his head, but he found himself wanting to. He tried to sit up and found that there were handcuffs around his ankles as well.
“I didn’t bite you before,” he said quietly. “Why worry about it now?”
She gave him a searching look. “You can never be too careful, especially around vamps.”
That caught his attention. “Do you know many vampires?”
She shrugged and her cheeks colored. “No. You’re the first. I’ve just been told things.”
“What things?” Everett asked. He pulled at the cuffs around his wrists, testing them. If he channeled his strength, he could snap the chains. The thought made it easier not to fight. He willed his muscles to relax.
“Plenty of things,” she replied evasively.
Silence settled between them. Her gaze moved from his eyes to his chest. Everett realized he wasn’t wearing a shirt. He glanced down at his pale skin. The wound along his side had healed. A small, even row of stitches marked the line where the knife had bit. He looked back at the girl.
“You stitched me up?”
“Couldn’t let you bleed to death. The blood took a long time to kick in, and you’d lost more than it looked like you had left.” Her gaze shifted away as if she was uncomfortable at the sight of his bare chest.
“Uh, thank you for patching me up,” Everett said.
“Thank you for trying to save me,” she replied.
Everett smiled. “Even though it wasn’t necessary.”
She smiled back as if she couldn’t help herself.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” Everett said in what he hoped was a persuasive tone. “Seriously. I could have let them do it instead of almost killing myself.”
Her smile faded and she regarded him silently for a moment, her expression untrusting.



 
Chapter Two
 
Everett let out a slow breath. “I’ll leave and you’ll be safe,” he promised. “You won’t have to worry about having a vampire in your place.”
She seemed to make up her mind. The jingle of keys sounded loud in the room when she pulled them from her pocket. Letting out a breath, she crossed to his side. She regarded him warily while she unlocked his left wrist. As soon as the first handcuff was free, she tossed him the keys and backed up.
Everett caught the keys and unlocked his other wrist. He sat up and did the same for his right ankle. He hesitated on the left and glanced at her. He channeled his strength and yanked. The chain broke. He squeezed the cuff and the hinge snapped as well. It fell to the floor.
“You could have broken free this entire time,” she said; it was more of a statement than a question.
Everett fought back a smile at the accusation in her voice. He pulled the needle from his wrist. After ensuring that the needle was hung so it wouldn’t catch on anything, Everett made his way to the door.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
Confused, he turned with his hand on the doorknob. “Leaving, like I promised.”
“You need a shirt,” she replied. “You’re as white as a ghost. It’s a kind-of dead giveaway that you’re a vampire. Rule number one, they won’t treat you like a monster if you don’t look like one.” She gave a sigh of resignation. “And I should probably take out those stitches. You don’t need them anymore.”
At her motion, Everett walked back to the couch. He told himself he stayed because she had saved his life, but there was something else, something that worried him. He pushed the feeling away.
He listened to her rummage around in the kitchen. “I really can take care of myself.”
“I noticed,” she answered. “Finding food in the garbage at Dalia’s isn’t exactly taking care of yourself.” She came back out of the kitchen and hesitated at the look on his face. “Sorry. That was a low blow.”
Everett cursed himself for being so easy to read. He looked away. “Don’t worry about it. It wasn’t exactly a high point for me, either.”
She crossed to him, her bare feet barely making a sound on the worn carpet. “It’s not my place to judge,” she said, her voice apologetic. “I don’t know what you’ve been through.”
He looked up at her from his place on the couch. “I wasn’t paying attention to my blood level. It’s gotten me into trouble before.”
A half-smile crossed her face. “I’m sure that’s not the only thing that’s gotten you into trouble.” She caught herself and dropped to her knees next to the couch. “Turn, please.”
Everett did as he was told. He lifted his arm so she could reach his side better.
At her touch, a tingle ran through his skin. He sucked in an involuntary breath. “I really can do that,” he told her.
A small snip was followed by the slight tug of the first stitch as she pulled it free from his skin. “It’s not the easiest place to reach,” she replied, her tone unreadable.
He glanced down at her. She met his gaze for the briefest second. There was vulnerability in her eyes that stilled him. He could break her neck or drink her blood. If he attacked, she would be defenseless. The thought tightened his chest and he looked away.
“Done,” she said a few minutes later. “Hold on a sec.”
She rose and threw away the pieces in the small garbage can near the end table before heading to the closet. She ruffled inside for a moment. “I knew it was still here,” she said with a note of triumph. She pulled out a red and white striped button-up shirt. “Vanguard won’t mind,” she said, tossing it to him.
Everett caught the shirt and gave it an uncertain look.
She rolled her eyes. “It’s not like my closet’s brimming with clothing choices for hot guys.” Her eyes widened as if she realized what she had said. She shut the closet door with a loud bang.
Everett slipped his arms in the shirt and buttoned it up. He was finally starting to feel normal again. He let out a breath of relief and nodded toward the IV pole. “Do I dare ask where you got that, and these?” he asked, pointing toward the handcuffs that lay broken on the floor.
“You can ask, but I won’t tell you,” she replied.
Everett shrugged. “I can respect that. Pig’s blood isn’t exactly on aisle B in the local grocery stores. Believe me, I checked.” He gave her a warm smile, not caring that his fang showed. “Thanks again.”
“Thank you for trying to save me,” she replied with a small smile of her own.
He opened the door and paused. “Do you know where a payphone is?”
Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Why?”
“I need to call my mom.”
Her eyebrows rose. “Your mom? You have a mom?”
Everett knew the comment shouldn’t hurt, but it did. “Yeah,” he said shortly. He turned down the hall. “Never mind.”
He walked to the stairs. He heard her door shut, and a moment later, the sound of her footsteps.
“You don’t have to follow me,” he said, pausing at the bottom step. “I promised I’d leave. You won’t see me again.”
The girl appeared at the corner with a hint of chagrin on her face. “I was rude. Sorry. I’ll show you where the payphones are.”
She led the way along the short hallway and around the corner to the small lobby. Two payphones were at the end of the hall opposite the door. The windows and glass door of the apartment building were barred, giving the place more of a jail appearance than a home. Lights flickered on outside even though a glance through the closest window showed that the sun hadn’t quite set. Everett was glad nobody would see him in the striped shirt. He had no doubt whoever Vanguard was, he wouldn’t miss it at all. He wondered if he should burn it and save the world from such an eyesore.
At the phones, he reached in his pants pocket where he usually kept his coins, but it was empty.
“Here,” the girl said.
Everett glanced at her and found her holding out a coin on her palm. He accepted it with embarrassment at being caught unprepared. “Thank you. She’ll be worried sick. I was supposed to call last night.”
He dialed the number and waited a moment. A little voice answered that never failed to make him smile. “’llo?”
“Hi, Izzy, is Mom there?”
“Evy! Evy!” her little voice shrieked. He could hear her jumping up and down. “Mommy, Evy’s on the phone!”
“Oh, thank goodness,” his mother’s familiar voice replied. He heard her take the phone from the little girl. “Thank you, Isabella.” His mother’s voice was filled with relief when she said, “Everett, I’m so glad you called. We were all so worried!”
Her concern made him smile. “I’m okay, Mom.” He glanced at the werewolf. “I, uh, made a friend. A girl.”
The girl gave him a quizzical look.
“A friend?” his mother said in surprise. “Well, that’s good, a friend’s good!”
Everett wondered how much the werewolf could hear. His mother was never one to control her enthusiasm. “Yes, Mom. I’ll be home soon.”
“Bring your friend,” she said. “I’d love to meet her. We’re having dinner in an hour. I have your vitamin drink. Everett, we’ve been so worried. Hurry home, okay?”
“Uh, okay, Mom. I’ll be home.”
“And bring your friend,” his mother insisted.
Everett could feel the girl’s gaze between his shoulder blades. “Yeah, okay, Mom.”
“Bye, sweetheart.”
“Bye, Mom.”
He hung up the phone feeling relieved and embarrassed at the same time. He glanced at the werewolf.
“Everett, huh?” She twisted the name as she said it as though she wasn’t sure how she felt about it.
“You heard that?”
She gave him a meaningful look. “Werewolf, remember?”
“Most people call me Rett.” He realized something. “I don’t know your name.”
“Adrielle,” she replied.
“Adrielle,” he repeated. “I like that.”
She looked at the phone he had just hung up. “It’s the only thing my parents left me with.”
Everett didn’t know what to say. If she had heard his name, she had also heard his mom inviting her to dinner. He had never brought anyone home before. He guessed Adrielle could surmise that from their conversation. The thought of inviting a werewolf into his home was unsettling.
Despite his misgivings, something about the details of the paintings in Adrielle’s room stuck in his mind. He saw the beautiful faces of the children, the intricate work in the eyes to capture the smiles, the way the mother and father pushing the children on the swings looked as though they were having as much fun as their little ones.
She had saved his life. She could have left him to bleed to death in the alley and no one would ever know. Her fear of vampires was clear, yet she had risked herself to save him. Everett made up his mind.
“Come to my house for dinner.”
Adrielle stared at him. “Are you crazy?”
He shrugged. “That’s still under debate.”
She kept silent.
He realized the darkness in her golden eyes was actually fear. His heart went out to her. “Come on, Adrielle. They’re nice. You might enjoy it. My mom’s an amazing cook, and I owe you for saving my life. What do you say?”
She lowered her gaze, shielding her emotions with her long eyelashes. “Is everyone in your family a vampire?”
He laughed and shook his head. “I’m the only one, thank goodness.”
His comment seemed to surprise her. She looked back at him with a curious expression, tipping her head to one side. “Are you so bad, then?”
Everett gave her a small smile.
She sighed and shook her head. “Okay, but I think this is a bad idea.”
“As bad as you bringing a bloodthirsty vampire into your apartment?” Everett countered.
She led the way to the street. “That’s still to be decided.”
Everett glanced at the sky. The sun was setting; its gray light reached between the buildings with weak fingers, casting shadows on the people hurrying home from work before the curfew. Everett figured the light wasn’t strong enough to be a problem.
He caught Adrielle watching him as they crossed a brighter patch between the buildings. 
“What?” he asked self-consciously.
“Are you going to burst into flames or something?”
At his questioning look, she gestured at the fading sunlight.
Everett held out a hand, letting the light splay between his fingers. Mist began to rise with from his skin along with the burning sensation. He shoved his hand in his pocket and hurried to the shadows.
“What do you know about vampires?” he asked, keeping the question quiet so the people flooding around them wouldn’t overhear.
“Not much,” she admitted.
He decided to humor her. “Vampirism is like a cancer. For those of us born with it, when we hit puberty, it begins to attack our red blood cells, killing us from the inside out. We’re forced to drink blood to replenish our bodies and keep our organs from shutting down completely.”
“Does it hurt?” she asked quietly.
Everett nodded. “A lot,” he admitted. He closed his hand into a fist. The faint blue lines that made up his veins stood out in contrast to his pale skin. “Because I have so little blood in my system, I also lack the melanin responsible for protecting my body from UV radiation.”
“You sound like a professor,” she commented.
Everett chuckled. “My parents are scientists. I think I take after them.” He gestured toward the setting sun. “I’m just trying to keep from looking like a thousand year old mummy.”
That succeeded in bringing a small smile to her face. “That many wrinkles are only appealing on a Sharpei.”
Everett chuckled. “Leave it to a werewolf to know wrinkled dogs.”
She snorted, but her eyes creased with the smile she kept from her face.
Everett shoved his hands in his pockets. It felt strange to walk through the city with Adrielle at his side. The few people left hurrying home before curfew still moved around him as though he was invisible, but with her, it was almost as if they shared the invisibility together. Nobody wanted to look too closely at someone with pale skin in case their curiosity revealed something more sinister.
Monsters had surfaced near the conclusion of the Ending War. Too much chemical warfare combined with the nuclear fallout had created more subspecies than the government wanted to admit. The seventy-five years following saw the construction of the Pentagrin, the five great cities of the survivors. The Kingship had done what it could to reduce the number of monsters with drastic measures. Everett knew there had to be others in the cities, but he had never met one besides Adrielle.
A little girl clutched her mother’s hand as they hurried past. Everett ducked his head, reminding himself not to smile at her curious gaze. He led Adrielle down a side alley and to the tunnels.
“Are you sure we should go in there?” she asked, hesitating at the long steps to the network of underground passageways.
Though they had once been a vast subway system, the tunnels had been converted into survival housing during the Ending War. Everett peered into the darkness, grateful the war had ended before his time. He couldn’t imagine living beneath the earth for nearly a decade while the survivors waited for the fallout to dissipate. Vines snaked into the depths, the continuation of the jungle that attempted to reclaim the five cities for its own.
“It’s okay,” Everett told her. “We’re the monsters everyone is afraid to see in the shadows.”
She gave him a sharp look. Everett ducked into the tunnel.



 
Chapter Three
 
Though walking through the darkness wasn’t Everett’s favorite thing, he knew the tunnels well enough to bring them to the Neighborhoods without making any wrong turns. When they climbed the stairs back to the city streets, the sun had set and a few stars even peered through the light-polluted sky.
He heard Adrielle’s sigh of relief and fought back a smile. He had never met a werewolf before, but had heard plenty of rumors about the subspecies. Realizing that she wasn’t an instinct-driven rabid mongrel like the werewolves on the news was an eye-opener for him.
He caught the look of wonder on Adrielle’s face when he led her through the cul-de-sacs that made up the Neighborhoods.
“You grew up here?” she asked, unable to hide the shock in her tone.
Everett nodded. Families in the Neighborhoods were notoriously rich. Those families who had survived the Ending War with their wealth still intact had retreated as far from the crammed apartments and buildings of Nectaris as they could get and still be within the safety of the protected zones. He definitely understood her amazement that he had grown up within the Neighborhoods.
The Neighborhoods had been lucky to escape the worst of the wars, and the spacious luxury of the houses was a vast counterbalance to the space-conserving minimalist direction the rebuilding crews within the city had adopted. Everett always found it much easier to breathe away from the packed streets and dirty alleys.
The sound of chaos grew the closer they got to the house at the end of one of the furthest cul-de-sacs. Everett took a steeling breath and glanced at Adrielle.
“Ready?”
She shook her head, her eyes wide.
The bright moonlight reflected in her golden gaze, revealing the fear she couldn’t quite hide.
“It’s okay,” he said. “If it’s too much, you can always leave. I won’t hold it against you.”
She nodded without replying.
Everett set a foot on the bottom step.
“Evy, Evy!” Izzy shrieked. The little four year old blew through the door, slamming it open behind her. Everett dropped to one knee and caught her. She clung to him, her fists knotted tightly in his striped shirt. “I thought you weren’t coming back.”
Everett smoothed the little girl’s frizzy brown hair. “Of course I came back,” he reassured her. “I couldn’t leave my girl.”
He glanced at Adrielle. She gave him an amused smile.
Everett nodded at her. “Izzy, this is Adrielle. Adrielle, Izzy.”
The little girl jumped down and gave Adrielle a small, surprisingly skilled, curtsy. “Pleased to meet you.”
Everett stared at her. “Where did you learn that?”
Izzy shrugged. “I’ve been watching lots of princess movies. It’s the proper way to say hello.” She grinned at Adrielle. “I like your hair.” With that, she turned and dashed back inside as quickly as she had appeared. They heard her yell, “Evy’s home, Mommy! Evy’s home!”
“Get ready,” Everett said under his breath.
“For what?” Adrielle asked, her expression apprehensive.
The door burst open again and four kids ran out. Everett let two of them tackle him around the waist. He fell backwards on the grass and the other two landed on top of him. He tickled the boys, twins with floppy, curly blond hair, and pretended to let the other two win. Pinned beneath the four of them, he gave Adrielle a self-suffering smile.
“Adrielle, meet Finch, Gabe, Hadley, and Donavan.”
Finch and Gabe, the twins, smiled at her, revealing the fact that both of them were missing their front teeth. Hadley, the little five-year-old redhead, ducked behind Donavan at the realization that there was a stranger in their yard. Donavan stood and held out a hand.
“Pleased to meet you,” he said. He winked at Everett. “It’s not every day Rett brings home a girl.”
Everett rolled his eyes. The other boy grinned.
Adrielle glanced at Everett and shook Donavan’s hand. 
“Pleased to meet you, too,” she replied, her tone uncertain.
Donavan lowered his voice. “As Rett’s older brother, it’s my duty to inform you that he’s a vampire.”
“Donny,” Everett said with exasperation.
Donavan shrugged. “What? She has a right to know.”
“It’s not exactly an opener,” Everett pointed out.
“And I do know,” Adrielle told him. “But thank you.”
Donovan nodded and gave Everett an I-told-you-so look.
Hadley, apparently over his shyness, tugged on the edge of Adrielle’s shirt. At his beseeching look, she crouched so that they were eye level. “What is it?” she asked, fighting back a smile at his solemnness.
He put his hands around her ear and whispered something Everett couldn’t hear.
“That’s good,” she said.
Hadley nodded again, his blue eyes filled with all the seriousness a five-year-old could muster.
“Dinner,” a voice called from inside the house.
“Dinner!” Hadley echoed.
The little boy grabbed Gabe and Finch’s hands and pulled the six year old twins toward the house. Donavan followed them inside. He paused at the top step and gave Everett a searching look.
“Mom was up all night worried about you. You gave her quite the scare.”
Guilt filled Everett. “Thanks for the head’s up,” he replied.
Donavan grinned. “Also, nice shirt.” He disappeared inside.
“Is that all of them?” Adrielle asked.
“Not by a long shot,” Everett told her. At her flustered look, he smiled and motioned to the front door. “Shall we?”
“If you say so,” she replied.
He went up the steps and crossed the wide porch. Pausing at the door, Everett glanced back at Adrielle.
“What did Hadley say to you?”
Adrielle smiled as if she couldn’t help herself. “He said you weren’t going to drink my blood, so I didn’t have to be afraid.”
Everett fought back a smile and pulled the door open so she could enter. “Welcome to the Masterson house.”
His mother was already waiting near the door to the dining room. Her blonde hair had been pulled back in a bun that was in the process of coming loose, and flour streaked the side of her face. The apron she had tied around her rotund middle was streaked with evidence that she had made Everett’s favorite cheesecake for dessert.
“Everett, I’m so glad you’re home,” she said. She gave him a tight hug. “I was worried sick!” She stepped back and looked him up and down. “Are you sure you’re alright? You were gone the whole night, and you forgot your vitamin drink, too. Celeste said she left it on the counter and it was still there at sunrise. I kept worrying that you were lost somewhere and your insides were shutting down...”
“Mom, I’m fine,” Everett said before she could get too detailed. “Really. You don’t have to worry.”
She set a hand on his cheek. “Of course I worry. I’m your mother, that’s what I do! And I worried that the blood you had left was congealing and you were losing your functions, lying in pain somewhere...”
Everett glanced at Adrielle, grateful for the distraction. “Mom, this is Adrielle, she’s the one I told you about.”
Caught in the middle of going on about all of the horrible things that could have happened to him, his mother paused with her mouth open. She closed it again and gave Adrielle a warm smile.
“Of course, dear. Happy to have you here.” She took Adrielle’s hand. “We have a place set for you next to Everett’s spot.” She glanced back at him with a meaningful look. “It was empty last night, which worried me all the more because Everett doesn’t often miss meals and especially his vitamin drink.”
“Mom,” Everett said imploringly.
“Okay, okay,” Mrs. Masterson replied. “You’re home and I’ll be grateful. It could have been so much worse.”
Everett shook his head with a glance at the ceiling, wondering how Adrielle would survive an evening with his overprotective family.
His mother led them around the packed table to the empty seats on the far side. Donavan tried to trip Everett, but he was prepared. He sidestepped the older boy’s foot and turned to avoid Finch and Gabe when the twins rushed by and dove into their own seats with the force of a herd of horses.
“Everett’s home,” Mrs. Masterson said, nudging her husband on her way past.
“Oh, um, yes,” Mr. Masterson replied. He glanced at Everett over the edge of the paper he was reading. The headlines proclaimed, ‘Fallout Zone Testing Reveals Lessened Contamination of Forests.’ “Glad to see you home, my boy,” Everett’s father told him.
Everett patted his father on the shoulder on their way by, not surprised the man had failed to notice the girl at his side. He was already deep into the article again, no doubt coming up with plans to include the forests in his studies.
“My dad’s a botanist, a plant scientist,” Everett whispered to Adrielle. “And he works on bees.”
“I work with bees,” Mr. Masterson corrected. “And we’re in the process of creating a bee-wasp hybrid that appears better suited to pollinating with the plants that have survived the fallout. Their genetic mutations have created some interesting challenges.” He paused, then said, “The bees, not the plants.”
Everett stared at his father, amazed he had heard them with his focus on the newspaper.
His dad winked. “The word ‘bees’ always catches my attention.” His gaze shifted to Adrielle. “And who is this?”
“Sorry, Dad,” Everett said. “This is Adrielle. Mom invited her for dinner.”
“I had nothing to do with it,” Mrs. Masterson protested. “Adrielle is Everett’s friend.” She stressed the last word meaningfully.
Mr. Masterson adjusted his glasses and gave both Everett and Adrielle a searching look. “Well, then I’m glad you came to meet us. Everett, you should give her a tour of the greenhouse after dinner.”
“Okay, Dad,” Everett replied.
Adrielle sat down next to Everett and glanced at him. He recognized the expression, her eyebrows pulled together and the darkness in the depths of her golden eyes.
“Don’t be overwhelmed,” he whispered. “When the food gets here, nobody will remember there’s a stranger in the house.”
The instant Mrs. Masterson set the huge pot of chili macaroni on the table, the truth to Everett’s words became evident. If it wasn’t for Everett’s intervention in scooping himself and Adrielle a bowl, they would have missed dinner entirely.
Arms wrapped around Everett from behind.
“Seriously, Rett. If you take off again without this, I’m going to get Mom to put a chain on you or something so you can’t go far,” Celeste said. His big sister set the purple cup on the table in front of him. “If it wasn’t for Annie and Bran, I would have come after you myself.”
Celeste glanced at Adrielle and her eyes widened. “Mom said you were bringing a girl home for dinner, but I didn’t believe it,” she exclaimed.
Everett sighed. “Can someone please act like I have a social life?” he pleaded. At Celeste’s answering apologetic smile, he gave in and nodded at Adrielle. “Adrielle, this is my big sis, Celeste.”
“Don’t let this crazy family scare you,” Celeste told her, squeezing Adrielle’s shoulder with a warm expression. “We’re always happy to have visitors.”
“I’m happy to be here,” Adrielle replied.
Everett’s sister caught a strand of Adrielle’s hair between her fingers. “Your hair is gorgeous. Let me know if you ever need a stylist.”
“I will,” Adrielle said with a surprised smile.
“Celeste is studying cosmetology,” Everett explained.
Celeste gestured to the container. “You drink that, Rett, or I’ll get the IV ready.” She disappeared from the room before he could reply.
Everett caught Adrielle’s bemused expression as she watched the family.
“Is that your vitamin drink?” she asked.
He nodded. “Pig’s blood. Ready to run?” he asked, turning the drink cup around and around in his hands.
To his surprise, she shook her head. “It’s nice.”
He smiled in relief. “Good. I’m glad you like it.” He lifted the cup to his lips.
“And the food’s good,” she said.
“Tastes like dog food,” Hadley replied, shoving another heaping spoonful into his mouth.
“Hadley wants to be a dog,” Donavan explained from across the table. “He says everything tastes like dog food.”
Everett paused in the middle of drinking from the cup. He gave Adrielle a wide-eyed look.
“Maybe that’s why I like it,” she said with a wink.
He sputtered the gulp he had taken, barely managing to avoid spitting blood across the table.
She laughed and handed him a napkin. “You’ve got blood on your chin.”
He grinned. “I’ll bet you say that to all your vampire friends.”
She grinned and took another bite of his mom’s chili macaroni.
Adrielle’s kindness to his family despite her trepidation made up his mind. “There are two other people I still want you to meet,” Everett said when they carried their plates to the sink.
Donavan and Finch were already busy washing up, though the soap suds on the floor and their wet shirts said water fights had already ensued.
“You have more siblings?” Adrielle asked in amazement.
Everett nodded. “Sometimes they prefer to eat in the other room. Come on.” He took her down the hallway to the sunroom.
A smile spread across his face when he saw Bran and Annie. Celeste was busy feeding Bran a bite of their mother’s cooking. Both smiled back at the pair from their electric wheelchairs. Annie lifted her wrist in her special wave.
“Ha,” she said, saying hello with her voice lifted in the happiness it always contained.
Celeste nudged Annie. “See, I told you he brought a girl.” She winked at Adrielle. “Annie didn’t believe me.”
Bran let out a huff of laughter.
“I’ll bet Bran did,” Everett guessed, giving his older brother a hug.
The boy huffed again.
“Of course he did,” Celeste replied. “Bran thinks you’re a regular Casanova.” She set the spoon down she had been using to feed him and carefully wiped his chin.
“Bran, Annie, this is Adrielle,” Everett introduced them.
Annie waved again. Bran closed his eyes twice.
“That means hello,” Celeste explained. “He’s happy to meet you.”
Everett watched Adrielle, wondering how she would react. It wasn’t often they brought newcomers to meet their oldest siblings, but Everett knew it would mean a lot to Annie and Bran. His chest was tight in trepidation while he waited for the werewolf’s reaction.
“I’m happy to meet you, too,” Adrielle replied with a warm smile.
Everett couldn’t help smiling at her in gratitude. “Thank you,” he whispered.
She smiled back at him before giving both Bran and Annie a hug. “This is a beautiful room you have back here,” she said, looking up at the stars they could see through the glass ceiling.
“It’s Mom’s favorite,” Celeste explained. “She loves the moon.”
Adrielle raised her eyebrows at Everett.
He gestured toward the telescope in the corner. “She’s a selenographer.”
“She studies the surface of the moon?” Adrielle replied in surprise.
A smile spread across Annie and Celeste’s faces. Bran made a happy little sound.
“You know about selenography?” Celeste asked.
Adrielle gave a little shrug, embarrassment clear on her face. “I just have a fascination with the moon myself.”
Celeste nodded. “Both Mom and Dad feel the moon’s connection to the fallout dispersion and the lasting effects of the chemical warfare is deeper than anyone thinks. One of these days, I know they’re going to prove it.”
“I hope so,” Adrielle replied.
At Celeste’s questioning look, the werewolf explained, “I know the monsters affected by the chemicals would like to figure out why the moon impacts them. Maybe if we found out why, we could make a cure.”
All eyes shifted to Everett. He looked out the closest window at the darkness beyond and pretended not to notice.
“Rett, have you shown Adrielle Dad’s greenhouse?” Celeste asked.
Grateful for the distraction, Everett shook his head. “Not yet.”
“Don’t forget; you know Dad loves the chance to show it off,” Celeste pressed.
Everett met Adrielle’s questioning look. “Would you like to see it?” he offered.
Adrielle nodded. “I’d love to.” She smiled at Bran and Annie. “It was wonderful to meet you.”
Annie gave her little wave and Bran grinned at her.
“Thank you for being so kind,” Everett said quietly, leading the way back up the hallway. “I know all of this can be a bit overwhelming.” He turned near the kitchen and through the mudroom to the back door.
“They’re wonderful,” Adrielle replied. “They’re the ones who were being kind. I’m the stranger, remember?”
He pushed open the door and led the way to the greenhouse nestled in the corner where his father studied his bee hybrid creations. The greenhouse had cost a fortune because seeds and plants cultivated from the fallout were scarce. His father’s efforts to improve the quality of the resulting naturally-grown fruits and vegetables were priceless since only genetically manufactured produce was available in the markets.
Adrielle stepped inside with an expression of awe. “This is beautiful!”
“It’s my dad’s life work,” Everett explained. “There are vitamins in naturally grown plants they haven’t been able to duplicate in the biotech crops created after the Ending War. There are self-pollinating plants, but problems with hand-pollination for certain fruits and vegetables have caused them to die off dramatically.”
He fought back a smile at the fact that he was repeating things his father had told them over and over again. He thought he hadn’t been listening, but apparently it had still sunk in. “The problem is most bees died off in the fallout and those that survived are more susceptible to mites and diseases that also persisted and multiply in beehives. Dad’s hoping if he can produce a honey bee that is as strong as the wasp as far as fighting off diseases, he may make it possible for bee pollination again.”
“Interesting,” Adrielle said.
Everett laughed. “Now you really are just being nice.”
Adrielle shook her head and touched the leaf of a squash. “No, I’m not. Plants are important. Imagine a world without them. I can’t believe we almost lost them all. A few of my friends would be without a purpose.”
Unsure what she meant, Everett watched her in silence. She walked around the small greenhouse lit by red and orange hued bulbs. It gave her white-blonde hair a fiery glow.
“Good to see you both out here.” Mr. Masterson’s voice startled Everett.
Adrielle just smiled at him as if she knew he had come to the door. Everett realized that with her werewolf hearing, she probably had.
“This is a beautiful greenhouse,” she said.
“Yes, well, if our bees can continue to flourish, maybe we’re actually getting somewhere,” Everett’s father replied.
“I hope so,” Adrielle told him.
Everett could tell by her expression that she really meant it.
“At least someone is taking an interest in horticulture,” Mr. Masterson said, giving Everett a meaningful look.
Everett laughed. “Come on, Dad. I just don’t have a green thumb. Remember the tomato plant I managed to kill off in less than a week?”
“Just because you gave it so much water it was practically floating,” his father replied, adjusting his glasses with a smile.
“It looked thirsty,” Everett replied. He decided not to mention that it was perhaps his own thirst that had caused him to overwater the plant. He knew what it was like to be surrounded by so many sources to quench the need, but yet be unable to partake from any of it. He cleared his throat uncomfortably and turned to Adrielle. “I’ll walk you home.”
She shook her head. “That’s not necessary. I’m perfectly fine out there by myself, which you know.” She stressed the last words meaningfully.
Everett was aware of his father’s attention. “Just the same, a girl shouldn’t walk the streets alone.”
Adrielle glanced at Mr. Masterson and nodded. “Okay, thank you,” she finally accepted.



 
Chapter Four
 
The rhythmic pattern of their footsteps was all that broke the deep night. Everett searched the shadows they passed, feeling unexplainably protective over the werewolf at his side. She had already proven she could handle danger, but there was something else about her, a vulnerability he saw that made him willing to fight the world to make sure she made it back to her apartment in safety.
Maybe it was the way she smiled at Bran and gave Annie a kiss on the cheek before leaving. Perhaps it was the gratitude with which she accepted the little package of rolls and honey butter his mother gave her before they left. It could also have been the way Hadley clung to her on the porch, refusing to let her go. The little five year old was notoriously shy. Everett had never seen him warm up to anyone the way he had to the werewolf.
“Why did you invite me to dinner?” Adrielle asked, not looking at him.
“You heard my mom on the phone,” Everett replied evasively. “It was her, not me.”
Adrielle gave him a sideways glance. “Seriously, Everett. You and I both know you could have just left and not said a word, but you brought me to your home.” Her steps slowed.
Everett pushed his black hair out of his eyes. “Mom always makes more than enough to feed everyone and an army on the side.”
“Everett.”
The way she said his name made Everett look at her, really look at her. She had stopped walking and she watched him with her hands on her hips and her head tipped slightly to one side. He saw his reflection in her golden eyes. He was taller than her by a few inches, but somehow he felt smaller when she looked at him like that, as if she was trying to see what was inside instead of outside. The thought made him uneasy. He looked away.
“It was the paintings,” he admitted.
“What?” she asked.
“The paintings in your apartment.”
Her voice was quiet when she said, “What about them?”
Everett let out a slow breath. He thought of the faces. “Everyone was smiling and happy. The details you used showed how much you cared about each picture.” He hesitated to say the rest.
“And?” she asked.
He heard it in her voice. She knew what he was going to say. He braced himself and told her, “And yet you were always on the outside looking in. You weren’t a part of those scenes. You’re just a spectator.”
Adrielle turned and began to walk again. She didn’t storm away, but Everett could tell by the way her shoulders bowed that his guess had been accurate. The sound of her single footsteps tore at his heart. He hated himself for causing her pain.
“Elle, I’m sorry,” he said.
Her head raised and she looked back at him with a curious expression. “What did you call me?”
“Uh, Elle,” he replied with a bit of hesitation when he reached her.
A little half-smile lifted one corner of her mouth. “I like that. I’ve never had a nickname before.”
He chuckled. “It’s better than Evy.”
“I don’t know,” she replied. “I think that’s kind-of cute.” Her cheeks turned red and she looked away.
They started walking again. After a few minutes, Adrielle asked, “What happened to Annie and Bran?”
Everett glanced down a dark alley. “They were born with genetic defects. It’s in my mom and dad’s genes. That’s why the rest of us are adopted.”
“All of you?” Adrielle asked in surprise.
Everett nodded. “Mom always knew she wanted more kids, but when Annie and Bran both had the same condition, they were told it wouldn’t be safe to have any more children of their own, so they decided to adopt.”
“So that’s why you’re a vampire and the others aren’t,” Adrielle said.
Everett glanced at her. “Vampirism surfaces when puberty hits. My teeth came in the same time that I got really sick. There aren’t many vampires out there.” He fell silent for a few steps, then said, “When they realized what I was, they could have given me back. In the research I’ve done, I found out most vampire children are discovered after being adopted. They’re given back to the government, and they aren’t heard from again.”
“Ever?” Adrielle asked, appalled.
Everett shook his head. “Vampires are becoming very scarce. Mom and Dad probably saved my life by keeping me around.”
“They seem to be very caring people,” Adrielle replied.
Everett had to agree. “I don’t imagine most parents would be too thrilled to find out their adopted child needs blood to survive. Monsters generally don’t come from happy families.”
Adrielle nodded but didn’t say anything.
Everett searched for a change of subject. “So you liked my brothers and sisters?”
“I like all of them,” Adrielle replied. “They’re wonderful. I love Annie’s smile, and I knew Bran was laughing. Celeste was so sweet about my hair.” She paused and looked at Everett. “Hey.”
“Hey, what?” Everett asked with a smile at her tone.
“I figured it out,” she said. Her eyes creased with her smile. “Annie and Bran are the oldest, followed by Celeste, then I’m guessing Donavan?”
Everett laughed. “Yeah, you got it. Then me, Finch, Gabe, Hadley...”
“And Izzy,” Adrielle finished with a grin. “Your parents named you in alphabetical order.”
“The best way to keep track of us,” Everett told her. “We always tease Mom that the next kid they adopt will have to be named Jack or Jill.”
Adrielle laughed. “Or Jadwiga.”
“You made that up,” Everett accused.
She shook her head. “I didn’t, really! I knew someone with that name.”
Everett grinned. “I’ll have to tell Mom she’s got another option.”
Adrielle kicked a partially crushed tin can. It went skittering down the mouth of the tunnel. She hesitated at the entrance.
“It’s alright,” Everett told her. “We’ll be fine, I promise.”
She looked up at him, her gaze touched with an emotion he didn’t recognize. “How can you be so sure?”
Everett shrugged. “I can be pretty scary if I have to be. Nobody will mess with you.”
Adrielle gave him a small smile. “You weren’t so scary outside Dalia’s diner.”
Everett grimaced. “Don’t remind me. That was embarrassing.”
Surprise touched her eyes. “Embarrassing? You tried to save me.”
“By passing out,” Everett replied dryly. “Not exactly knight in shining armor material.”
Adrielle laughed, then covered her mouth with her hand as if surprised it had come out. When she took her hand away, her smile refused to leave. “You, Everett Masterson, are very different than I first thought.”
“Is that a good thing?”
Adrielle nodded, her expression growing serious. “When you were just a vampire, it was easy to be afraid of you.”
“And now?” Everett asked, catching her tone.
She gave him a searching look. “I’m still figuring you out.”
“Fair enough,” he replied. He gestured toward the tunnel. “We’d better get going. Monsters come out after curfew, you know.”
At her continued hesitation, he held out his hand. “Come on, Wolfie Elle. I’ll get you home safely.”
She slipped her hand into his. Warmth ran up his arm. Everett led the way into the darkness. He searched the shadows, but couldn’t help being completely aware of the girl who held his hand.
Vampirism didn’t exactly make a boy date material. At fourteen, Everett had never even gone steady with a girl. Now he was walking through the tunnels of Nectaris holding one’s hand. He didn’t know whether he was blessed or insane. Either way, the fact that she trusted him made him feel like he was floating. The grime and garbage that cluttered the tunnels no longer appeared as disgusting. He even caught himself smiling when a rat scurried by.
He caught Adrielle’s tight expression.
“It’s rather homey,” he said.
A reluctant smile touched her lips. “It’s not at all. I don’t know how anyone ever lived here.”
“Me, either,” Everett admitted. He nudged a dark pile with the toe of his sneaker. An audible squish sounded. “It must have been really bad to drive everyone underground.”
“I guess they didn’t have a choice,” Adrielle replied. “At least down here, most of them could avoid the fallout.” She glanced at him. “There would have been a lot more monsters otherwise.”
“I wonder if it would have been easier that way.”
Adrielle’s gaze caught in an emergency light that flickered overhead. “You mean if there were more of us?”
Everett nodded. “If we were the norm instead of the freaks, maybe people wouldn’t hold it against us so much.”
“Would you wish this on others?” Adrielle asked softly.
Everett fell quiet, thinking about her words. When he was first diagnosed, he hated the way people treated him. Instead of being just another Masterson kid, he was The Vampire, The Freak, The Bloodsucker. Thankfully, time and his ability to blend in and not ruffle feathers helped people forget how different he was. Yet there were times when the things that set him apart were more than apparent, like not being able to save Adrielle because his organs had used up all his blood, or being feared by people in their neighborhood and seeing the fear in their eyes.
Or the way he craved blood every moment of every day. He was afraid his self-control wouldn’t be enough to protect those around him. He feared the day he wouldn’t be able to turn away from the lifeblood coursing through the bodies of those he passed on the street or bumped into in stores or the mall. He truly was a monster.
“No,” he admitted, glaring into the darkness ahead of them. “I wouldn’t, ever.”
Adrielle’s head lifted at the vehemence in his voice.
Everett pushed on ahead, afraid of her questions or that she would think less of him if she knew the truth. He ran his tongue over his sharp teeth. He could feel the hollow points where the blood would run if he ever bit someone. He wished he could file them down. A memory surfaced at the thought.
Everett saw his thirteen-year-old self bent over the sink in the bathroom. He held one of his father’s metal files in one hand and a pair of wire cutters in the other. No matter how hard he tried, the teeth refused to break or file away.
“Everett?”
Tears streamed down his cheeks when he turned to face his mom. She looked at the tools in his hands and tears filled her eyes as well.
“Oh, Everett,” she said. She wrapped him in a hug, holding him tight like she used to do when he was little and scraped his knees. “Baby, please don’t hurt yourself.”
“I hate what I am, Mom,” Everett replied with a sob. “The other kids are afraid of me, and I’m scared of myself.”
She patted his back. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. You’re our Everett; you always will be.”
He shook his head. “I’m different, Mom. I feel it inside. I want to bite people. I-I need to.” His hands shook.
His mother stepped back. She gently took the tools from him and set them on the bathroom counter. “Everett, listen to me,” she said, her voice quiet but stern. “You are a caring, kind boy with a heart bigger than anyone I know. You can control this. I believe it.”
Everett closed his eyes tight. “But it’s so hard.”
Her hands rested on his shoulders. He knew if he opened his eyes he would see the loving blue gaze that had believed in him ever since he was little and said he wanted to fly. He kept his eyes closed.
“Everett, can you do something for me?” she asked gently. When he couldn’t bring himself to answer, she kissed his forehead. “Everett, please look at me.”
He forced his eyes open and met her gaze guardedly.
The smile she gave him was filled with warmth despite his admission that he wanted to suck the other students’ blood. Her expression hadn’t lost its love when the doctor told them he was a vampire, and it contained the same love at that moment when he felt like he deserved the names the other kids called him.
“Whenever you find yourself losing control, can you promise me you’ll do one thing?” she asked.
“What?” Everett replied, his voice small.
She pushed his black hair out of his eyes. “Repeat the names of your siblings.”
“My siblings?”
She nodded. “If you feel yourself losing control, say Annie, Bran, Celeste, Donavan, Finch, Gabe, Hadley, and Izzy. Can you do that for me?”
“Why?” Everett asked, confused.
His mother smiled. “Because along with me and Dad, those are the people who believe in you and know that you’re just another Masterson kid.” She winked at him. “We’re a crazy bunch, but we’re family, and we’re there for each other. So can you do that for me?”
Everett nodded. “I will, Mom. I promise.”
A shoulder bumped his, bringing him back to the present. He found Adrielle watching him with a quizzical look, her head tipped to one side canine-like.
“Where were you?” she asked.
Everett realized he was standing at the exit of the tunnel. He wondered how long he had been there. “Uh, sorry. I was just remembering something.”
“I thought maybe you were afraid of the moonlight,” Adrielle teased.
Everett chuckled and followed her outside. “My mom used to tell me that if I ever felt like I was losing control, I should recite the names of my siblings.”
Adrielle glanced back at him. “Does it work?”
“Yeah,” he admitted with a nod. “A lot better than I thought it would.”
“Your mom’s a smart woman,” Adrielle replied.
“She is,” Everett agreed. “Extremely smart.”



 
Chapter Five
 
“Back safe, just like I promised.” Everett held open the door that led inside Adrielle’s apartment complex. Sadness touched him at the thought of her returning to the empty rooms with pretend pictures of happiness on the walls.
“Thank you,” she told him.
She walked inside. He watched her make her way to the stairs. He was about to leave when she hesitated before setting a foot on the bottom step.
“Rett?”
For some reason, her calling him by his nickname made him smile. “Yeah, Elle?”
She looked back at him. “There’s something I need to show you.”
At her motion, he stepped inside the complex and stood with uncertainty near the door.
“Come out the back way,” she said.
“To where?” he asked.
“To the Monster Asylum.” A smile lifted one side of Adrielle’s mouth as if she knew how crazy that sounded. “Trust me, okay?”
Everett figured he had gone that far. He nodded.
Adrielle led the way through the apartment building and opened a door to the back alley. Though the moonlight didn’t penetrate the darkness, she didn’t hesitate to step outside. Everett lingered at the doorway while she crossed to a thick door that looked as though it was more rust than metal. She knocked on it three times, paused, and then knocked three more times. A small panel slid back to reveal a pair of dark eyes.
Everett watched in amazement, feeling as though he had just stepped into a shady movie where mafia members would step out and gun them both down. The thought was unsettling even though all weapons had been confiscated after the war, at least those currently not being sold on the black market. The voice in the back of his mind said that the alley was exactly the kind of place he figured such things were bartered.
“The door smells like onions,” Adrielle said.
“You know that’s not the password,” a gruff voice replied.
“Come on, Xander. You know it’s me,” Adrielle told him, rolling her eyes.
“Dr. Transton said to open the door only for the password,” the voice on the other side argued.
“I’m the only one coming through at this hour. He wouldn’t want me to spend the night in the alley,” Adrielle replied.
She stepped back, and sure enough, the door opened.
“Come on,” she said to Everett.
He pushed down his apprehension and followed her inside. The door shut behind them with a heavy bang. Everett glanced back in the dim lighting and found himself staring at the biggest person he had ever seen. If there was a chair beneath Xander, Everett couldn’t find it. The man’s bulky form filled up every bit of the space behind the door. Only a small alley remained for those who entered to squeeze by.
“What are you looking at?” the man growled in a deep voice that reverberated through the bricks around them.
“Uh, s-sorry,” Everett replied.
He looked back to see Adrielle waiting halfway up the hall. He ran to catch up to her.
“Xander doesn’t like visitors,” she explained, continuing as though they weren’t walking through a place out of Everett’s nightmares.
“I noticed,” he replied, looking uneasily at a light that buzzed and blinked when they walked beneath it.
Adrielle reached a spiral staircase and paused. She looked back at him. “Just to warn you, Dr. Transton doesn’t like vampires. At all. Like run-you-through-the-heart-with-a-stake dislike. So don’t let them see your teeth. You smile too much for a vampire as it is.”
She started up the stairs, leaving Everett to either follow or risk facing Xander’s wrath if he tried to leave without her.
“Who is Dr. Transton?” Everett asked, climbing the stairs. “And what’s wrong with a vampire smiling? I know we’re all supposed to be gothic and emo depressed and all that, but it’s a little cliché, don’t you think? And a stake through the heart? That’s going to kill anyone. It’s shouldn’t just be reserved for vampires.”
Adrielle stared down at him from the steps above. “I’m trying to save you right now and you’re worried about vampire clichés?”
He fought back a smile at her exasperated tone. “You want a cliché? This winding, creepy staircase is a cliché. So’s Xander, for that matter. What’s he really going to do if he doesn’t like me? Squash me to death?”
“Xander’s an ogren.”
A shiver ran down Everett’s spine. “A what?” he asked, even though he had heard her clearly.
“An ogren,” she replied.
Named after the ogres of mythology, ogren were humans who had come into contact with chemicals from the Ending War and been greatly misshapen. Their bulky forms were a result of radiation poisoning mutating their cells. A few had survived the cancer only to be shunned in fear from society. Tales of their strength and an unmatched temper lingered, giving parents more fuel for stories to keep their children in after the curfew.
“I didn’t know there were any left,” Everett said quietly in awe.
Adrielle glanced back at him. “There’s a lot you don’t know,” she replied.
Everett looked down the dim hallway. Xander shifted in his corner. Everett hurried up the staircase after Adrielle.
A scent touched Everett’s nose. It was floral, like his dad’s small greenhouse where he studied his bee hybrid creations. Adrielle opened the door at the top of the staircase and stronger floral scents rushed down. Everett took a deep breath as he stepped through. He stopped with a hand on the door and stared at the room beyond.
Instead of the narrow hallway with branching rooms he expected from a building labeled an asylum, the massive room that spread out before them was lined with more flowering plants than he figured even his father had seen in his lifetime. Everett recognized the high-intensity discharge bulbs along the ceiling that cast a stark, cool white light on the plants below. Halide bulbs gave off warm red and orange lighting in the corners to support the growth of the plants. Vines tangled everywhere, creating a jungle in so many shades of green he could only stare.
“This place is amazing,” Everett breathed.
The smile Adrielle gave him was warm. “I figured you’d like it after showing me your father’s greenhouse.”
Everett touched the leaves of a nearby vine. “It’s incredible. How do they grow so big?”
“That would be the nymphs,” Adrielle replied. “They take care of all of the plants in the Asylum.” She nodded. “There’s the twins.”
Everett followed her gaze to a leafy corner. Two girls with green skin were tending to what appeared to be a small weeping cherry tree.
“They’re nymphs?” he asked. He couldn’t help staring.
“Come on, I’ll introduce you,” Adrielle said. She walked away without giving him a chance to decline.
“Beryl, Midori, this is Everett,” she said.
When the girls turned, Everett realized with a start that the girls’ skin wasn’t green, they were covered in moving leaves and vines that covered every inch of the girls’ bodies.
Both girls smiled and bowed. The first girl hummed something when she held out her hand.
Everett glanced at Adrielle self-consciously.
“Tree nymphs don’t speak,” she explained with a hint of amusement at his self-consciousness. “They sing wordless songs to help the plants grow. Beryl is saying hi.”
“Oh, hi,” Everett replied, shaking her hand.
Midori touched his arm. The brush of her fingertips felt just like rose petals, and the same scent lingered around the girls.
When Everett turned, she held out a leaf. It was bright green and jagged around the edges. When he took it, she motioned for him to hold it up to his nose. Everett did as she directed. The sharp, clean scent chased away all other smells.
Adrielle made a face and took a step back. “That’s mint,” she said. “They know werewolves don’t like the smell of mint.” She glared at the girls.
Both tree nymphs covered their mouths and made little musical sounds Everett realized was laughter.
“Oh, go back to your plants,” Adrielle said, rolling her eyes.
The nymphs turned back to the willow with more laughter.
“They think they can chase me away,” Adrielle told Everett with a shake of her head. “It’ll take more than a mint leaf.”
“Chase you away from what?” he asked.
She lifted her eyebrows meaningfully. Everett realized what she was talking about. “From me?”
She nodded. “Don’t take it personally. They tease anything on two legs. I’ve ever seen them make Xander blush, and that’s saying a lot.”
Everett glanced back at them over his shoulder. Both nymphs were watching them walk away. As soon as Everett met their gazes, they turned back with more laughter. If vampires had enough blood to blush, he figured his cheeks would be bright red.
“More stairs,” Adrielle said.
She put a hand on what he had thought was a tall bush, but turned out to be another winding staircase completely blanketed in creeping vines. He was glad to find out that, unlike the vines that covered the city faster than the clearing teams could chop them up, these had no thorns and the leaves were smooth-edged instead of rough. He shoved the mint leaf in his pocket and followed her up.
“Come for a swim, Adrielle,” a voice called as soon as the door opened.
“No, thank you, Kai,” she replied. She waved her hand behind her. “We have company.”
“You never swim, Adrielle. I’m starting to think werewolves are afraid of the water.”
Everett stepped into the room and paused. Warm, moist air enveloped him from the mist wafting above rocks, pools, and dark green plants. It felt as though he had just crossed into a true jungle like the kind he had read about in books, complete with thin rain that dripped from the ceiling light enough to feel as though it was a part of the mist. Out of sight within the moss and ferns came small trilling sounds and little colored lights glowed within the depths of the trees.
Everett made out a form in the middle of the dark water. The boy was standing so that the water was waist high. He had dark green skin and strange black eyes. Leafy green tendrils made up his ears, and he moved his hands slowly through the water at his sides, catching it in his webbed fingers.
“Who do we have here?” Kai asked, his eyes narrowing with interest as he regarded Everett.
“This is Everett,” Adrielle said. “He’s, uh, he’s a friend.”
Kai moved forward in the water. When he reached the edge, he climbed out of the mossy pool to reveal scaled legs below his black swimming shorts. Everett wondered if he had a tail, but he couldn’t make one out in the dim lighting.
“Hello, Everett. Welcome to the Monster Asylum,” Kai said, holding out a hand.
Everett shook it, grateful the boy’s fingers didn’t feel as slimy as they looked. “Thanks. You can call me Rett.”
“Rett,” Kai replied with a nod. “What do you think of our little asylum?”
Everett glanced around again, not bothering to hide his amazement. “This place is incredible.”
“He hasn’t seen the artic room yet,” Adrielle said.
Kai grinned, revealing flat gums instead of teeth. “You’re in for a treat. I avoid it up there because all that cold...” He made a show of shivering. “It really doesn’t suit me.”
“You’re cold-blooded,” Adrielle reminded him. “You shouldn’t go up there.”
“Who’s going to flirt with Chirit if I don’t?” Kai replied.
Adrielle shook her head. “You’re hopeless.”
Kai staggered back, holding a hand to his heart dramatically. “You slay me with your words, Adrielle,” he said. He fell backwards into the water, disappearing from view.
“Amphibians,” she muttered with a shake of her head.
Kai surfaced a few feet away. “Tell her I said hi.”
“I will,” Adrielle promised.
Everett followed her through the rainforest room. The trilling sound increased, echoing through the trees. He peered into the darkness, but couldn’t see what was making it.
“What’s that sound?” he asked.
“The frogs,” Adrielle replied. She looked around. For a moment, her golden eyes reflected the faint light, glowing in the darkness. She looked like a wild animal searching for prey. Her nose moved slightly as she tested the air. Her head swiveled to the right. “Look,” she whispered.
Everett realized he was staring. He shook himself and turned. A form he had thought was a part of the plants moved slightly. High, musical words almost too soft to be heard weaved through the hanging trees. The ground moved. Everett realized that he was looking at frogs instead of the mossy floor, hundreds of them. They made their little trilling sounds and when they croaked, ribbons of colored light surrounded them. Streamers of pink, blue, and green flowed in waves to the form that turned out to be a little girl sitting at the base of a vine-covered tree.
Her song grew louder. Everett took a step forward. He felt all of his other senses fade away until only the sound of her voice remained. It pulled at him, beckoning him forward like the tiny frogs. He took another step.
Adrielle set a hand on his arm. Her touch jolted him back to himself.
“Take it easy,” she said. “Sonia is a siren. Do you know what a siren is?”
Everett shook his head, unwilling to speak and break the sound of the beautiful voice.
“Sirens draw their target in with their voice. It’s beautiful, haunting, and deadly.”
At Adrielle’s last word, Sonia turned her face toward them. Her lips pulled back, revealing rows upon rows of sharp, pointed teeth like the pictures of sharks Everett had seen in his father’s books.
“Getting late, isn’t it?” Sonia asked. Her voice rasped, no longer the beautiful, lulling tones that filled Everett with rapture, but instead grating and rough like sandpaper on metal.
“Getting there,” Adrielle replied. “Goodnight, Sonia.”
“’Night, Adrielle,” the siren answered. She turned her face back to the little glowing frogs and began to sing again. Their voices lifted, their little trilling calls the perfect counterbalance to her song.
“Is she a little girl?” Everett asked, amazed at the contrast in her voice.
Adrielle pushed the vines aside and stepped into the cave beyond them that hid the next staircase. “She remembers the Ending War,” she said over her shoulder.
Everett stared back into the shadows, amazed that the siren he had thought was a child was more than seventy-five years old.
“And Kai?” he asked, following Adrielle up. “What is he?”
“A yacurun,” Adrielle answered. “Half man, half amphibian. He can breathe under water.” A small laugh escaped her. “Believe it or not, he’s in love with a yeti.”
Everett shook his head. He felt like he had stepped into another world and everything he knew about his life had turned upside down. The further they climbed into the Monster Asylum, the crazier his world was turning out to be.



 
Chapter Six
 
“Are you telling me that we’re going to meet an abominable snowman?” Everett asked.
Adrielle grinned at the amazement in his voice. “If they’re up for it,” she replied. “Yeti tend to be a bit grumpy. It’s probably because Dr. Transton hasn’t figured out how to keep the snow from melting every time someone opens the door. I told him we should rearrange the rooms, but he said too much work went into it to change everything now.”
She shoved the next door open with her shoulder. A blast of hot air nearly knocked Everett back down the stairs. Powerful light hit him, burning his skin. He ducked back through the doorway.
“Seriously, Jehlani, can you turn it down a bit? It’s night time for crying out loud,” she said.
“Sorry,” an accented voice called. A moment later, the force of the heat and light reduced almost completely.
“Thank you,” Adrielle replied. She motioned for Everett to follow her. “This is one of the reasons Kai has a hard time flirting with Chirit. He can’t stand the heat or else he dehydrates severely. The last time he tried to cross from his floor through this one in his attempt to reach her, we had to hook him up to IVs for nearly two days. He said it was totally worth it because Chirit let him kiss her on the cheek.” She lowered her voice. “Chirit said his lips are slimy.”
“Don’t be whispering about things I’d like to know.”
Everett couldn’t help but smile when he stepped on the sandy floor and saw who was talking. “You’re a sphinx.”
She smiled back at him. “And you’re a vampire.” She gave Adrielle a meaningful look.
Adrielle let out an exasperated breath. “Everett, what did I tell you about smiling? Do you want to get yourself killed?”
The creature with the head of a woman and the body of a lion swished her tail, creating a little furrow in the sand she lay on. “I’m not the one with the grudge,” she said.
She stretched out further on the sand. “It feels so nice on the belly. You sure you don’t want to come relax, Adrielle? You’re always so busy. You really should take it easy once in a while.”
“I’m showing Everett the Asylum,” Adrielle replied. “Sorry, Jehlani. I’ll have to catch you next time.”
“I’ll believe it when I see it,” the sphinx replied. She dug into the sand with one paw, leaving deep gouges from her claws. “I’ll be turning the sun back up when you leave.” She winked at Everett. “Better run fast, vamp. I’ve heard your kind doesn’t fare well in the sunlight.”
“Thank you,” Everett said. He hurried after Adrielle across the hot sand. The source of the light was a giant globe in one corner surrounded by mirrors to multiply its force. He couldn’t imagine how much it would burn if she turned it back on when he was still in the room. He didn’t know how she controlled it, but was thankful that they made it up the stairs before she flipped the switch.
“How far up does this place go?” Everett asked. She opened the next door and cold flooded through, shocking his senses.
“A lot further,” Adrielle said.
Everett glanced at her, curious about the vagueness of her answer. “Why do I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me?”
She lifted her shoulders with a touch of guilt in her eyes. “I’m not sure.” She looked past him into the snowy room. “Hi, Chirit. Kai sends his love.”
Everett turned, expecting to see a huge, hulking form. Instead, he saw a slender girl with skin even paler than his own sitting on top of a snow hill. Despite wearing only short shorts and a tank top, she didn’t seem to feel the chill at all.
“He’s such a tease,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “He still thinks a relationship could work.”
“The rainforest level isn’t that bad,” Adrielle coaxed.
A visible shudder ran through Chirit’s skin. “Come on. I’d simply die in that heat. And the frogs? Maybe they’d go away if the sirens would stop singing, but ugh, and I mean ugh.”
“Yeah, ugh,” a deep voice answered.
Chirit jumped down and the hill she had been sitting on rolled over to reveal the biggest person Everett had even seen. He made Xander look tiny.
“Frogs,” the snow mound person said. He gave a shake and the snow fell free, revealing a thick, furry body with beady eyes that peered at Everett. “Hey, dude.”
“Uh, hi,” Everett replied.
“That’s Chowder, Chirit’s brother,” Adrielle said.
Chirit skipped through the snow on tiny bare feet as though she was as light as a snowflake. She stopped inches from Everett and looked him up and down.
He glanced at Adrielle, uncomfortable by her close proximity. So far, his ability to hide his vampirism had been completely abominable. The thought almost made him laugh given the circumstances.
“Oh, he’s cute,” Chirit said. “Where’d you find him, Ad?”
She skipped around Everett touching his hair, his clothes, and his hands before he shoved them in his pockets.
“The street,” Adrielle replied. 
Chirit’s eyes widened and she stepped back. “You mean, you’ve been out
there?” she breathed.
“I always go out there,” Adrielle said with a hint of exasperation as though she explained the same thing often. “It’s not that bad.”
“Bad humans,” Chowder huffed.
“Yeah,” Chirit echoed. “They’re not nice. Who wants to be shot full of bullet holes?”
“I told you they don’t have guns anymore,” Adrielle replied. “They were taken away after the Ending War. You know that.”
“They have knives,” Chirit said. “I don’t know why you risk yourself.”
“She no look like monster,” Chowder said before burying his head in the snow.
Chirit gave this a thought and nodded. She looked Everett up and down one more time. “If there’re more of these out there, maybe I should join you.”
“By these, you mean Everett,” Adrielle replied. “Everett, meet Chirit, and I hope there aren’t more of him out there.”
Everett glanced at her as he shook the girl’s hand, wondering what she meant. Her expression was unreadable when she met his gaze.
“Well, the pleasure is mine,” Chirit said. “Are you just passing through or are you planning to stay a while?”
“Passing through, I think,” Everett replied, looking to Adrielle for confirmation. “This place is amazing.”
Chirit nodded. “It’s not bad, as far as a multi-level Monster Asylum with alternating climates, landscapes, and weather systems can be, I suppose.”
Adrielle laughed. “Come on, Rett. We’ve got a few more places to visit.”
She led Everett through the snow to the stairs.
“Oh, Rett. I like that,” Chirit called. “I could get used to it. Rett and Chirit. It kind-of rolls off the tongue, doesn’t it?”
“What would Kai think?” Adrielle asked down the stairs.
“Kai, who?” Chirit replied.
“Oh, he would be so heartbroken if he heard her say that,” Adrielle told Everett.
She pushed the door open to reveal the next level. To Everett’s surprise, the floor was entirely ordinary. Instead of sand, snow, or misty tree-filled environments, it had a white tile floor, a few tables with computers, a video player and a screen, two couches, and a small kitchen area.
“Hurry,” Adrielle said, pulling Everett toward the next flight of stairs at almost a run. “Let’s get going. There’s lots to show you and—”
“I was getting worried.”
Adrielle stopped dead in her tracks. Everett barely managed to keep from tripping over her. He caught one of his own feet with the other and had to do a two-step jump skip maneuver to keep from falling on his face.
“Nice,” the voice said.
Everett straightened to find himself looking at the most normal individual he had seen since entering the Asylum.
The man gave him a small smile. “I’m Dr. Transton,” he said, holding out a hand.
Everett reminded himself not to smile. Adrielle’s words of warning about the man swirled around his mind. He barely lifted his lips enough to say, “Everett Masterson. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”
Dr. Transton looked at Adrielle. “You usually bring visitors to me before giving them the tour.” He didn’t sound upset, merely confused.
Adrielle studied the floor. “Um, I guess I just got caught up in showing him around and forgot to head here first.”
“Don’t you have to go through each floor to get here?” Everett asked, confused.
“There’s an elevator,” Adrielle and Dr. Transton said at the same time.
Unsure what to say in reply, Everett went with, “This place is incredible. I never knew there were so many, uh...”
“Monsters,” Dr. Transton finished. “You can say it. All of the individuals here understand that they are in fact monsters attempting to survive in a normal human society. The word carries no weight; it is merely a reminder than the equality that has existed since the Ending War doesn’t apply to subspecies, or the Queen and her Lessers for that matter.”
“Dr. Transton,” Adrielle tried to cut him off.
The doctor waved his hand. “No, let me explain. I can tell this, uh,” he smiled at Everett, “Everett, is a bit confused. You know that after the Ending War seventy-five years ago the five great cities of the Pentagrin were built for the survivors, correct?” At Everett’s nod, Dr. Transton smiled. “Good, good. And since the ruling government was demolished, a new form of ruling had to be established. With good intentions, the Kingship and Lessers were formed.”
“To oversee to the survival and progress of the human race,” Everett stated, repeating the words from his father’s history book.
Dr. Transton looked pleased. “Yes, Everett. That’s right. But you see, there has been no progress since the Ending War. The Kingship rules in fear, and fear compromises growth.”
“But the cities...” Everett began.
Dr. Transton nodded. “The five cities are the pinnacle achievements of the remaining human race. They are self-sustaining, yet linked together around Regent which keeps our honorable queen safe.”
Everett wondered if he imagined the irony that touched the doctor’s tone when he spoke of the Queen. He had never heard anyone talk about the ruler of the Pentagrin in that way.
“Dr. Transton, I’d like to continue the tour,” Adrielle began, her eyes wide with worry.
Dr. Transton clasped his hands behind his back and walked away from them as he spoke, entirely oblivious to Adrielle’s request.
“They have protected the human race, yes, but fear of the monsters created by the fallout has kept them from exploring our new world, advancing knowledge, or seeking to reclaim that which has been lost.”
At his pause, Everett asked, “What’s been lost?”
Adrielle threw him an exasperated look.
“Satellites, my boy,” Dr. Transton replied, stalking back toward them with a fervent light in his eyes. “We took so many steps backwards in the age of technology that we’re stuck with corded phones and computers that no longer have access to what they used to call the Internet. Our stream of information is limited to books.” He looked at the ceiling as if wishing he could find the answers written there. “The nuclear explosions in the atmosphere during the ending War produced electromagnetic pulses stronger than anything humans were prepared for. The pulses surged through everything even remotely conductive, antennae, pipelines, power lines, and satellites, frying every electronic object with so many volts of electricity that they were beyond repair. We lost so much we don’t even know where to start.”
“With honeybees,” Everett dared to say.
Dr. Transton looked as though he was ready to laugh.
“Come on,” Adrielle said, tugging on Everett’s arm.
“Wait a second,” Everett said. “My dad’s busy experimenting with honeybees. He’s convinced that if we can create species strong enough to withstand the diseases that resisted the fallout, we can begin to farm again. Farming leads to a new life.”
Dr. Transton nodded with an enthusiastic smile. “People will realize they can take their lives into their hands again. They don’t have to live on bioengineered food products made in top floor growing chambers. They can do more than sit in offices and live from nine to five. Families could camp.”
“What’s camping?” Everett asked.
“I have a book about it,” Dr. Transton told him. “It shows going to the forest and sleeping in a tent, which is some sort of a canvas triangle, on a matt, by a campfire.”
“Sounds dangerous,” Adrielle said.
“Dangerously wonderful,” Dr. Transton replied. He put a hand on Everett’s shoulder. “I’d love to meet your father. He sounds like a very enlightened individual.”
“He is,” Everett replied with a smile.
Dr. Transton’s hand fell off his shoulder. He stared at Everett and his face twisted.
Everett took a few steps back.
“Vampire,” the doctor breathed in a voice barely above a whisper. He took a deep breath and bellowed, “Vampire!”
Adrielle jumped in front of Everett. “Dr. Transton, I can explain. Everett tried to save my life and got hurt...” Her voice fell away at the hatred in the doctor’s eyes.
“Get out of my asylum,” Dr. Transton growled.
“Dr. Transton—”
The doctor cut Adrielle off. “Get. Out. Now!”
Adrielle grabbed Everett’s hand and ran to the far end of the white tiled room. Their footsteps sounded harsh to Everett’s ears. Adrielle hit a small button with an arrow pointing to the floor. They waited for two seconds that felt like an eternity. Everett didn’t dare look back over his shoulder for fear that the man was coming after him with a stake. When the elevator finally opened, he lunged inside and Adrielle hit the button. The last glimpse Everett had was of Dr. Transton glaring at him from across the room, his hatred so palpable everything else fell away but the anger, confusion, and hurt in the doctor’s eyes.
There was a door on the other side of the elevator. Everett realized through the adrenaline causing his heart to thunder in his chest that it meant there was a whole other side to the Asylum he hadn’t seen along with the other floors above the white tiled level. He couldn’t wrap his mind around the thought with the lingering bellow of ‘vampire’ ringing in his ears.
The elevator opened at the small, dark hallway.
“You’d better go,” Adrielle said, her voice small and eyes downcast like a disobedient puppy caught eating off the table.
“Adrielle, I—”
She cut off his apology with a shake of her head. “It’s my fault,” she said, her words monotone. “I shouldn’t have brought you here.” She motioned toward the door at the end of the hall. “Xander will let you out.”
“Are you sure?” Everett asked.
At Adrielle’s nod, he stumbled out of the elevator. She pushed a button and the door closed, leaving him alone with an ogren at the end of the dark walkway. Only the sound of Xander’s deep, rattling breath was audible while he made his way to the door. Despite Everett’s misgivings, the ogren didn’t so much as blink an eye when he reached the door and pushed it open.
The door shut behind him with a resounding thud. Everett stared back at the rusted metal and wondered if everything he had seen had been a dream.



 
Chapter Seven
 
Everett walked home in a fog. He kept seeing Dr. Transton’s eyes over and over again, filled with hatred and fear along with hurt that Adrielle would break his trust and bring such a horrible creature into his asylum.
It was illegal for monsters to be within the walls of the five cities. Everett’s family had kept his secret, but if they were ever found out, the heavy fines and punishments would destroy the Masterson family.
Somehow, despite all that, his mom and dad had protected him from most confrontations regarding being a monster. When his vampirism became too evident, they homeschooled him with Bran and Annie. He was still able to walk to the mall with his siblings, go to the movies, and do other things suitable for fourteen year olds.
Dr. Transton’s pure hatred had been the first time he had truly felt the full effects of his differences. He couldn’t shake it.
“Rett, do you know what time it is?” his dad asked when he walked through the living room.
“Yeah, sorry, Dad,” he mumbled. A glance outside showed the sun rising. He hadn’t even noticed during his walk home that he was pressing the boundaries of safety for a vampire to be outside.
Everett made his way through the kitchen to the stairs. He followed them to the basement feeling as though he had seen far too many stairs that day. The light blue curtains hid the boards his parents had put over the windows to keep the sunlight out, and the recessed lighting made the room seem as if it wasn’t shut away like a coffin, though Everett felt it at that moment more than ever when he collapsed on the bed.
He wasn’t sure how much time he had spent staring at the ceiling when his mother called, “Everett?” When he didn’t answer, she hurried down. “Your father said...oh, Everett.”
She sat on the side of his bed and smoothed his cheek with the back of her hand, wiping away the tears.
He rolled away from her, shoving his face into the pillow so he wouldn’t have to see the concern in her eyes.
After a few minutes of silence had passed, his mother said, “Sweetheart, please tell me what’s wrong.”
Everett didn’t want to say anything. He knew he couldn’t hide the hurt he felt, and he was afraid of the words that would come out of his mouth, but he had to know the truth.
He turned to face her and asked, “Mom, do you ever wish I wasn’t a vampire?”
“No, Everett,” she replied, honesty clear on her face. She smoothed the hair back from his forehead. “I know it’s hard on you, and there have been challenges, but you are you, Everett, and I love everything about you.”
He sat up, pulling the faded yellow and blue checkered quilt she had made over his knees. He picked at one of the yarn knots. “But what if not having me meant you had a normal baby?”
His words hung in the air like a ghost, haunting the space between them.
His mother broke them with her reply. “All of my children are normal,” she said. “Would I give away Annie or Bran with their special needs? Would I give away Finch and Gabe because they’re hyperactive?” She paused, then asked, “Would I give away Hadley because he pretends to be a dog?” When that didn’t bring a smile to Everett’s face, hers fell away and she met his gaze with a seriousness he only saw when she opened herself deeply. “Everett, if normal means I can’t have my children, then I don’t want to be normal. I would rather live outside the walls then not have a vampire child. You are my little boy.”
He repeated what Hadley always said. “I’m not little.” It succeeded in bringing the ghost of a smile to his lips when he thought of the little five year old stomping his foot and putting his hands on his hips with all the seriousness the redhead could muster.
She replied with an answering smile of her own, “You’ll always be my little boy.”
“Even if I have to drink blood?” Everett asked.
“You mean your vitamin drink?” she replied with a wink.
He smiled. “Thank goodness Celeste isn’t squeamish around blood.”
Mrs. Masterson smiled back. “As soon as we found out about your vampirism, she insisted on being the one to make sure you got your drink. She was only fourteen, but she decided that meant she needed to take care of her younger brother.”
“She loves to take care of everyone.”
His mom nodded. “She has a big heart, just like you.” Her eyebrows pulled together. “Are you going to tell me what happened today? Did it have to do with Adrielle?”
Everett hesitated, then shook his head. “It wasn’t her. I-I met someone and accidentally smiled. When he saw I was a vampire, he was so afraid he shouted for me to leave the room.” Everett met his mother’s gaze. “I’ve never seen anyone so afraid in my life, and it was me he was afraid of.”
He didn’t want his mom to know that there had been more hatred than fear on Dr. Transton’s face. Despite everything he had been through, he wanted to shelter her at least that much. It felt like the least he could do for all of her kindness.
“Fear comes from ignorance,” she told him. They were the same words both she and his father had said all during his childhood. “People fear what they don’t understand. You’re just different, Everett. We can’t expect everyone to accept that because they don’t know you like we do.”
“I guess you’re right,” he said.
She gave him a warm smile. “Feel better?”
Everett nodded. “Thank you, Mom.”
She kissed him on the forehead. “I love you, my little boy.”
He smiled and leaned his back against the wall. “I think I’ll spend the day down here. I could use some sleep.”
She rose and made her way to the door. “Want me to turn off the lights?”
At his nod, she leaned against the doorframe. “Your heart is as big as your sister’s, and that’s saying a lot. Because of that, it’s easier to get hurt. You know you have a safe place here where you’ll always be loved no matter what.”
“I know,” he answered gratefully.
She flipped the light switch and closed the door behind her.
Small pinpricks of light shone down from the ceiling. In order to make up for the fact that he couldn’t be in the sunlight, his father had crafted an entire solar system in the ceiling that turned on whenever the lights were switched off. It wasn’t bright enough to keep him awake, but made it feel as though he was outside during the times he couldn’t be.
Everett stared at the constellation of Orion as he thought through his mother’s words. His family didn’t fear him because they knew him. Maybe Dr. Transton just didn’t know any vampires. Everett had been in Pentagrin his whole life and had never run into another one, mostly because it was illegal to be within the walls, but still, it might help the doctor change his views on vampires if he understood them.
His mind made up, Everett could barely wait until sundown. He ate dinner with his family and sipped the blood Celeste served in his special cup without tasting it. He caught his mother’s worried look and realized he was too withdrawn for her to believe that he was fine. He tuned in to the conversations around him.
“We could build an atrium for actual birds,” Donovan said.
“If computers and machines could actually run the world, what need would there be for humans at all?” his father asked.
Donovan smiled his usual half-smile. “The only things humans offer to a post-labor society would be creativity. Machines can’t create from the soul.”
“Your face is a soul,” Finch said.
“That makes absolutely no sense,” Donovan replied.
“Your face is no sense,” Gabe shot back.
Donovan rolled his eyes and turned back to his father. “Think about it. You can teach a robot to draw pictures already programmed into it, but it can’t create from nothing. Could it draw a dragon?”
Finch grinned. “Your face is a dragon.”
“Dragons don’t exist,” Celeste said, leaning over to scoop more mashed potatoes into her bowl.
“Exactly,” Donovan replied. He waved his fork at their father. “So the machine couldn’t draw it.”
“You’d rather play life away than to go school or work?” Mr. Masterson asked with a doubtful tone.
“Uh, yeah,” Donovan replied. “Wouldn’t you? You could take a break from bees.”
Mr. Masterson was quiet for a moment, then a smile spread across his face. “I’m so tired of bees.”
Shocked silence flooded the room and everyone stared at him.
Mr. Masterson laughed. “What? It’s not like I’m done working on them, but the little beasts are difficult enough that I’m ready to turn my attention to worms.”
“Your face is a worm,” Gabe said.
Mr. Masterson sighed and nodded. “Yes, Gabe. My face is a worm.”
Everyone laughed.
“You’ve mentioned that people are defined by the jobs they do, right?” Everett asked.
His dad gave him an interested look. “Yes, that’s true.”
“Then how would they be defined if they weren’t working?”
Mr. Masterson’s bushy eyebrows rose. He scratched his forehead and nodded at Everett. “That’s a good question. A person’s place in society also gives them their sense of self. Knowing where you fit into the scheme of things leads to contentment and security.”
Donovan smiled. “Said like a true psychology major.”
“Sociology, actually,” Mr. Masterson said. “Psychology was more of an interest.”
Mrs. Masterson laughed. “An expensive interest. I’m glad you settled on botany.”
“Me, too,” Mr. Masterson agreed. “I just don’t know how I got roped into entomology.”
“That’s what you get for telling Professor Mojat your views on pollination,” his wife reminded him.
He winked at Donovan. “I’d recommend psychology.”
Everett’s brother laughed. “Point taken.”
By the time dinner was over, Everett was anxious to be outside. Contemplating his own place in society left him with a metallic taste in his mouth that had nothing to do with the pig’s blood, though he made a mental note to ask Celeste how old it was. It had tasted flat enough that he left half of it in the cup. They were probably getting to the point that they needed to visit the butcher again. Luckily, he was willing to trade real tomatoes for all the blood they needed without questions.
Everett hurried through the tunnels with a sense of urgency. If he could just talk to Dr. Transton, he was certain they could work through the man’s worries over having a vampire in the building. Everett was anxious to see what else the Monster Asylum held. The rooms he had seen showed far more of the monster world than he ever knew existed. He felt like there was so much more outside his sheltered life, and he couldn’t just turn his back on it.
Everett tripped on one of the vines in the tunnel and landed on his knees.
“The jungle won’t give up,” he said quietly, pushing himself back to his feet. He had seen the buildings on the outskirts of Nectaris, and remembered the one time his father had taken him to the wall of their city. The massive vines that snaked from beyond to wrap around the buildings were wider around than he was and looked like some prehistoric creature climbing from the jungle.
“It’ll never give up,” his father had explained. “We destroyed our own world, now the earth wants us gone. We have to fight to survive. It’s good for us to remember. I think we got too secure in our position, and too sure that we owned the earth, not the other way around. The jungle will keep trying, and it grows back as fast as we build. Adapt or die.”
“Adapt or die,” Everett whispered.
A moan in the darkness answered at the same time that the scent of blood hit Everett in a wave. His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he had only finished half of his serving. By the scent, he could tell it was human blood, and fresh. Intense yearning settled over him.
“Help me,” a voice said with such weakness he barely heard it.
Everett swallowed and took a step into the darkness untouched by the faint lights that lined the top of the tunnels. The toe of his sneaker squished in something. He knew with a certainty that it was blood.
“Don’t leave me here to die.”
The speaker’s voice was a bit stronger. Everett squinted and made out the form of a boy close to Everett’s age. He closed his eyes, forcing himself not to drop to his knees and lap at the blood like he so desired.
“What happened to you?” he asked, keeping his eyes closed and wishing he could shut off his sense of smell as easily.
“M-monster,” the teenager replied with less strength than before. “Claws and black teeth.”
Everett thought through all the monsters he knew of. “That doesn’t sound familiar,” he said.
“Metal on glass,” the voice said, falling away at the end.
Everett could hear the speaker’s harsh breathing. There was pain in the sound as if each breath cost him greatly. His senses focused on the sound of the speaker’s heartbeat. It was weak, much weaker than a human’s should be. The blood loss was too great; the teenager was about to die.
Everett dropped to his knees. It took all of his willpower to grab the boy instead of scooping up the blood like he so wanted to do. He channeled his strength and rose back to his feet. He carried the teenager into the light. Everett glanced down, and his heart fell.
Great gashes tore from the boy’s shoulders to his stomach, and one of his legs had been mangled as if chewed on by a huge mouth.
At that moment, the teenager’s eyes opened. His eyes moved from Everett’s teeth to his face.
“Please don’t let me die,” he whispered, his brown eyes filled with pain. “I don’t want to die.” He closed his eyes again and his head lolled back in unconsciousness.
Everett’s heart began to race. He had two choices. He could drink the blood that was dripping from the boy’s wounds and that his body demanded he take, or he could try to save the teenager. No hospital would let a vampire inside, and if he tried, they would no doubt pin the teen’s injuries on him.
Everett gritted his teeth. His jaw ached with the urge to open his mouth and take a drink. He had never taken human blood. He wasn’t about to start. He took a steeling breath and put one foot in front of the other, determined to save the boy’s life no matter the cost.



 
Chapter Eight
 
“Let me in!” Everett yelled.
He hadn’t had time to see if Adrielle was in her apartment. By the sound of the teenager’s heart, there wasn’t enough time for even that detour.
“What’s the password?” Xander’s voice rumbled from the other side of the door.
“I don’t know,” Everett replied tightly. “But this boy is going to die if he doesn’t get help, and his death will be on your shoulders if you don’t let me in.”
Silence followed, then the door creaked open. Everett shoved past Xander into the hallway.
“Thanks,” he said, hurrying to the elevator. He pushed the button with his shoulder.
The elevator door closed. The scent of blood was confined, swirling around Everett in a tight whirlwind that beckoned and teased, pleaded and persuaded. He hated what he was more at that moment than ever before, because he wanted, so badly wanted, to bite the teen’s throat and drink the blood that called to him with the force of a thousand sirens. He should never be around humans. He didn’t know how his mother trusted him.
The elevator rose at an excruciatingly slow speed. Each of the boy’s heartbeats pulsed in Everett’s ears. Time was drawing to a close for the chance at fresh human blood, something Everett had never had. He couldn’t pass up the chance. His lips curled back, revealed his pointed canine teeth.
“Annie,” he whispered, using the last of his self-control to shape the word. “Bran.” He pictured his brother in his wheelchair, smiling despite the circumstances life had put him in. He was strong; Everett was sure Bran was far stronger than him. “Celeste.” It was easy to picture her smiling face. Celeste was never angry or frustrated. She would have known what to do about the boy’s blood dripping to the floor. She always knew what to do. Bran wished he was more like her.
“Donavan,” he said a bit more easily. “Finch, Gabe.” They passed the fifth floor. “Hadley, and Izzy.” The thought of the little girl’s frizzy brown hair and huge smile held his heart.
The door dinged and the number for the sixth floor lit up.
“Oh thank goodness,” Everett breathed.
He stumbled out as soon as the doors opened and took a deep breath of the open air away from the confines of the elevator.
Dr. Transton immediately rose from a chair at one of the tables. His eyes narrowed in anger when he recognized Everett. He stalked toward them.
“I told you to leave and never return,” the tall, slender man said in a tone that left Everett no doubt the doctor was about to pull either a gun or stake from his pocket and end his life.
Everett crossed the tiles toward him. The sound of the teenager’s blood hitting the floor echoed in his ears.
“I need you to help him.”
Dr. Transton’s steps slowed and he truly seemed to notice that Everett was carrying someone in his arms.
“Did you bite him?” the doctor demanded, closing the last few steps between them.
“No,” Everett replied tightly. He turned his head away as the wake of Dr. Transton’s movements pushed the scent of blood back against him.
Dr. Transton lifted the boy’s shirt and his eyes widened.
“We’ve got to get him to the tenth floor,” he said, motioning to the elevator.
Everett’s stomach twisted and he shook his head. “I can’t go back in there.”
“We don’t have time to argue,” the doctor replied. He pushed Everett back inside and hit the button for number ten.
Everett breathed through his mouth, but the motion made him feel that much closer to biting the human. He tried to keep his mind occupied.
“What’s on the tenth floor?” he asked, his words thick through his tight throat.
“It’s the medical level,” Dr. Transton answered. He put a hand on the boy’s neck. “His heartbeat is faint.”
“I know,” Everett said.
The doctor gave him a searching look. Everett turned his head away to avoid the doctor’s close scrutiny.
The door opened and Everett practically jumped out. The doctor rushed past him.
“In here,” Dr. Transton called over his shoulder, disappearing into a room on the right. “Harold, Jeraldine, we need your help.”
“Horace saw you on the security cameras and called us up,” a male voice said.
“He told us someone was in trouble,” a scratchy, female one seconded.
Everett stepped into the room. He paused at the sight of a man in scrubs with what looked like a beard of tentacles in one corner. In the other, a nurse with bright red hair and tattoos of wailing faces up her arms and down her legs set instruments on a tray near the sink.
“Everett, you can set him on the table,” Dr. Transton said.
Everett did as he was told. When he pulled his arms out from beneath the human, his legs buckled.
Harold grabbed him, holding him up. “Easy, now.” His voice was muffled by the tentacles.
“What’s going on?” Dr. Transton demanded from the other side of the table.
The doctor’s voice was distant to Everett’s ears. He allowed himself to be led to a chair and sat down with his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands.
“I believe your vampire friend channeled what remained of his strength to carry this human here,” Harold said.
At the strange sliding sound, Everett cracked his eyes open just enough to see. He realized Harold wasn’t walking so much as pulling himself forward using tentacles in the place of feet. He closed his eyes and wished his headache would go away. The tentacled man’s guess had been right, even though he hadn’t realized it until Harold said it. His stomach began to cramp. He gritted his teeth and kept quiet about the pain.
“We’re losing him,” Jeraldine told them. Her scratchy voice grated against Everett’s senses.
“Let me wash and staple these gashes. You can sing after that,” Dr. Transton replied.
Everett kept in his seat. He didn’t have to open his eyes to know blood dripped from the table. The sound of each drop was intensified until they felt like gongs ringing in his head. He clenched his hands over the top of his head so tight it felt like his skull would break. The pain in his stomach increased until it was agony to even breathe.
He could hear the chink of metal instruments, the scuff of feet, the slide of tentacles, and the muffled voices, but nothing mattered to him above the sound of blood on tile. Even after it was gone, the ghost of the sound continued to echo in his head.
“Drink.”
The voice sounded close, but Everett didn’t dare look up for fear that the sight of the wounded human would undermine everything he had tried to accomplish. He was a demon, a savage, brutal beast that didn’t deserve to hold a place in society. He was truly a monster.
A hand touched his shoulder. “Everett, drink.”
He realized it was the doctor speaking. Taking a tight, painful breath, Everett lowered his hands and dared to lift his head. His breath caught in his throat at the sight of the doctor holding out a bag of blood. ‘Porcine’ was written in bold letters across the container.
“Come on,” Dr. Transton said. “I know you need it. Take it.”
Everett accepted the bag with a shaking hand. He wished he had more control, but just holding the blood chased away all thought. He sunk his fangs through the plastic. With one swallow, blood began to surge through his sharp, hollow teeth. He fought back a moan of relief when the blood flowed through his veins, soothing the pain. Each gulp made him feel stronger and more like himself. The beast-like mentality that urged him to go after the human’s blood faded until he was able to push the demand to the background.
When he finished the blood, he realized the doctor was still standing in front of him, watching with an unreadable expression. Everett ducked his head and wiped a few drops of blood from his chin with the back of his hand. As much as he wanted to lick the blood off, he pushed down the urge and wiped his hand on his pants.
“Thank you,” he said quietly.
“Watch,” the doctor replied.
Caught off-guard, Everett looked up. Dr. Transton’s attention was on the nurse with the red hair. Relief washed over Everett at the sight of the bandages across the teen’s naked torso. All the blood had been cleaned away. Everett’s tense muscles begin to relax.
Jeraldine, tattooed nurse, started to sing.
“She’s a banshee,” Dr. Transton whispered.
Everett stared at him. “Don’t banshees sing if someone is about to die?” He rose from the chair, intent on stopping her.
“Not Jeraldine,” Dr. Transton replied, grabbing his arm.
The man was either surprisingly strong, or Everett hadn’t gotten back his strength because he couldn’t break free.
“I didn’t carry him all the way here for her to kill him,” Everett protested.
Dr. Transton actually cracked a smile. “Have a little patience, Everett, and a little trust.”
“Ironic that you’re the one saying that,” Everett muttered, falling back into his seat more out of necessity than want. He squeezed the empty bag of blood and watched helplessly as the banshee’s song lifted.
It swirled through the air around them in waves that were actually visible. Everett stared at the shimmering whirls of sound that flowed from Jeraldine and wound around the boy on the table. As Everett watched, the boy’s muscles relaxed, his shallow breaths began to deepen, and the beat of his faint pulse that caught Everett’s ears strengthened. It felt as if he was watching the healing process actually take place.
A few tendrils of the song broke free and drifted to Everett. He ducked, but they wouldn’t be avoided. The waves slipped around his neck and down his back, causing chills to run along his skin. The chills weren’t from cold, but from the warmth that spread through his limbs. Every place the waves touched eased, muscles relaxed, and even the lingering shards of pain in his stomach vanished. He was left sitting in the chair as though he was made of putty. He could no longer remember what he had been tense about and he didn’t care.
A small chuckle sounded from Dr. Transton. “Not bad, right?”
Everett leaned his head against the back of the chair and looked up at the man. “Getting him here almost killed me.”
He didn’t know why he admitted it. It wasn’t like him to tell a stranger such a personal thing. The banshee’s song must have eased his inhibitions as much as his pain.
Dr. Transton nodded. “I noticed.” He hesitated, then seemed to make up his mind. “Come with me.”
Everett wasn’t sure he would be able to rise out of the chair, but the moment he put his mind to it, he was up and walking at the doctor’s side without another thought. It felt as if every pain from the lack of blood had vanished completely and his strength was back to one hundred percent. If he needed to channel his strength to tear open the door, he could have.
It wasn’t required. Dr. Transton pushed the button on the elevator and it carried them down to the tiled floor without incident. Everett felt his walls return the further they got from the banshee. Their footsteps echoed in the silence of the doctor’s floor.
“Jeraldine has a strange gift,” he said quietly.
“And a powerful one,” Dr. Transton noted without looking at him. “You were right when you said banshees usually sing to herald someone’s death. Their gift, as you put it, is to ease someone into accepting the inevitable, to help them welcome their passing.”
He sat down at a desk and motioned for Everett to take the seat on the other side. “Jeraldine, however, found out at a young age that those she sang to didn’t die, they became stronger. She tried to teach her gift to the other banshees, but they were afraid of her differences and they cast her out.”
“Is that why she’s here?” Everett asked. A thought occurred to him. “Is that why all of them are here? Chirit and Kai, Sonia and Xander, are they outcasts?”
Dr. Transton linked his fingers together on top of the smooth burgundy desk. “It’s a good hypothesis considering what you’ve learned here, but not entirely correct. While some of our inhabitants are, indeed, outcasts from their species for some reason or other, most are here because of deeper circumstances known only to themselves and to me. It’s up to each individual whether or not they tell you their story.”
“Whether or not they tell me their story,” Everett repeated, his tone guarded. “So you’re not kicking me out again?”
“That’s left to be seen,” the doctor replied, watching him closely.
Everett’s voice was quiet when he asked, “Why trust me now?”
Dr. Transton sat back in his chair. He looked past Everett at something beyond his shoulder, but his gaze was unfocused as though he saw memories instead. “Life isn’t always fair, Everett,” he replied, his words soft.
“Tell me about it,” Everett replied dryly.
Dr. Transton’s gaze focused back on him, and the corner of his mouth lifted in what could have been a smile that vanished as quickly as it appeared. “You surprised me today. That doesn’t happen often. Usually I’m a good judge of character, but in regards to your species, my judgment is a bit, shall we say, clouded.”
“When Adrielle said you would run me through with a stake, I thought she was kidding,” Everett told him. “Then you realized what I was and I think it almost happened.”
“Almost,” the doctor conceded.
“So,” Everett continued, watching Dr. Transton closely. “I haven’t changed. Why did you?”
Dr. Transton nodded as if pleased with something. “That may be the best question you could have asked.” He fell quiet for a moment, then said, “I want to show you something.”



 
Chapter Nine
 
Dr. Transton walked back to the elevator and stepped inside. He put his finger to a small metal square above the set of floor buttons. To Everett’s amazement numbers lit up above the first ten ranging from eleven to thirty-three.
“There aren’t that many floors,” Everett said, staring at the numbers. “Outside, I counted ten. There can’t be thirty-three.”
Dr. Transton pushed the button for floor thirty-two without replying. The elevator started up.
“This place just keeps getting weirder,” Everett said under his breath.
He saw Dr. Transton smile out of the corner of his eye.
The elevator stopped at floor thirty-two and dinged. The doors slid open. The room revealed was fairly normal. Couches, chairs, a video screen, and a small dining area took up the majority of the space. Pictures hung on the walls and sat on shelves. In appearances, it looked like a normal apartment flat.
Then the smell hit Everett. He covered his nose with one hand at the assault of decay. The scent of rotting corpse made his eyes water. He glanced at Dr. Transton, worried at the dismay he would see on the doctor’s face at the fact that one of their tenants had died.
“You get used to it,” the doctor said quietly without looking at him.
The human walked into the room, his footsteps soft on the thick beige carpet.
Everett followed, keeping his nose plugged and breathing shallow; even so, the scent of death permeated everything.
“Monique?” Dr. Transton called. His voice was soft and gentle. He paused near the tiled kitchenette. “Monique, sweetheart, where are you?”
Everett stopped near him, unsure what to do. A moment later, a small groan emitted from a room that branched off of the main one.
“That’s it, darling. Come say hi,” Dr. Transton said.
The sound of slow, shuffling footsteps followed.
Everett glanced at the doctor, wondering what he was about to see. The footsteps drew closer and a face emerged from the shadows. Everett fought back the urge to run.
The girl’s features were twisted and hanging as though they had been made of wax and then left in the sunlight. Her eyes were dull and didn’t look at anything in particular. Her hair, a dirty blonde color, hung limp and tangled about her shoulders. The tee-shirt and pants she wore did little to hide the way her skin hung from the bones, gray and discolored, and in places torn and gaping.
“S-she’s a...” Everett couldn’t say the word.
“A zombie,” Dr. Transton completed in a voice just above a whisper. He cleared his throat and smiled. “That’s it, Monique. Good girl. It’s good to see you.”
To Everett’s dismay, the doctor then crossed to the zombie and gave her a loose hug. The zombie made no move to return the embrace. Her arms appeared locked at the joints, able to move only slightly with a lift of the shoulders. The scent of decay rose with Dr. Transton’s hug.
“Did you have a good day?” he asked when he stepped back.
A soft moan replied. Her mouth didn’t move, but the sound emanated from behind her rotten teeth.
“Good, good,” the doctor replied, patting her shoulder softly. “I’m glad to hear it.”
He glanced back at Everett as if he just remembered the vampire’s presence. The doctor gave him a small, sad smile.
“Everett, Monique. Monique, this is Everett. He’s the vampire I told you about.”
Another low moan followed.
Dr. Transton chuckled. “Yes, the one I chased from the Asylum. You were right; I acted hastily. But can you blame me?”
Her teeth closed together with a sound that sent a chill up Everett’s spine. His feet were frozen to the floor. If she came after him, he didn’t know if he would be able to run.
Dr. Transton looked out the closest window. “It’s about that time, sweetheart. Should we head to the roof?”
The zombie didn’t answer, but she began her shuffling steps once more. Though the progress was slow, all Everett could do was watch as she drew near. Every fiber in his body screamed for him to run, to fight, to do anything but let her touch him or bite him. The stories he had heard about zombies after the Ending War flooded his mind, tales of terror and fear that usually ended with fire engulfing the creatures.
His muscles tensed as his fight or flight instincts kicked in. He was about to run when he noticed the look on Dr. Transton’s face.
The doctor watched him as Monique drew near. There was fear on his face, stark fear as though he didn’t know what to do, but the fear wasn’t for Everett’s sake. Instead, the all-encompassing worry he saw in Dr. Transton’s eyes was for the zombie. The closer she drew to him, the deeper the doctor’s fear became. It looked as though Dr. Transton feared he would snap Monique’s neck or set her on fire and he wouldn’t be able to reach them in time.
Realization that he was filled with the same prejudices that had caused Dr. Transton to banish him from the Asylum hit Everett hard. He didn’t know anything about zombies other than what he had been told as a child. The books in his father’s library had barely made mention of them, and the only stories were filled with terror. The voice in the back of his mind noted that the same thing applied to what he had read about vampires.
Everett took a calming breath. He pulled his lips up in a small, tight smile that didn’t show his teeth.
“Hello, Monique. It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said carefully.
The zombie let out a breathy moan and she shuffled past Everett without looking at him. He didn’t turn at the sigh of relief the doctor didn’t quite stifle. When Dr. Transton followed Monique, Everett fell in behind him. The doctor pushed the up button on the elevator, waited until the zombie made her slow way inside, and pushed the button for floor thirty-three.
The smell of decay that filled the elevator made it hard to breathe. Everett was about to hold his nose when he noticed the doctor merely subtly breathing through his mouth. Determined to keep making strides with Dr. Transton, Everett did the same. It didn’t do much to lessen the stench, but kept him from passing out before the door opened again.
Monique gave a quiet moan and shuffled out. Her arm hit on the side of the elevator door, but she didn’t appear to feel it. The full force of her very meager attention was on the pair of glass doors set in a glass wall halfway across the room. Everett looked up to find more glass above them. All of the walls to the doors were made of glass squares, rectangles, triangles, and octagons. The effect was a wash of pale radiance from the half moon and starlight above.
A light shot across the glass, then another. Everett stared in awe at the tiny shooting stars trailing from one pane of glass to the other. It was beautiful, but didn’t make sense.
“How does the glass do that?” he asked.
“Magic,” Dr. Transton replied, his attention on the zombie.
“Magic?” Everett repeated doubtfully. “Magic isn’t real.”
“Neither are vampires,” the doctor said. Before Everett could reply, Dr. Transton held up a hand. “Patience, Everett. Look.”
Everett followed his gaze.
Monique had reached the glass doors. They slid open automatically. The instant the undiluted moonlight touched her skin, Monique changed. It wasn’t as though her rotten skin and appearance disappeared, but another image settled over her. Her blonde hair shimmered, her gray skin glowed, and her gaze softened with her smile. It was as if, with the moonlight, Everett was able to see Monique as she had been before she was turned into a zombie.
She put out her hands, her arms bending at the elbows as they hadn’t been able to do inside. Monique lifted her chin and turned in a circle. The girl who had been a zombie danced in the light of the moon.
Everett barely dared to breathe for fear of breaking the spell. He swore he had never seen anything as beautiful as the girl who twirled and walked on her tiptoes, pirouetting in time to music only she could hear.
“That’s my little girl,” Dr. Transton said.
Everett glanced at him and saw tears brimming in the doctor’s eyes.
“What happened to her?” he asked.
Dr. Transton was quiet for so long Everett didn’t think he would answer. The doctor’s gaze remained on his daughter, following Monique’s graceful dance across the rooftop.
“Do you know how zombies are made?” the doctor finally asked.
It hadn’t been in Everett’s reading. He wished, not for the first time, that his father had been interested in studying monsters instead of plants and insects. It certainly would have made his life a lot easier. He shook his head.
Dr. Transton glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. “A zombie is made when a vampire bites a human.”
The words hit Everett with the force of a battering ram. He didn’t know what to say or do. Memories swarmed. He saw a familiar face and heard a laugh. He shook his head and it drifted away. The emotions that rose with it refused to go away as easily.
“I know what you’ve probably heard in fairy tales, but this is the reality,” Dr. Transton said quietly.
A thick silence settled between them.
Monique didn’t appear to tire. She covered every inch of the walled-in roof with her graceful dance. She never looked at the pair or acknowledged their presence. Her steps didn’t slow until gray touched the edges of the sky. As dawn rose and washed out the moonlight, Monique’s movements became jerky and rough. A moan finally escaped her at the early sunlight that broke free of the horizon. Without a backwards look, she made her shuffling way back inside the glass room.
Everett barely flinched when she shuffled past them without appearing to even notice they were there. Her otherworldly glow had vanished, leaving the glassy-eyed, decaying monster. She made it to the elevator and waited for the door to open, moaning every once in a while quietly.
“How does the moon do that?” Everett asked.
Dr. Transton shook his head. “I’m not sure. I’ve studied it for years in the hopes of capturing or prolonging the effects, but to no avail.”
“Can you talk to her when she’s, um, transformed?” Everett pressed.
The sorrow on the doctor’s face was answer enough. He dropped his gaze and said, “She’s not there, not the way she was before. What we get to see is only a shell of her former self. The grace which was her defining asset remains somewhere within her soul, but that is all that’s left.”
Sadness hit Everett hard. He couldn’t imagine being a father and watching something like that happen to his daughter. He followed the doctor to the elevator.
“That’s why you built the Monster Asylum,” he said.
Dr. Transton nodded wordlessly and pushed the button to go down. They paused at the thirty-second floor and Monique shuffled off.
“Goodbye, sweetheart,” Dr. Transton said. “I’ll see you again tonight.”
Monique made her way across the floor without acknowledging that her father had spoken.
When the elevator doors closed again, Everett didn’t know what to say. The doctor pushed the button for the bottom floor. By the time the doors opened again, Everett still hadn’t come up with a response to what he had seen. The fact that his kind was responsible for Monique’s condition had hit hard. He couldn’t help the guilt that washed over him.
He stepped out and took two steps down the dark, musty hallway when Dr. Transton’s voice stopped him.
“You can come back whenever you want.”
Everett turned and stared. “Are you sure? After your daughter, I can’t blame you for not wanting vampires anywhere near here.”
A small but kind smile touched the doctor’s lips. “You’re different, Everett. Adrielle tried to tell me that, and so did you, but I didn’t want to believe it. The way you sacrificed yourself to save that boy convinced me.”
“I didn’t do it to convince you of anything,” Everett replied quietly.
Dr. Transton nodded. “I know. That’s why you can come back, but you’ve got to promise me you’ll keep this place a secret from everyone. You can’t tell a soul. The fate of everyone here depends on it.”
“I won’t tell anyone,” Everett promised. He turned and started toward the door. He paused about halfway there. “What’s the password to get in? Xander said we’re not supposed to come in without a password.”
The doctor’s eyes creased at the corners in humor. “Vampires are the enemy.”
“Vampires are the enemy,” Everett repeated. No wonder Adrielle hadn’t used the password when she showed him the Asylum; it wouldn’t exactly have started the tour off on a good note.
Dr. Transton pushed the button for the elevator. When Everett reached the door, he hesitated with a hand on it.
“Thanks for letting me in,” he told Xander.
The ogren appeared surprised at being addressed. He gave what sounded like a pleased grunt. “Welcome.”
Everett pushed the door open. It shut behind him with a resounding thud. He looked up, expecting to see thirty-three stories. Instead, only ten showed above the alley. Everett shook his head in amazement and hurried to the closest tunnel entrance before the sunlight became too bright.



 
Chapter Ten
 
Celeste was watering the plants on the porch when Everett hurried inside.
“You’re cutting it a little close, aren’t you?” she called after him.
“I kept to the shadows,” Everett replied. In truth, he felt a little over-baked. The sun had definitely lingered too long on his skin. He had reached the house just when mist started to rise from his body.
Grateful for the welcoming darkness in his room, Everett fell on his bed, exhausted from the night’s events. After a few minutes of pondering what had happened, a smile spread across his face. He had saved the teenager. He had been able to keep from drinking the human’s blood. He had found a way to convince Dr. Transton that vampires weren’t so bad, at least not all of them.
His smile faltered at the realization of what he had learned. A vampire was responsible for Monique being a zombie. His kind created her kind when they bit humans. It was the truth, a fact, and something Everett had denied for so many years. Pain filled him along with a sadness so sharp he could barely breathe.
“Everett?” Celeste’s face appeared in the doorway. “Can I come in?”
“Of course,” he replied. He shoved away the emotions that threatened to overwhelm him and schooled his face not to show his thoughts when he looked at his sister.
Most of his siblings chose to avoid the basement, giving him his space, but Celeste had told him before that too much space was bad. When he first learned he was a vampire, Everett had withdrawn into himself almost completely. He refused to leave his room for fear that he was a danger to his brothers and sisters, and he hated drinking the pig’s blood his mother brought and insisted on watching him swallow it down before she would leave.
Celeste had taken it upon herself to bring Everett back into the family. She spent days in the basement with him, skipping school and leaving only to help Mom take care of Bran and Annie. She never pushed him, but showed just by being there that she didn’t fear what he was.
Eventually, she brought Donavan, and then Finch and Gabe, with her. Soon, every Masterson child not confined to a wheelchair spent their evenings playing board games in the basement. A few nights later, Everett followed them upstairs to eat dinner. It was the first time since being told what he was that he felt somewhat normal again.
Celeste smiled and came inside. “You’ve been quite the wanderer lately,” she said.
Everett sat up and nodded. “The city’s become more interesting.”
Her eyebrows rose. “Mom would be horrified to know you spend all this time on the streets at night. She’s convinced the dark creatures will get anyone who sets foot on asphalt after sundown. I had to convince her you were at the sleepover with Gabe and Finch, but both of us know that isn’t true, or safe. Luckily, she’s been too busy with the coming full moon to worry too much about it.”
Everett gave her a sharp look. “What dark creatures?”
Celeste’s shoulders lifted. “I’m not sure. You know Mom and her scare tactics. She’s just trying to keep us safe.”
“I’m not so sure,” Everett replied. At his older sister’s surprised look, he explained, “About the dark creatures, not Mom keeping us safe. I think she’s right.”
His sister watched him closely. “You mean, there are dark creatures out there?”
“I think so,” he admitted. He hesitated, wondering how much to tell her. Celeste had been his rock through so much; the least he could do was trust her. “I saved someone’s life today.” He paused, gathering his thoughts.
He had always appreciated the way she waited instead of pressing him for information. She had the gift of patience when he needed a minute to think about what he wanted to say. He knew her patience was what helped to make her such a great caretaker. 
“He was attacked by something in the tunnels.” Everett’s voice dropped as he remembered. “There was blood everywhere. His chest was torn as if something big had clawed him. He begged me to save his life.”
“There was blood everywhere?” Celeste repeated. She watched him closely. “You were okay? I noticed you only drank half of your vitamin drink yesterday.”
“That was a bad move on my part,” Everett admitted. “It tasted funny. We need to get a new batch.”
“Already done,” his sister replied. She smiled at him. “When I saw you hadn’t finished it, I figured it must have been getting old. I traded for some more this afternoon.”
“Thank goodness.” Everett looked up at the ceiling. “In answer to your question, no, I wasn’t okay. Not drinking that boy’s blood was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. It was dripping from him, calling to me.” He swallowed through a tight throat.
Celeste set a hand on his knee. “I’m proud of you for not doing it.”
His voice was quiet when he asked, “How do you know I didn’t?”
Celeste’s smile deepened. “Everett, you have more courage and control than any person I’ve ever met. Why do you think out of all of us you’re the one who’s a vampire? It’s because you can handle it.”
No one had ever said it quite like that to him before. His sister’s faith in him made him feel stronger.
“So you took the boy to the hospital?” Celeste asked. He could hear the worry in her voice; both of them knew what would happen if a vampire showed up to the hospital with a bleeding human. The vampire would never make it home.
He wanted to tell her about the Asylum to ease her fears, but he had promised Dr. Transton.
“Don’t worry. I know better than that. I found somebody who would take him.”
“Oh, good,” Celeste breathed. She stood. “Maybe you can keep your wanderings to a minimum for a bit so Mom doesn’t catch on.”
“I will,” Everett replied.
She patted his knee. “Take care of yourself, little brother. There are too many people here who love you. Don’t get too reckless.
“I’ll be careful,” he promised.
When she left, he found himself wondering if too many promises were going to get him in trouble. He tried to find a soft place on his pillow, but he couldn’t get comfortable. He knew it was more to do with the fact that his mind would not slow down rather than the pillow itself; his mom always made sure her children had clean, comfortable bedding.
Half of him feared that he would awaken only to find out that the Asylum had been a dream; the other half, fear he would realize it was real. If vampires could do such things to humans, the Pentagrin was right to destroy those they could. He was a threat to his family. Though he spent so much time telling himself he was almost human, the truth made him into their worst enemy.
When Everett finally shut his eyes, Donavan called down, “Rett, time for dinner!”
“Seriously?” he groaned. He pushed up to a sitting position, debating whether it was worth going up or if he should try to catch a few minutes of sleep.
“Everett, honey, are you coming?” his mother called down.
A begrudging smile spread across Everett’s face. Celeste had asked him not to give her any reason for worry. He stood.
“I’m on my way,” he replied.
“See,” he heard his mother tell someone as they walked to the kitchen. “He’s doing just fine.”
Everett found everyone around the table when he went up. He joined them and forced a smile, trying not to remind himself that they could be like Dr. Transton’s daughter if he ever couldn’t control his cravings.
Celeste set his cup in front of him, breaking his train of thought. “Thank you,” he told her.
“Any time,” she replied. She ruffled his hair because she knew he hated it when she did that.
Celeste sat back down on the other side of Bran. Their mother was already helping Annie take a bite of applesauce. Everett tipped the cup up and sucked the blood through his hollow fangs so that it entered his blood stream directly. It was fresher this time, so the coppery taste wasn’t quite so prominent. Despite the fact that he had already drunk half a serving at the Asylum, he was careful to finish every last drop, telling himself that the next time he found someone bleeding in the tunnels, he might not be so strong.
As soon as dinner was finished, the sun had set enough that he could safely go outside. He stepped onto the porch, intent on the path that led to the tunnels.
“Leaving again?”
Everett spun around at the sound of Celeste’s voice. She sat on the porch swing with her feet up on the railing. The blonde highlights in her brown hair had been caught back in a braid around the crown of her head, leaving the darker strands down.
Everett searched for something to say. “Don’t you have studying to do?”
Celeste shrugged. “I took the night off. Donavan’s playing chess with Annie, and Bran wanted to watch a movie.” She dropped her feet and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “Usually it’d be the perfect time to study, but I’m more interested in where my little brother escapes to every night.”
“Not every night...” Everett stalled.
“Every night since you brought that girl home. There was something a bit different about her. I can’t put my finger on it.”
“She’s a werewolf.”
Celeste stared at Everett, shocked by his words as much as his confession. “She saved my life,” he said quietly.
Celeste shook her head without taking her eyes off him. “To think we had a real werewolf under our roof. Mom and Dad would’ve gone crazy if they knew.”
“I know,” Everett replied with a sigh. “Monsters are dangerous and—”
“No, silly,” Celeste said, cutting him off. “Imagine how excited Mom would be if she could study someone affected so severely by the changes of the moon. I mean, she’d probably have her over every night to see if the wolfism, or whatever you call it, gets more prominent as the full moon draws near. And Dad, don’t even get me started on Dad.”
“But they’ve never shown an interest in monsters before,” Everett said, confused.
Celeste grinned. “They’re just keeping you in the dark because you are one of the monsters.” She winked at him. “Remember?”
Everett leaned against the railing with a smile. “You might be right.”
“Cross-species DNA,” Celeste probed. “Imagine how Dad would flip! A werewolf contains everything he’s been trying to create in his bees, and able to exist as both. What if bees and wasps could interchange like that?” She rose from her chair. “We should probably tell them about Adrielle.”’
Everett grabbed her arm. “No, you can’t!” At her stare, he dropped his hand. “Celeste, I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone.”
“You’re not very good at keeping a secret,” she said.
Everett lowered his gaze. “I know.”
She sighed. When he glanced up at her, she gave a reluctant smile. “Fine. I won’t tell them. But if she’s ever open to the idea, let them know. They would be head over heels for it.”
“I will,” he promised.
Celeste nodded toward the street. “You’d better get going. Your chance for a little midnight flirtation is right now, and I don’t want you cutting it so close on getting home. You’re going to burst into flames before you get through the door.”
“Okay,” Everett said. He stepped off the porch. “Thanks, Celeste.”
She waved at him before disappearing inside.
The fact that she thought he was flirting with Adrielle made his chest tight. He didn’t know how the werewolf thought about him, and couldn’t put into words how he felt about her, but he wasn’t about to correct his sister. It made leaving easier and might even get her off his back for a while.
He ducked into the tunnel, his senses alert. He wished rumors were true and vampires could see in the dark. It would definitely make skirting past shadows and the unlit branches of tunnels a whole lot less scary. Luckily, the smell of blood was dull and old when he walked by the place he had found the teenager. He gritted his teeth and hurried past the spot without stopping.



 
Chapter Eleven
 
“Vampires are the enemy,” Everett said with a wry smile.
Xander gave a small snort of what sounded like laughter before he opened the door.
“Thank you,” Everett told him. He took a few steps down the hallway, then paused and glanced back. “Do you ever get bored?”
Xander’s small eyes shifted from left to right as though he was worried someone would overhear his answer. The thought of the huge, hulking ogren being concerned about anything was nearly inconceivable. Everett couldn’t imagine anyone messing with him if they did have a problem.
“I get the munchies,” Xander finally admitted. He looked away as though the slightest mention of such a weakness was embarrassing.
Everett smiled. “I’m a vampire. Trust me, I understand the munchies.”
Xander’s mouth cracked open and a deep bass sound rolled down the hallway. It took Everett a second to realize the ogren was laughing.
Xander bent over and held his abundant rolls of stomach as the booming laughter continued to emanate from depths Everett couldn’t even imagine. The big man finally put a hand against the door to steady himself before he fell off of his tiny stool.
“You’re funny, vampire boy,” he said.
“Thanks,” Everett replied, grinning. “I’d better head up. Catch you later.”
Xander gave a wide smile. “Later.”
Once inside the elevator, Everett was about to push the button for the sixth floor, then hesitated. Curious, he put his finger on the small pad Dr. Transton had used. He was a little disappointed when the additional numbers didn’t light up. Curiosity about what else lay beyond the tenth floor filled him. He had learned so much about monsters in the past several days he couldn’t imagine what else was missing from his monster education.
The door opened on the sixth floor and Everett was surprised to see Dr. Transton standing there.
“Hello, Everett,” Dr. Transton said. “Did you get some rest?”
“Yes,” Everett replied, though he wasn’t sure lying on his bed with his mind whirling until Donavan called him for dinner would be considered rest.
“Good, good.” Dr. Transton motioned for Everett to follow him to the desk. “Glad to hear it.”
“How’s the boy?” Everett asked.
Dr. Transton sat down. “His condition is stable. Only time will tell if he’s going to pull through. The hard thing about humans is that they don’t heal as well as vampires.”
At the doctor’s knowing look, Everett gave an embarrassed smile. “Adrielle told you about the alley.”
Dr. Transton nodded. “She mentioned it. I’m impressed she stitched you up.”
“I made a pretty poor attempt to rescue her from those guys.”
The doctor smiled. “She mentioned that, too.”
Everett cracked a smile in return. “Hungry vampires aren’t nearly as terrifying as we’re made out to be.”
Dr. Transton’s gaze darkened. “I suppose that depends on the vampire.”
Everett wanted to smack himself in the forehead when he remembered Monique. He searched for another topic. “Um, Doc, can I have access to the floors above ten?”
Dr. Transton gave him a searching look. “What for?”
“Well,” Everett thought quickly. “Sometimes I get a bit claustrophobic and the roof is beautiful. It’d be nice to go up and visit.”
“You seemed a bit skeptical about the concept of magic,” Dr. Transton told him.
Everett went with the honest answer. “It does seem a bit farfetched, don’t you think? I mean, floors that appear out of nowhere in a building that is obviously only ten stories from the outside. It’s all a bit much to take in.”
“So what changed?” the doctor asked.
“I think I learned that nothing is as it seems,” Everett answered. “Magic became real.”
Dr. Transton nodded as if the answer pleased him. He turned the glass screen of his computer. “Put your finger here.”
Everett touched the small red box on the screen where the doctor indicated. The box turned green.
“Okay, you’re good.”
“That’s it?” Everett asked, surprised.
Dr. Transton looked at him. “Did you expect confetti or balloons?”
“Maybe fireworks.”
Dr. Transton chuckled. “Have a good time on the roof.” When Everett stood, he said, “But be careful. Some of the floors really aren’t safe. Sometimes the floors are more to keep the inhabitants in than the rest of us out. There’s a reason they’re hidden. I’m trusting you.”
“I know,” he told the doctor. “I’ll be careful, I promise.”
Dr. Transton nodded. He picked up a newspaper. The headline facing Everett proclaimed, ‘Beast Attacks School after Hours. Claws Cause Shutdown.’
Everett paused. “Do you think that’s the same creature that attacked the boy?”
Dr. Transton turned the paper around and studied the article. “It’s hard to say. This happened in Humorum.”
“The water city?” Everett replied.
“The water cleansing city,” Dr. Transton corrected. “They’re responsible for the clean water that runs to each city.”
Everett nodded, remembering his father’s discussions on the subject. “So the school was a primary school then.” In Pentagrin, children in each of the five great cities went to school in their home city until they graduated from primary school. If they then chose to go to secondary education, they went to boarding colleges in Cognitum, the city of knowledge.
“Yes,” Dr. Transton answered. “Though why the creature attacked an empty school, I have no idea.”
Everett walked to the elevator with his mind racing. The cities were walled and secured by patrols. Humorum was across from Nectorum, his home city which specialized in growing produce. The ruling capitol of Regent was in between with its own walls and fortifications to protect the Kingship. It made no sense that the creature would attack in the Nectorum tunnels, and then make itself known in Humorum. A knot tightened in Everett’s stomach at the thought that there may be more than one of them.
The elevator door slid open to reveal Adrielle waiting inside. A beaming smile spread across her face.
“Oh, good, you’re done,” she said. “Come on. I’ve got something to show you.” She caught his arm.
Everett allowed her to drag him inside.
“Hello, Adrielle,” Dr. Transton said.
“Hi, Dr. Transton,” she called as the door slid shut. She shook her head. “I hope he heard me. Sometimes I get in a hurry and forget that other people exist.”
A chuckle escaped Everett. At Adrielle’s look, he explained, “My twin brothers are the same way. They’re so busy playing, creating, and adventuring that I think everything else falls away. It’s amazing to watch them.”
“I should come visit again.”
Adrielle and Everett stared at each other. She seemed surprised at her suggestion.
The thought of having her back at his house made Everett’s heartbeat speed up. He forced his thoughts to focus. “You, um, you’re welcome to come over again.”
“Thanks,” Adrielle replied. She looked at the ground, the walls, and then the ceiling. “Uh, your family is great.”
“They’re wonderful,” he agreed. “And they liked having you over.”
“They did?” she asked as if it truly meant a lot to her.
Everett nodded. “They really did,” he told her honestly. “You can come back whenever you want.”
“So, um, do they know what I am?” she asked.
Everett shook his head. A surprisingly crestfallen expression crossed her face. “I could tell them, though,” he rushed on, anxious to see her smile again. “They really wouldn’t mind. In fact...” He hesitated, then said, “I’m sure they’d both have lots of questions for you. My mom could use the help on her studies of the moon, and Dad would love to talk to someone about cross-species DNA.”
Adrielle’s answering smile warmed him. “You’re cross-species, you know.”
“I’m a vampire,” Everett replied. “It’s a subspecies.”
She shook her head. “How do you think vampires were created?”
“We’re a result of the fallout,” he answered flatly. It was a subject that had bothered him greatly growing up. Being a fluke of nature wasn’t something most kids enjoyed. Striving to be normal had turned into an impossible goal when he couldn’t survive more than a day or two without drinking blood.
Adrielle seemed to make up her mind. She pressed the button for floor seven.
“Where are we going?” Everett asked.
The door slid open in answer. The scent of paper, ink, dust, and wood assailed his nose. He stepped out and stared at the rows upon rows of books that lined shelves from the floor to the impossibly high ceiling above. Ladders lined the walls and the tops of them were almost out of sight.
“What kind of a library is this?” he breathed.
“The monster kind,” Adrielle replied with a wink. She tipped her head invitingly. “Come on.”
“How are there so many books in the world?” Everett asked.
Adrielle smiled at the awe in his voice. “There used to be so much more,” she said. “But after the electromagnetic pulses that marked the end of the Ending War, anything electronic was wiped out. They were able to create new computers, but they have to be hardwired to the system. Dr. Transton said the fear of losing everything again has kept the Kingship from approving new prototypes for sharing knowledge electronically again. Books are worth more than gold.”
Everett’s father took special care of his own pre-Ending War books, treating them with great respect and making sure they were clean if his children borrowed them. To obtain others, he had to write a special request to the Kingship. Everett couldn’t imagine how much a library like the one at the Monster Asylum would cost, but knew his dad would go great lengths to visit such a place.
“So all of these books are about monsters?” he asked in amazement.
Adrielle nodded. “Anything that’s been written about or by monsters is here, fiction and nonfiction.” She grinned with a hint of embarrassment. “There is a section of the more risqué monster books, but I would recommend steering clear of those.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I found them by accident when I was researching yetis.”
Everett stared up at the towering stacks. “Most of these books had to have been before the Ending War. That’s there only way there could be so many.” At Adrielle’s answering nod, he asked, “Why did they write so much about monsters before monsters existed?”
Adrielle gave a little laugh. “You know, I’ve never thought about that.” She touched a book lying on a nearby desk. The title said, ‘The Odyssey’ by an author named Homer. “Some of them are very old. Maybe they had different kinds of monsters back then.”
For some reason, the thought that they weren’t the only creatures in the world the human race feared appealed to Everett. He didn’t know if it was because thinking the humans’ own chemical warfare had created something they weren’t prepared to face ate at him, or if he hoped the creatures before the Ending War had been worse so that his kind didn’t seem so bad. Either way, it made him feel better to see how much literature had been written about monsters. Perhaps humans had learned to exist with them before; if that was the case, maybe they would someday be able to do so again.
Adrielle searched the shelves quickly as if she had been there many times. At the fourth bookshelf in, she climbed up the ladder that leaned against it.
“Here it is,” she said. “Rett, catch.”
Shocked that she would drop a book, Everett hurried over and caught it before it could hit the ground. The title was scrolled and inlaid with gold paint that said, ‘The Vampire Conundrum.’ A quick glance at the page after the cover said it had been written in Fifteen AEW, After the Ending War.
“Only fifteen years after the war?” Everett repeated in amazement. “If vampires were created by the fallout, how did they know this much stuff about them by then?”
“Read it,” Adrielle said. “You’ll learn a lot.” At his look, she lowered her gaze to the ground. “When Dr. Transton told me what happened to Monique, I read everything I could about vampires. I feared them.” She looked up at him. “It’s easy to fear a nightmare, but a little less easy when one is looking right at you with eyes as deep as yours.”
Her words sent a tremor down his spine. He stared at her, amazed at how golden her eyes looked in the dim lighting of the library. With her white-blonde hair and her teasing smile, she was entrancing, even beautiful. Her gaze traveled to his lips. He felt the sudden urge to kiss her. He had never kissed a girl before. He couldn’t deny how the thought made his heart skip. She was so kind, sweet, and caring, and the way she watched him made him feel like he was the only other person in the world. He took a step forward and her face lifted to his.
“Adrielle, baby, long time no see.”
Adrielle spun around so quickly she knocked the book from Everett’s hand. He dropped to one knee and groped for it without taking his eyes off the strange boy who had suddenly appeared at the beginning of the shelves. He looked about a year older than Everett, had long dark brown hair, and wore a short, black top hat. A purple and black waistcoat, purple pants, and a black shirt underneath made up his attire.



 
Chapter Twelve
 
To Everett’s surprise and dismay, Adrielle ran and threw her arms around the teenager. “Vanguard, I missed you!” she exclaimed, hugging him tight. 
He kissed her soundly on the lips.
Everett turned away, confused by the emotions that rushed through him. He had never been enraptured by a girl, and the jealousy that filled him at the sight of Adrielle kissing someone else was new.
“Everett, this is my boyfriend, Vanguard,” Adrielle finally introduced.
Everett kept his head ducked on the pretense of dusting off the book. He rose when he was sure his face wouldn’t betray him.
“Hello, Vanguard,” he said, holding out a hand.
The teen shook it with a wide smile that showed perfectly straight teeth. “Everett, is it?”
“Rett’s fine,” he replied shortly.
Vanguard nodded. “You’re the vampire.”
Everett didn’t know how he felt about the fact that the teen seemed to know about him already when he knew nothing of Vanguard. “I’m the one.”
“The one,” Vanguard replied with a small laugh. “That’s cute.”
Everett realized he was squeezing the vampire book so tightly he was about to crush it. He let out a slow breath and willed his muscles to relax.
“So, Vanguard, what do you do here?” he asked, keeping his voice steady.
“He’s a warlock,” Adrielle replied with pride in her voice; she leaned with her hands linked across Vanguard’s shoulder.
Everett fought back the urge to hit something. “What does that mean?” he asked levelly.
The teen flicked a strand of his long hair back behind a shoulder and held out his hand. “Let me see your book.”
Everett was reluctant to turn it over.
When he hesitated, Adrielle said, “Come on, Everett. Let him show you.” Her tone was one of exasperation as if she felt he was being silly.
Everett gritted his teeth and held out the book.
“Watch and learn, fang boy,” Vanguard said. He waved a hand over the book and it disappeared.
Everett’s stomach tightened. “What did you do with the book?”
“Nothing,” Vanguard replied, giving his perfect smile.
Everett felt a hint of panic at the thought that the book he had been waiting to read practically his whole life had disappeared at the hands of the annoying warlock.
“Where is it?” he asked, the panic tightening his voice despite his efforts to remain calm.
“It’s right here,” Vanguard replied. “Dr. Transton would kill me if I destroyed one of his precious books even if I did have the power.” He waved his hand over the book again and it reappeared. “Geesh. Take some breathing lessons or something. You look like you’re about to pass out.” He looked down at Adrielle. “Your fangy friend should take some notes from Spira.”
Adrielle laughed. “I don’t know if vampires and yoga instructors get along.”
Vanguard chuckled. “You’re probably right. Anyway,” he looked back at Everett. “It wasn’t ever gone, it was just, as the humans call it, invisible. My magical abilities enable me to reflect the images behind an object in front of it so that it seems to disappear.”
“So you’re a magician,” Everett said, thinking of the tricks Donavan did sometimes to make their younger siblings laugh. He used to dress in an old top hat their father had found at a salvage store. It looked a lot like the one Vanguard wore.
“I’m a warlock,” Vanguard corrected. “Trust me. There’s a huge difference.”
A thought occurred to Everett. “Do you have something to do with the reason only ten stories show outside of the Asylum?”
Vanguard grinned. “I’m glad someone recognizes my genius for what it is. That took like a month of work. I had to focus on every single piece of building material that would be visible from outside while they were building it. It was exhausting.”
“I remember,” Adrielle replied, rubbing his arm.
The thought that they shared something from the past made Everett’s chest tighten. He told himself he was feeling foolish, but he couldn’t deny the way Adrielle had looked at him in the moments before Vanguard showed up. He had almost kissed her. Confusion made his thoughts whirl.
“I, uh, I’d better go,” he said, passing them. “I’ll catch you later. Thanks for showing me the library, Elle.”
He pushed the button on the elevator and it opened.
“Elle?” he heard Vanguard repeat.
He refused to turn around and watch them.
“Yeah,” Adrielle replied. “It’s what he calls me sometime. I like it.”
“Huh,” Vanguard said as the elevator door shut. “It sounds like a letter of the alphabet.”
Everett wanted to go back and tell the warlock that all names were made from letters of the alphabet, but he let the door close completely. Everett leaned his forehead against the wall and sighed.
“I’m so stupid,” he breathed. He shook his head, focusing on the cold brush of the metal. “Why would she want me when she has a magician who can make buildings disappear?”
The door opened. The sterile scent of the medical floor stung his nose. Everett sighed and pushed away from the wall. He was grateful nobody was there he would have to explain his dark mood to.
A steady beeping came from the bed. Everett approached it carefully. The teen he had rescued looked better than he had the day before. The boy’s dark skin appeared healthier and he breathed easier. Everett wondered if Jeraldine had been back to sing. He wished he could have been there if she was; the relaxation offered by the banshee’s song was like nothing he had ever experienced before.
He knew he should probably go home. There was nothing keeping him at the Asylum, but he felt reluctant to leave. There was so much more left to learn, but after his run-in with Vanguard, he didn’t want to talk to anyone else for a while. He glanced at the book in his hand. Maybe reading would calm the whirlwind in his mind.
Everett walked past the chair by the bed and chose instead to sit below the window. He opened the book Adrielle had given him. Starlight washed across the pages, highlighting the first paragraph beneath the chapter heading ‘The Origin of Vampires’.
 
‘Legends of vampires have been around since the early ages of the earth. Myths contradict one another, giving the species a variety of appearances and abilities. When a subspecies with hollow fangs and the need for blood to survive surfaced after the Ending War, the name vampire was the obvious label; however, the title aroused the ancient fears of the past against creatures who preyed on the blood of humans and were immortal, something this subspecies is not. While vampires have the ability to live the normal lifetime of a human, factors like blood limitations, sunlight, and possible allergies to garlic and certain types of water prevail. Whether these allergies truly exist or are merely rumors is discussed in chapter seventeen...’
 
“Hello?”
Everett’s head jerked back. He realized he had fallen to sleep in the middle of reading. He quickly searched the room for who had spoken. His gaze fell on the boy in the bed.
“What happened to me?” the teen asked.
Everett crossed to the bed. He hesitated a few steps away, reminding himself that most humans were afraid of vampires.
“You were attacked by something in the tunnels beneath Nectaris. I found you and brought you where you could get help,” Everett explained.
The teenager nodded, his sharp gaze on Everett’s mouth. “I remember you. You’re a vampire, aren’t you?” Alarm pinched the boy’s face and he tried to sit up. “Are you going to drink my blood?”
Everett took a step back. “No,” he answered. “I’m not. You can calm down. I’m not going to hurt you.”
The teen winced and gave up, lowering himself back down. “So you’re telling me I asked a vampire to save my life.”
Everett gave him a steely look. “You didn’t exactly have a lot of options.”
The boy watched him closely, his breathing shallow. “You could have drank my blood and left me there. Nobody would know.”
“I would know,” Everett replied. He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Maybe what you know about vampires is wrong.”
“Maybe,” the boy conceded. A pained expression crossed his face and he lowered his head back to the pillow. He put a hand to his chest, pressing against the place where the creature had torn him open.
Everett watched him quietly, unsure of what to do.
After a few minutes of silence, the teenager said quietly, “I owe you my life.” He turned his head to look at Everett. “I’m sorry I overreacted. It’s not every day I wake up with in the same room as a vampire.” A smile pulled his lips up. “Thank you.” He held out his hand.
Everett crossed to him and shook it. “Glad to help. My name’s Everett, by the way. You can call me Rett.”
The boy’s expression was becoming strained. “My name’s Torrance,” he said, his voice tight. “My chest is killing me. It’s getting harder to breathe.”
“I’ll call for Dr. Transton. Maybe he has some pain meds,” Everett told him, alarmed at how quickly the human seemed to get worse.
Torrance shook his head. “No, thanks. I don’t touch the stuff.”
“Pain meds?” Everett asked. “You’re in pain. It’s medication. You need it.”
Torrance shifted uncomfortably on the bed. “I’ll be fine.” He put a hand to the bandages. As if the pain was becoming too great to bear, he started pulled at the strips of gauze.
Everett grabbed his arm. “You can’t do that. You might start the bleeding again.” His jaw locked at the thought.
“Let me go,” the human protested, but Everett was too strong.
He had to keep Torrance from tearing off the bandages. If the wounds were exposed, they would most certainly bleed. He didn’t feel like testing his self-control again so soon.
Torrance struggled. Everett’s hold on his arms tightened.
“You’re hurting me,” the teenager protested.
“You’re hurting yourself,” Everett replied through gritted teeth.
“You’re awake,” a scratchy voice said.
Both boys jumped. Everett stared at Jeraldine. She stood a few feet away with her tattooed arms crossed in front of her chest. Her bright red hair flowed messily down her shoulders and she looked as though someone had just awoken her.
“Usually I like knowing when our patients are awake, but I don’t appreciate Horace calling me from bed to break up a fight,” she said.
Both Everett and Torrance winced at her abrasive voice.
“Sorry,” Everett apologized. He dropped his hands. Stark red marks showed on Torrance’s arms where he had held them too tight. Everett let out a breath. “He was tearing at his bandages. I was afraid he’d start bleeding again.”
Jeraldine gave Torrance a straight look. “Don’t you know better than to bleed in front of a vampire?”
Torrance’s eyes narrowed. “If you know he’s a vampire, why isn’t he being arrested?”
Humor touched the banshee’s eyes. “Because he hasn’t done anything wrong.”
“But he’s a vampire,” Torrance pointed out.
Jeraldine looked from him to Everett. He lifted his shoulders in a small shrug.
She shook her head and looked back at Torrance. “If you want revenge against the one who saved your life, as ridiculous as it sounds, that’s up to you. As for me, I’m here to assist with pain relief.”
Torrance shook his head quickly. “I don’t want any pills. You can’t make me take them...”
His voice died away when Jeraldine started to sing. Her scratchy voice vanished and the beautiful waves of sound Everett remembered from the day before surrounded them both. Torrance let out a sigh and settled his head back against the pillow. His hand slipped from his chest.
Satisfied that the human wasn’t about to get himself killed, Everett leaned against the wall closest to the bed. Jeraldine’s wordless song swirled around Torrance. Tendrils reached out, wrapping Everett in the waves of relaxation he had missed. He slid to the floor and rested his head back against the wall.
Everett barely noticed when Jeraldine’s song faded away.
Her scratchy voice broke the silence. “I’ll leave you boys if you promise to be nice.”
“I promise,” Everett said.
“Promise,” Torrance mumbled.
Jeraldine touched Everett’s knee. He had to force his eyes open.
She looked down at him with a hint of concern. “Take care, Rett. A banshee’s voice is usually a death sentence.”
“Not yours,” he replied, his words slurred.
She gave him a fond look and patted his cheek. “Too much of a good thing can also be bad. I think Torrance learned that the hard way.”
Her words lingered in the air when she stepped inside the elevators and the doors closed.
Torrance eventually broke the silence. “She’s right.”
Everett recalled through the fuzziness of his relaxed mind that Jeraldine’s singing lowered inhibitions as well as increased healing. Perhaps one’s guard had to be down to allow the songs to work.
“You don’t have to tell me,” Everett said. His head lolled to one side and he glanced up at Torrance.
The human was staring at the ceiling. Tear trails traced down each cheek. “My dad died a few months ago from Kovor. He got hooked on it when he hurt his back, and then they took it away and he was forced to find it on the streets.” His voice broke. “He just had too much.”
Everett closed his eyes and squeezed them with one hand. “I’m sorry,” he said. He couldn’t imagine losing his father.
“I have to get home,” Torrance said. “My mom will be so worried. I can’t leave her and Tricky by themselves.”
Everett opened his eyes again, worried Torrance would try to get up, but the human looked too worn out and relaxed despite his concerns.
“Who’s Tricky?” Everett asked.
“Patricia,” Torrance replied. “She’s my little sister. She’s seven.”
“So you take care of them?”
Torrance nodded, then hesitated and shook his head. “I try, but Mom does. Even before Dad died, she carried us. But she’ll be worried.”
At the concern in the human’s voice, Everett forced himself to rise. He could relate to a worrying mother. “What can I do to help?”
“Can I call home?” Torrance asked.
“I’ll make it happen,” Everett promised.



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Everett left Dr. Transton and Torrance on the medical level. The human still had red marks on his arms where Everett had held him down to keep him from tearing open his bandages. Guilt filled Everett. He had been on the verge of losing control, again. Twice in the last two days was far too often. He had hurt Torrance, and knew that was the reason the human had been anxious to have him taken away for being a vampire.
Whether or not Torrance knew what happened to vampires when they were taken was a moot point; Everett had channeled his strength to hold the boy down, and in turn had hurt him. He didn’t know how to come to terms with that.
The elevator doors closed and Everett stared at the rows of numbers. He could head home, but the thought of returning to his bedroom to lie there in confusion wasn’t appealing. He could find Adrielle, but seeing her with Vanguard had left a bad taste in Everett’s mouth. He had almost kissed the girl, the werewolf. She had seemed just as willing before the warlock appeared. Everett didn’t hate anyone, but he felt a very strong dislike for Vanguard that didn’t have everything to do with the warlock’s condescending tones.
On impulse, Everett pressed his finger to the small panel. The rest of the numbers above floor ten lit up. Keeping Dr. Transton’s words of caution in the back of his mind, Everett pressed the button for number twenty-two. The elevator rose.
The set of doors behind him slid open and Everett stumbled back. Space spread out with such an expanse it was unfathomable that he could still be in the Asylum. He felt as if he stood at the window to the stars, staring out at the vast darkness lit by bright dots of starlight almost too brilliant to look at.
A form appeared in the darkness, blocking out the stars. A strange, low, bugling sound emanated. Everett felt the call reverberate in his chest. Another creature answered. They drew closer. He rubbed his eyes and stared again.
What looked like two elephants floated through the endless reaches of darkness. One stretched out its trunk and plucked a star like an apple from the velvety sky. It swung its trunk and the star flew across the horizon, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. The other elephant bugled and grabbed a different star. It flung its trunk in the opposite direction and released its hold.
The star sailed straight at Everett. He pushed the door close button on the elevator, but nothing happened. The star flew closer, growing into a giant, flaming ball. Everett hit the button again and again, but the doors refused to close. At the last second, Everett slammed his palm against the rows of numbers. A number lit up and the doors closed the moment before the star made it inside.
Everett let out a sigh of relief and leaned against the wall. A glance at the numbers showed floor thirty-one had been selected. He waited with a touch of trepidation at what would be revealed.
The elevator beeped and the doors slid open. At first, Everett saw only darkness. He thought for a moment that he was in another space room, but as his eyes adjusted to the faint light from the elevator, he saw plain walls and a normal ceiling.
“It’s just an empty room,” he said aloud to himself.
“Go away,” a voice replied.
The hair on Everett’s arms lifted. He searched the corners for whoever was hiding.
“I said, go away,” the unmistakably feminine voice repeated.
“I-I’m sorry,” Everett replied. He hit the button for the doors to close. Yet again, the button failed him. “Uh, I’m trying to close the—”
“Go away!” the voice shouted. “Get out of here and leave me alone!”
Everett’s heart pounded at the hostility in her voice. After everything else he had seen at the Asylum, he had no idea what the girl was capable of.
“Leave me alone!” she screamed.
He slammed the button with his fist. The doors finally slid shut.
“I’m sorry!” he called before it closed completely.
Everett leaned his forehead against the cool metal of the doors and breathed a sigh of relief.
A sound came from the other side of the elevator. He willed his pounding heart to slow and listened. He realized he was hearing the sound of sobs, the heart-wrenching, scratchy throat, bone-aching kind that left a person exhausted and unable to sleep.
Everett was tempted to push the open button again. The thought of someone in that kind of emotional pain made his heart ache. But the thought of her rage kept his hand from opening the doors. Instead, with a heavy heart, he pushed the button for the first floor.
Everett walked home with a hurricane of thoughts that wouldn’t leave him in peace. The things he had seen at the Asylum opened his mind to possibilities he had never imagined. He doubted his decision to visit the floors above the tenth had been wise, and he wasn’t sure he would do so again, but the fact that creatures like those he had seen existed threatened to alter everything he knew about the world.
His conversation with Torrance remained in the back of his mind. He kept feeling the throb of the boy’s pulse through his fingers as he fought to keep Torrance from reopening his wounds. He had hurt a human, truly hurt him. The angry prints of red across the dark skin of the boy’s arms appeared in his mind over and over again. Everett knew how much pain the teen was in, yet Torrance denied any offered medication.
Gratitude for Jeraldine and Dr. Transton’s good sense filled him. Despite their preconceived fears of vampires, Everett felt that the Asylum was truly there for good. The fact that they had let him bring an injured human into what was really their monster safe house gave him even more respect for the place. He was filled with the urge to help out, to protect monsters, to find a way where those like the elephants throwing stars and the unknown being in the empty room could exist in peace.
Then there was Adrielle. Everett couldn’t quite stifle a sigh at the thought that he had been so close to kissing her before Vanguard showed up. How could he compete with a warlock who could make things disappear? He was a vampire. He wouldn’t survive without drinking blood. All he had to offer was the ability to channel a little strength, and that also depended on the blood reserves he had in his body. His skills were limited compared to the glorified magician.
Yet Adrielle’s golden eyes lingered in his mind, beckoning him, promising safety, laughter, and freedom from a life of hiding in the shadows. After their initial debate about vampires, she had treated him like a normal person. She smiled at him as if she truly saw something special in him. It made him feel stronger, like, with her at his side, he could conquer the world. His heart sped up at the thought of her. Tingles ran across his arms and down his spine whenever she touched his arm. 
He had never felt so enraptured by a person. He told himself that the betrayal he had felt when she kissed Vanguard was ridiculous because they were obviously a couple, but he felt like he had been led on, made to think that she cared and saw something in him. The voice in the back of his mind whispered that he may have wanted to see these things so badly his mind had created them, but he refused to believe it. He shook his head, filled with a fog of confusion.
Everett’s steps slowed. He put a hand on the wall of the tunnel, grounding himself with the rough, cool touch of the bricks that had sheltered thousands during the Ending War. The tunnels had made it possible for those who remained of the human race to survive. The fact that the five cities were what were left of the world filled him with sorrow. Why was everyone so eager to destroy those who were different? If humans could live in peace, a place like the Asylum didn’t have to exist. Yet humans weren’t the only danger.
A sound deep within a side tunnel rolled toward him. Everett peered into the darkness, but since the tunnels were no longer used, only the emergency lighting ran down the main path, and even that was faint and flickered at the worst possible times.
As if in reply to his thought, the lights above him wavered, then shut off.
Everett froze. His senses strained, searching for the scraping sound he had heard. It came again, an ear-splitting screech like metal on glass. The sound was louder. Whatever made it drew closer.
Torrance’s words repeated in his mind. “Claws and black teeth...metal on glass.”
He saw the blood pooling from the deep gashes across the human’s chest. The terror that had been in Torrance’s eyes was something Everett hadn’t seen before. He didn’t want to know what sort of creature could cause such fear.
Everett took off down the tunnel toward the Neighborhoods. He ran headlong, waving his arms in front of him so he wouldn’t smack into a wall. He could vaguely make out the star-washed dim gray that marked the tunnel exit. If he could just reach it, he could lose whatever the creature was in the Neighborhoods. He had to make it home.
Everett’s sneaker hit something. He tripped, plunging forward. He had spent enough time watching Finch and Gabe’s tumbling classes to pull in his arms and roll instead of breaking something by putting out a hand to brace his fall. Everett slammed hard into one of the pillars that supported the center of the tunnel. The air was forced from his lungs with a gasp.
Everett drew in a ragged, painful breath and tried to listen above his pounding heartbeat. When he didn’t hear anything, he rolled onto his back. His ribs sent shooting pains through his side. He breathed shallowly for a few minutes. The pain eased, then faded to a manageable level. Grateful for the fast healing of his vampire genes and the fresh blood Celeste had gotten for him which made the process possible, Everett rolled over and carefully pushed to his feet.
He walked as silently as he could toward the faint gray light. He couldn’t push down the feeling that something was watching him from the darkness, yet when he looked back, only impenetrable obscurity remained. He stepped into the starlight feeling as though he had truly escaped with his life.
When he reached the porch, Everett collapsed on the swing. He stared in the direction of the tunnel a few blocks away, sure whatever had been following him would appear.
“Had a good night?”
Everett nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of Celeste’s voice.
He stared at her. “Don’t sneak up on people!”
She smiled down at him from the doorway. “You’re jumpy.”
“Yeah,” Everett replied, willing his heart to slow. “I, uh...” He didn’t want to tell his older sister that he was worried about a raging dark creature with black teeth appearing from the tunnels. She would either believe him or think he was crazy; he didn’t know which would be worse. “I thought everyone was asleep,” he finally answered.
She took a seat next to him on the swing and gave them a push with her feet. Everett crossed his legs on the bench and sat back, letting himself sway with the rhythm of her feet. 
“Rett, I’m worried about you,” she finally said.
He looked over to find her watching him. “Worried, why?” he asked, keeping his tone light.
Her eyes narrowed, making her look very much like their mother when she knew something was up. “You’re not telling us the truth.”
“I’m telling you the truth,” Everett told her. At her increased scrutiny, he sighed. He had never been able to keep anything from her. “Just not all of the truth,” he admitted.
She sat back and waited.
Everett debated what he could tell her. He had promised Dr. Transton that he would keep the Asylum a secret, yet it was obvious he went somewhere every night. Celeste had kept his night ventures to herself, covering for him when she could have ratted him out to their parents. All growing up, and especially since he found out he was a vampire, she had been his confidant, his friend, and sometimes even his therapist on days when it felt like too much.
He pushed his hair out of his eyes and let out a small breath. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but this can’t go any further than us.”
“I know,” she replied. Her brown gaze held him, but she didn’t push.
Everett appreciated the chance to collect his thoughts. “Well...” he said, stalling. He figured it was better to tell it to her straight like ripping off a stuck bandage than to draw it out. “I’ve been at a monster asylum.”
It sounded ridiculous as soon as the words left his mouth. He expected her to burst into laughter.
Instead, she watched him closely without so much as a smile crossing her face. “A monster asylum.”
Everett nodded. “There are all kinds of monsters there. It’s hidden in the middle of the city, and has far more levels than it looks from the outside.” His mind raced as he tried to describe everything. “There are floors with snow, a swamp floor, sand like you’re in the desert. There’s even a level that looks like it’s straight from outer space; I don’t even know how that’s possible!” It felt so good to finally tell someone. The words rushed from him. “There’s a zombie and a warlock. I didn’t even know warlocks were real. I called him a magician and he was really offended.” He paused, then said, “I’ll probably keep calling him a magician.”
Everett realized Celeste was extremely quiet. He stopped talking and watched her, afraid he had said way too much.



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
When Celeste finally spoke, her tone was level and didn’t give Everett any idea what she was thinking. “There are all kinds of monsters there, like the types Dad used to tell us about before...”
Everett nodded. “Before they found out I was a vampire,” he finished. His father’s stories used to thrill him. The thought that monsters were real and out there somewhere was exciting and scary at the same time. After his diagnosis, the stories had stopped altogether. When he had begged his dad late at night to tell him one, his dad merely shook his head and told him a story instead about bumblebees who shouldn’t fly because of their weight and the size of their wings, but did so anyway.
“Are there bad monsters?” she asked.
Everett thought of Dr. Transton’s words about the hidden floors being more to keep the inhabitants in than everyone else out. His experience with the elephants and almost being burned to death by a star made sense; yet there was only one answer for Celeste.
“Not that I’ve seen,” he said as truthfully as he could. Technically, the elephants hadn’t seemed intent on hurting him, and on the floor where whatever it was had gotten angry that he was there, he truly couldn’t see who was speaking.
“That’s good,” Celeste said. She was silent a moment, then continued, “Everett, it worries me. A building like that isn’t supposed to exist.”
“I know,” he answered.
“What if the government found out it was there?” she continued. “What if they’re watching it and they catch you on your way in? What if the DRAK take you away?” she concluded the last words quietly as though afraid of what they would mean.
Everett let the silence settle for a few minutes before he finally spoke up. “Celeste, I’m going crazy here.” Admitting it was harder than he thought. “Living in the basement, pretending like night is my day while everyone sleeps, it feels like being dead.”
“That isn’t fair,” Celeste replied with hurt in her expression. “We try hard to make sure you feel included. We have dinner late, Mom’s up most nights with her studies, and everyone goes to bed far later than anyone else at our schools—”
“That’s the problem,” Everett pointed out. He tried to keep his tone level, but the distress he felt crept in and his voice lifted. “You shouldn’t have to do that, any of you.” He waved a hand, indicating the house behind them. “It’s not right for any of them to have to do that. It’s not normal for a family to have a vampire as a sibling or child. Nobody should have to live like I do. I have no right to ask that of any of you.” He blinked quickly to keep back the tears that stung his eyes at his outburst.
Celeste set a hand on his knee. “Everett, we do it because we love having you as a brother. Vampires are awesome.”
Everett rolled his eyes, but couldn’t keep back a smile at his sister’s words. “You’re ridiculous.”
“You are, too,” she replied. “That’s why you fit in here so well. I mean, you’re going to a monster asylum at night. How ridiculous is that?”
“Pretty ridiculous,” Everett admitted with a grin.
She nodded. “Pretty darn ridiculous, even as far as vampires go.”
Everett chuckled. “Good to know. I guess I should keep an eye on that. I wouldn’t want things to get too far out of control.”
She nodded in agreement. “You do what you need to do to keep sane. That’s what all the rest of us do. Just remember that we’re a team. We do it together.”
Everett stood. “Thanks, Celeste.”
She rose and hugged him. “You are loved here, Everett. Just don’t forget that, k?”
“Okay,” he promised.
They walked into the house together. The light was on in the hallway that led to the sunroom.
“Heading to bed?” he asked Celeste.
“I made sure my errant brother got home safe, so I can sleep. How about you?”
Everett nodded toward the light. “I think I’ll go see what Mom’s up to.”
His answer brought a smile to Celeste’s face. “That’ll mean a lot to her.”
“’Night, Celeste.”
“Goodnight,” she replied with a tired wave before turning to her room.
Everett walked down the hallway. He leaned against the doorframe and smiled at the familiar sight of his mother leaning over the telescope. Her notebook lay open, filled with the sketches and notes she wrote almost nightly. It calmed Everett’s heart that despite all the craziness he had seen, monsters that shouldn’t exist in a world that he hadn’t known was real, things at home were the same.
“Hey, Mom.”
She looked up with a start. A smile spread across her face as soon as she saw him. “Everett, come see this.”
He walked over and put his eye to the telescope.
“That’s Mare Serenitatis, the Sea of Serenity,” she said.
“It’s dark.” He let his gaze focus on the view. “But I can see craters.”
“Good,” she replied. “If you look at the northeast rim, you’ll see the crater Posidonius.”
“It’d be neat to explore in there.”
He looked up to see his mom’s wistful expression. “Wouldn’t that be amazing? We used to have robots up there that would send back pictures. I wish we could still control them.”
Everett took a seat on the closest chair. “What do you think we would learn?”
“Anything.”
Her fast reply carried a note of longing. He knew how frustrated his parents became at the fact that the government refused to fund such research. Dad called it the Second Dark Age, saying that the Kingship feared losing control. In order to maintain peace, they limited learning and knowledge so that the remaining humans would be more manageable. From what Everett had seen, it made his parents frustrated instead of submissive.
“We’re meant to learn,” his mother said. “Imagine if we could figure out the link between the moon and the world. The research that survived from before the wars states that it is a far greater link than we ever imagined. What if it affects the plants or the bees?”
“What if it affects the monsters?” Everett replied.
“What do you mean?” she asked in surprise.
Everett didn’t want to say too much, but the fact that he knew his mother’s hypothesis was true ate at him. He chose a topic he felt he could talk about safely.
“I’ve heard that zombies change in the moonlight, that they’re not just mindless, flesh-eating creatures. The moon affects them.”
His mother gave him a fond smile. “Have you been listening to Donavan’s stories? I’ve got to ask him to stop filling his siblings’ heads with nonsense. Nobody has seen a zombie in years. The walls keep them out.”
“It’s not Donavan.” Everett took a chance. “I’ve seen a zombie, Mom.”
She stared at him. “What are you talking about?” All joking had vanished from her tone and it was replaced with worry. “We need to call the DRAK. Zombies are dangerous.”
Everett swallowed and lied, “It was outside the walls.”
She gave him a stern look. “Everett, what were you doing outside the walls?”
“I-I wasn’t outside.” His mind raced. “I was on top. I found a way up. I won’t go there again, I promise.”
She looked completely upset. Things were not going the way he had planned. He stood and set a hand on her arm.
“Mom, I was careful. I just wanted to see.” He gestured toward the moon. “But you’re right. The moon does affect them.”
She was silent for a moment. He half expected her to ground him for the rest of the week. Instead, she let out a small sigh and took a seat. “Alright, what happened?”
“The zombie danced.”
His mom’s mouth fell open.
Everett smiled. “You should have seen it, Mom. She was shuffling around and moaning, and then the moon came out. As soon as it touched the zombie’s skin, it was almost like a mirage of her old self fell over her. She danced so beautifully I almost forgot she was a monster.” A wave of sadness washed over him. “But as soon as the moonlight faded, the mirage was gone and she was back to being a zombie.”
His mother was quiet for much longer this time. He couldn’t guess the direction of her thoughts. When she spoke, there was horror in her voice.
“What if the moonlight brings them back?” she asked more to herself than to Everett. “What if that was the key? So many were killed. So many families brought down because they turned into zombies. Was it murder, then?”
Everett shook his head quickly. “No, Mom. It’s not like that. She wasn’t there, not really.” At his mother’s lost look, he tried to explain. “Even during her dance, I could tell she was just going through the motions. It was as if the moonlight awakened the memory of who she had been, not brought her back to herself. She was still a zombie, just...” He didn’t know how to finish. He thought of Dr. Transton watching his daughter transform every night. He had built the Asylum to protect her from those who would kill her on sight, yet he couldn’t save her from her cruel fate. She would always be locked away, merely a mirage. “She was still a monster,” he concluded quietly.
Everett felt as if he lost something at that moment. Maybe the government was right to keep the surviving citizens from delving too much into what had happened during the wars. Would it be worse to find out that they were the source of the monsters, or to realize that the monsters they killed could have been saved? 
The more he learned of the creatures that haunted every child’s nightmares, the more he found out that perhaps it wasn’t the monsters that caused the fear. If humans created the monsters, humans were the source of the nightmares, and with that line of thought, what a human should fear was the capabilities of his or her own race.
That brought his thoughts back to Torrance. The human was right to fear him. He had only made it to the Asylum without drinking the boy’s blood by sheer strength of will. He had hurt Torrance by holding him down, and he couldn’t blame the teen for the accusation in his voice when he told Jeraldine Everett was a vampire.
“Do you think humans and monsters will ever learn to live in peace?” he asked quietly.
It was a topic of conversation they had spoken on occasionally. Usually it was just a hypothetical question, but this time, Everett was truly worried, not for himself, but for the monsters at the Asylum.
“I hope so,” his mother answered. “Maybe given a chance, people will start to realize monsters aren’t all bad.”
“You and Dad have really been amazing,” Everett said. They were words he didn’t say often enough. “I owe you everything.”
“You owe us nothing,” his mom replied. “You’re our son. Love needs no reason nor any payback. That’s why it’s love.” She pushed his hair back out of his eyes with a smile.
Everett decided something. “Mom, Adrielle’s a werewolf.”
Her hand paused in midair. “A werewolf?”
Everett nodded. “Yeah, and I’m going to see if she can help you with your studies, and Dad’s. Maybe you guys can help each other.” He stood and grinned at the shocked expression on her face. “I’m going to crash. I have some reading to catch up on.” He kissed her on the forehead. “Get some sleep, Mom.”
He left her sitting in the sunroom with the astonished expression on her face. Maybe Adrielle would be able to give his mother the information she was looking for; but if not, at least Everett was doing what he could to thank his parents for everything they had done.
He fell onto his bed and opened the book on vampires again. Though it was obvious some of the book had been written in ignorance, there were interesting facts that stood out.
 
‘Signs of vampirism usually surface around puberty. As the body undergoes its natural changes, others begin to take place. The body starts to attack its own blood supply and, for reasons that are unclear at this time, the individual is unable to produce more blood. If additional blood is not available, the organs will begin to shut down. It has been documented that this process is incredibly painful. As discovered in the studies of patients 72X and GN9, if the process is allowed to run to completion, the internal organs dry up completely, followed by the skin, saliva glands, and eyes. This process is so similar to mummification that the resulting creatures have been fondly named mummies.’
 
The thought that whoever had written the book had witnessed vampire test subjects who had been denied blood twisted Everett’s stomach in a knot. He shut the book and set it on his end table. Perhaps the less he learned of his kind, the better.
Only the thought that the government used ignorance as control made him reach for the book again. Everett opened it to a random page. He clenched his jaw and focused on the words.
 
‘If a vampire bites a human, the vampire’s saliva transfers a virus that attacks a human’s weaker cells. At first, the infected human will display symptoms similar to a cold, lethargia, unwillingness to participate socially, withdrawn from communication, and moody. As both the temporal and frontal lobes shut down, the human will begin to exhibit difficulty in following instructions, lack of understanding of language, decreased impulse control, increased forgetfulness, lessened reaction to stimuli, and the inability to solve basic problems.
 
As the infection spreads, the physical cells begin to break down, the skin loosens and sloughs off in places, and a smell of decay begins to emanate from the individual. The cerebellum is the next area to be attacked along with the medulla. With the thalamus destroyed, the infected individual is no longer able to understand speech, demonstrates a lack of balance, and a loss of most motor control. The resulting moaning sound emitted from the individual isn’t from pain as was initially thought; instead, it has been found that this is merely a reflex of the infected individual’s unnecessary breathing motion, sending air through the tattered trachea.
 
‘At this stage, the pulse stops completely, the individual demonstrates a complete lack of fear, and with the occipital and parietal lobes disabled, the infected individual is no longer able to think or feel. Lingering symptoms include seeking after only the very basic impulse of life, eating, although such a process is no longer necessary since the individual is now, for all intents and purposes, dead. The motions are merely persisting stimuli of brain synapses barely able to produce life-like mannerisms. It is recommended that at this point, fire is the most efficient means of disposing of an infected individual.’
 
Everett closed the book and stared at the gilded front cover without seeing it. By the description, turning from a human into a zombie sounded painful; his own episodes of having his organs in the process of shutting down because he didn’t drink his blood in time was mind-numbingly painful enough. He couldn’t bring himself to think about what the entire body would feel like.
Everett set the book back by his small lamp and settled on the bed. It took until he heard his family walking around upstairs in preparation for the new day before his eyes finally closed. His mind drifted off to memories that felt like dreams.
He saw himself and a friend sitting on a bench at the playground. They were around twelve. It was evening; nobody else was at the park, though whispers of the children who had played there during the day still lingered.
Quint leaned forward across the table. “If you’re a vampire, then I want to be one too.”
“It’s not a good idea,” Everett’s younger self replied.
“It’s my life,” Quint shot back.
Everett shook his head. “No. It’s my life. I won’t let it happen to you.”
“You don’t have to go through it alone,” Quint said.
Everett sat up in his bed, chasing the memories away. He gripped the quilt his mother had made so hard the fabric tore beneath his fingers.



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
“Vampires are the enemy,” Everett said at the door the next night.
Xander peered through the tiny sliding window out at him. Everett wondered if anyone ever knocked on the door by mistake. If they knew who was hulking on the other side, they would hurry past and never cross through the alley again.
When it swung open, Everett stepped inside. “I brought you something,” he said without preamble. He opened the kitchen towel he had wrapped around one of his mother’s amazing loaves of banana bread.
Xander’s mouth fell open at the smell that filled the small hallway. “What is it?” he asked. His huge hands opened and closed as if he could barely keep from snatching the bread out of Everett’s hands.
“My mom’s banana bread. You can’t get bananas around here except in Dad’s greenhouse, so when she bakes the loaves, she does it by the dozens and everyone in the neighborhood lines up for a loaf of their own. I figured you’d like it, so I grabbed one before they were gone.”
“She won’t mind?” Xander asked.
Everett fought back a smile at the ogren’s worried expression. He doubted even Mr. Moody, who so aptly fit his name because of the fit he threw the last time Mrs. Masterson failed to save him a loaf, would attempt to take it from the ogren.
“It’s yours,” Everett said, setting the bread in Xander’s hands. Where the loaf had looked good-sized when Everett held it, it appeared miniature encompassed in Xander’s careful embrace.
A smile spread across the ogren’s face so wide he could have shoved the entire loaf inside.
“Thanks, little enemy vampire,” Xander said.
Everett laughed and the ogren joined him. He walked down the hallway to the sound of Xander’s deep laughter bouncing off the walls.
He pushed the button for the medical floor. With a bit of trepidation, he watched the numbers count up to floor ten. He didn’t know what sort of reception to expect given his last experience with Torrance, but he felt responsible for the teenager and wanted to at least make sure he was alright.
The doors opened and Everett stepped into the dim lighting. He had to remind himself that humans normally slept at night. At the Asylum, it had begun to feel like everyone kept whatever hours they felt like, whereas at home, despite his family’s best intentions, he was often alone hours before morning.
Telling himself he was just going to check to make sure Torrance was alright and then leave, Everett walked to the bed. He paused a few feet away just to make sure he didn’t scare the human if he was awake.
“Hi, Everett.”
Everett was proud of himself for not jumping at the sudden voice in the darkness. Torrance seemed to have the uncanny knack for catching him off-guard.
“Hello. How, uh, are you sleeping?”
Torrance sat up gingerly with a hand on his chest. “Well, I’m not sleeping,” the boy answered.
Everett cracked a smile. “So my powers of observation aren’t quite at their best.”
Torrance chuckled with barely a wince. “Yeah, I noticed. But in answer to your question, I’m doing better. Much better,” he said with a slight tone of bafflement. “I think the nurse’s singing has been helping me heal.” He looked at Everett. “Does that make me sound crazy?”
“You’re asking a vampire,” Everett replied. “I think that’s the crazy part.”
Torrance gave him a true smile. “Sorry about the other night when I tried to get you taken away. I was scared and angry.”
“I shouldn’t have held you down.”
“I shouldn’t have tried to take my bandages off with a vampire in the room. I couldn’t breathe and thought it would help. I definitely wasn’t thinking clearly. Thank goodness the nurse showed up.”
“Jeraldine’s a banshee,” Everett said. He watched the human closely, worried about setting him off again.
An expression crossed Torrance’s face as though something suddenly made sense. “I thought I heard Dr. Transton say that the other night, but when I woke up, I couldn’t tell if I was delirious.”
“I think there are stranger things here than you’ll imagine in your delirium,” Everett replied.
“I didn’t think banshees were real, or vampires for that matter. I thought they were monsters in stories my mom used to make up to keep us inside at night.”
Everett nodded. “I guess I thought the same thing about a lot of the monsters I’ve seen here.”
“There are others?” Torrance asked, his eyes widening.
Everett went for a change of subject before he got the human too worked up. “A few. Did you reach your mom?”
“Yeah,” the human replied. “She’s super worried, but at least I caught her before she called on the DRAK.”
“That’s a good thing.”
The DRAK were the dark green-suited, armed authorities who patrolled the cities. DRAK stood for Direct Retaliation on Authority of the Kingship. The name didn’t exactly imply fairness in their dealings. If the DRAK felt someone was in violation a law or somehow threatening the security of the Pentagrin, they dealt with it however they wished. In extreme cases, the individual was taken to the headquarters at Regent, but usually a beating within an inch of life was enough to make someone change their ways. Outbursts happened very seldom in the five cities.
“Dr. Transton says I can go home tomorrow,” Torrance told him. “I don’t quite get everything he said, but apparently the nurse’s songs help speed healing since the body’s not stressed. I’m still recovering, but he says he’s done what he’s able to and I can rest in my own bed.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” Everett replied, relieved the human would be able to go home.
“Come with me.”
Everett stared at him. “To your house?”
“To my apartment,” Torrance corrected. “Come have dinner, as a thank you for saving my life. I already told my mom you’d be there.”
“She’s okay with it?” Everett watched him closely. “Did you tell her what I am?”
“I did,” Torrance admitted with an embarrassed expression. “Probably not the best thing to do after I told her I invited you.”
Everett grinned. “So let me get this straight. You told your mother that you’re inviting a vampire home for dinner tomorrow night?”
“Yeah,” the human replied. “In hindsight, I probably could have been a bit more tactful.”
“She’s probably terrified.”
Torrance chuckled. “Yeah, no doubt.” He hesitated then said, “Do you, um, eat dinner?”
Everett smiled. “I do, and don’t worry. I’m not a blood-thirsty monster.” He paused, then admitted, “Well, I am, but I’ll be in control.”
Torrance laughed. “Good to hear it.” He paused, then said, “Let’s not tell my mom.”
“I don’t think...” Everett began.
Torrance cut him off. “Just kidding. I told her you’re not dangerous. I’m not sure she believed me, but she’s grateful you saved her son’s life. She’ll be nice.”
“So will I,” Everett promised.
Back at the elevator, he reached for the button to the sixth floor, but when he pushed it, the seventh lit up. Confused, he rode the elevator down. When the doors opened, the library spread out before him. Everett stepped inside and stared in awe at the bookshelves reaching to the ceiling. He had no idea how the books around him had survived the Ending War, but they carried an air of ancient wisdom as though all the answers in the universe lay within their pages.
A giggle sounded from deeper within the shelves. Everett’s stomach twisted. Sure enough, a few steps to the right revealed Adrielle and Vanguard.
“Everett!” the werewolf exclaimed as soon as she saw him. She left Vanguard’s side and hurried over. “How have you been? I heard your human’s doing better.”
“He’s not my human,” Everett told her, bothered by the term. “But yes, he’s recovering.”
Adrielle gave him a warm smile. “I’m glad. That was brave of you to save him.”
“Yeah,” Vanguard replied from behind them. “I don’t know how you kept from drinking the boy’s blood. It was everywhere, pouring, dripping, and soaking into the floor. Horace showed me the security footage. You’re the talk of the Asylum!”
Everett grimaced at the sound of the warlock’s voice. He schooled his face to be expressionless when he turned. “Hi, Vanguard.”
“Dude, so, like, are you a real vampire?” Vanguard gave him a skeptical look. “Aren’t you supposed to be blood-thirsty and all that?”
“Are you a real magician?” Everett replied, keeping his tone mild. “Aren’t you supposed to pull a rabbit from a hat and all that?”
Vanguard gave a self-suffering sigh as though he had explained the same thing a million times. “First of all,” the older teen said as if Everett was slow. “I’m a warlock. That’s war...lock. It’s like the Ending Wars, with a lock, see? I’m not a magician. Magicians play for audiences on a stage. I play for no one.”
At Everett’s doubtful expression, Vanguard’s cheeks touched with red and he adjusted his short black top hat. He cleared his throat. “Anyway, my power is the ability to make things disappear, not pull fluffy rodents from my hat. How would that help anyone, for one thing, and for another, what if it pooped in there? It’d be disgusting.”
Adrielle nodded as if she agreed and Everett rolled his eyes. He had no idea why the werewolf was with the warlock. Her eyes locked on his again and the sparkle in them made his stomach turn over.
“So, Rett, why are you here?”
“I’m not sure, really,” Everett replied. He debated whether to tell them that the elevator had chosen the floor, and decided against sounding crazy. A thought occurred to him. “Hey, what do you know about floor thirty-one?”
“Through the left door or the right?”
“Uh, right,” Everett answered.
Adrielle’s eyebrows pulled together to form the little frown in the middle that Everett found enduring. She glanced at Vanguard. “That’s the poltergeist’s room.”
Vanguard took a step back. “Whoa, man. You need to stay clear of the poltergeist. She’ll take your head off.”
Adrielle shook her head. “Not literally.”
“Are you sure?” Vanguard asked.
Adrielle hesitated, then lifted one shoulder. “I’m not sure. Maybe she will. I don’t think I’m willing to find out.”
“What’s a poltergeist?” Everett asked.
“A very angry ghost,” Vanguard told him. “Watch out. You think humans are scary? Wait until you see what a poltergeist can do. I heard one took down an entire building in Vaporum.”
“You don’t think something else could be responsible for a building falling down in the industrial city?” Everett asked doubtfully.
Vanguard shook his head. “Not the way Dr. Transton was talking. Apparently a few people got hurt...” His voice lowered. “Maybe even killed.”
“I wonder if there’s a book in here on poltergeist,” Everett mused.
Adrielle sighed. “Everett, you can’t explain everything with books.”
“I can’t explain you and Vanguard,” he muttered under his breath.
“What was that?” she asked, her golden gaze sharp.
“Nothing,” Everett replied with a forced smile.
“You’d think a book on poltergeist would tear your head off like the real ones,” Vanguard said. He laughed at his own joke.
Everett exchanged a glance with Adrielle, glad to see he wasn’t the only one confused by the warlock’s sense of humor.
Adrielle nudged Vanguard’s shoulder. “Let’s get going. I’m tired and all this talk of buildings falling doesn’t help.” She gave Everett a smile. “It’s good talking to you.”
“You, too,” he replied a bit reluctantly.
Left alone to his own means, Everett climbed the closest ladder. The further up he went, the crazier the books got. He realized after a few minutes of comparison that the books were grouped by subject, starting with nonfiction at the bottom and morphing into fiction the higher he climbed. With the way they were blended, it was almost as though there were questions as to the line between fiction and fact.
Two more ladders down, he found the section on ghosts. A few shelves up, he located a thick book entitled, ‘Poltergeist: Hot Air or Really There?’ The cover was black with a green inlaid picture of what looked like a ghost very similar to Finch and Gabe when they dressed up in sheets to scare their mother. He hoped what the book contained was better information than the cover promised.



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
“Annie says she feels like she hasn’t seen you in weeks,” Celeste said when she set the cup of blood in front of Everett at dinner.
“She said that, huh?” Everett replied.
Celeste grinned at him. “Yes, she did.”
Everett smiled back. Annie couldn’t say more than a few syllables, but he had no doubt she had gotten across that she was bothered by his prolonged absence. He usually visited them every night before they went to bed, but the Asylum had sidetracked his normal routine. Guilt filled him.
“I’ll make it up to them,” he promised. He took a bite of chicken and listened to the current conversation.
“What about baseball?” Donavan was asking their mom.
“I still think you’re too young to be a coach,” she replied with a hint of exasperation as though they had spoken of it early that day.
“Jeremy coached basketball last year. They need student coaches to train or they’ll run out of regular coaches ready to work for the city leagues.”
His father looked at Donavan over the newspaper. “Are you sure you want to work for the city?”
Donavan nodded. “Yes, I do. It’s the best opportunity I’m going to get in sports. I don’t want to give it up.”
“What about biology?” Mr. Masterson asked. “You got the highest marks in school. Are you sure you don’t want to go into a science field?”
A hint of sadness touched Donavan’s eyes. He looked at Celeste. Everett caught the encouraging nod his sister gave his older brother. Donavan sighed. “Dad, I can’t do it. I can’t study and research knowing that the Kingship has control over what I put out there. I don’t want to be stopped at any hint of progress.” He shook his head with true apology in his voice. “I just can’t take it.”
Mr. Masterson set a hand on his son’s shoulder. “I understand,” he said.
Relief filled Donavan’s face. “You do?”
Their father nodded. “If anyone understands the frustration of being checked at every turn, I do. Follow your heart. If you want to coach, I’ll support you.”
Donavan hugged his dad, then turned his gaze on their mother. “Mom?”
She looked at her husband. Mr. Masterson gave a small lift of his skinny shoulders. She sighed and nodded. “Fine, Donny. We’ll sign the forms.”
Donavan jumped up from his chair and gave her a hug. Mrs. Masterson laughed. “Now, now. Finish your stuffed chicken before it gets cold.”
Donavan kissed her on the cheek. “I will. Thanks, Mom.”
“The chicken tastes like dog food,” Hadley informed them.
Everett ruffled his brother’s red hair. “It’s a good thing you like dog food, then, isn’t it?”
Hadley nodded and took a huge bite.
“Evy, do you wanna play dolls after dinner?” Isabella asked from his other side.
Everett smiled down at her. “That would be really fun,” he said. “I owe Annie and Bran a visit, but maybe after, okay?” He used his napkin to wipe a smear of egg salad from her cheek.
She nodded with a huge smile. “Will you be Mr. Ruffleton?”
“Mr. Ruffleton,” Gabe repeated in a singsong voice from the other side of the table.
“I will,” Everett said, winking at her. “But only if you’ll be Mr. Penelope.”
“Evy,” she giggled. “Penelope’s a girl!”
“Rett doesn’t know boys from girls,” Finch called.
“You don’t know boys from girls,” Gabe replied.
Finch shoved him, nearly throwing him to the floor. Donavan caught them both from behind.
“You know the difference between boys and girls?” their big brother asked.
Celeste grabbed both their cups of water. “Girls are better at revenge,” she said. She poured the cups on their heads while Donavan held them there.
“Now, children,” Mrs. Masterson said.
“Oh, Lucy, let them play,” Mr. Masterson replied.
Donavan’s roll landed on their father’s plate, sending mashed potatoes and gravy all over his newspaper. Everyone paused.
Mr. Masterson used his napkin to carefully wipe off the paper. He then folded it and set it aside. As his children watched, Mr. Masterson picked up the roll and chucked it back. It hit Donavan square in the chest and stuck for a moment before falling to the ground.
“How’s that for baseball?” their father asked.
Donavan grinned and wiped the gravy off his shirt. “First of all, you need a bat.”
“Finch, Gabe, go get the bat, ball, and mitts,” Mr. Masterson said.
“Really?” Donavan asked with excitement.
Mr. Masterson shrugged. “Why not? You want to coach, why not practice with your family.”
“Awesome,” Donavan replied.
At Mr. Masterson’s urging, all of the Masterson children hurried to the front yard. Mrs. Masterson soon followed with her hair tied back in a bun. Donavan and their father positioned the younger kids around the lawn in as close to a diamond as they could manage.
“Rett, you’re up,” Donavan said.
Even though Everett tried to avoid any kind of sport where someone might bleed, his brother was always quick to throw him in right away. Everett knew it was pointless to argue, especially since Finch and Gabe would soon follow if he gave up. He wanted to be a good example to them.
“You’ve got this, honey,” Mrs. Masterson said, grabbing the bat before Gabe could hit his twin.
Everett accepted it and made his way to the dishrag Donavan had set near the fence.
“Hey, batter, batter, batter,” Donavan called, winding up.
“Hey, butter, butter, butter,” Finch echoed from first base where their mom had sent him.
Everett settled the bat above his shoulder. The few times he had played baseball with his family and in school before he was diagnosed felt very inadequate at that moment. Donavan threw the ball; before he could react, it slammed into the mitt his father held behind him.
“Strike one,” Donavan called.
Mr. Masterson pulled his hand out of his mitt and shook it. “Maybe try a little less speed, sport,” he told Donavan. “I don’t know if any of your siblings could hit that.”
“Rett can,” Donavan replied with a knowing smile. He winked at Everett. “Come on, bro. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
Everett settled the bat on his shoulder again. He couldn’t get his muscles to relax. The feeling of the moonlight above was distracting. He tried to will his mind to focus.
The ball sped by again. He swung, but the ball had already hit his father’s glove.
“Last time,” Donavan said. Everett’s older brother didn’t look a bit perturbed at Everett’s poor showing. Mr. Masterson tossed the ball back. Donavan gave their father a challenging look. “Ready for this one, pops? It’s gonna have some sting in it.”
“I don’t know, Donny. The last two—”
The ball was already out of Donavan’s hand. Everett could hear it sailing through the air. He took in a breath and pushed his energy together, channeling it into a hot pit of fire in his stomach. The ball was almost to him. He let out the breath and swung.
The bat hit the ball so hard the bat cracked as the ball sailed across the cul-de-sac. The twins took off running after it.
“Whoa!” Hadley said from the porch.
“Run!” Mr. Masterson urged from behind Everett.
Even though there wasn’t a chance of Finch or Gabe returning with the ball before Everett cleared the bases, he ran as if there was. Donavan, their father, and their mother gave him high-fives when he crossed the last base. He grinned, feeling like he was on top of the world.
“Rett split it!” Finch called when they reached the driveway.
“He split it down the middle!” Gabe echoed.
Donavan caught the ball Finch tossed him. He smiled and handed it to Everett.
“I said you could do it!” his older brother told him.
Everett grinned, looking at the tattered object in his hand. “I ruined the ball.”
“Here’s the next one,” their father called from the porch.
Donavan caught it. “Rett?” he asked. “Want to go again?”
Everett shook his head. “I think Mom needs a chance to hit.”
“Oh, no, not me,” she protested, but she made her way to the batting square just the same.
Everett handed her the bat and took her glove. “Don’t worry, Mom. You’ve got this.”
“Show us how it’s done,” Mr. Masterson said, kneading his mitt.
Everett jogged over to second base where his mom had been waiting. He put on the glove and waited. Donavan zipped the first one to their father. After a warning look to give their mom a chance, Donavan tossed the next one. Mrs. Masterson bunted it to the middle of the field.
“Throw it!” Gabe yelled at Finch.
Finch chucked it and the ball went high over his twin’s head. Their mom took advantage of the situation and ran for second, then third. Gabe fumbled under the bushes by the fence for the ball. He finally rose and threw it as hard as he could at his dad. The ball hit the ground and rolled. Finch ran for the ball. Mrs. Masterson slowed. She let Finch catch her just before she scored.
“Yes!” Finch shouted. He did a victory dance, then ran over and slapped a high five handshake mix with his brother so complicated the others had no hope of joining in.
“Amazing!” Gabe yelled.
“That’s right,” Finch said. “We’re totally awesome.”
“Yes, we are,” Gabe agreed.
“I’m glad our kids have no problem with self-esteem,” Mr. Masterson noted wryly.
His wife smiled. “Then we’re doing good.”
He pulled her into a hug. “Yes, we are,” he said before kissing her on the nose.
“Ew, gross,” the twins said at the same time. “Girls have cooties.”
“Yes, they do,” their father agreed. “But not your mother. She’s too cool for cooties.”
“That would be a good shirt,” Celeste noted.
“What are coodees?” Isabella asked from where she sat next to Hadley on the porch steps.
“Girl germs,” Gabe told her.
“Boy germs,” Celeste said.
“What are germs?” Hadley asked.
Everybody laughed.
“Here, bud, take my place out there, okay?” Everett told his little brother.
Hadley’s face lit up. “Okay!” he said. He grabbed the mitt Everett held out and jumped off the porch.
“Are you okay, Everett?” his mother asked.
“Yeah,” he answered. “I just owe Bran and Annie a visit.” He gave Celeste a smile which she returned.
“Bran wanted to watch a movie,” she said. “Annie will be thrilled to see you.”
She gestured at the little wired monitor on the porch. He could see both siblings sitting in the sunroom watching the video screen on the wall. Annie’s preference for her siblings over movies was well-known. Usually whenever Bran wanted to watch a movie, one of the siblings sat with Annie. With everyone outside, Everett was glad to get personal time with them.
Both of his older siblings’ faces lit up when Everett entered the sunroom. Annie gave her little wave.
“Sorry I’ve been gone so long,” Everett apologized. He took the seat between their electric wheelchairs facing them. “It’s been crazy, to say the least.”
“Wa?” Annie asked.
Everett glanced behind him to see if anyone else was listening. Annie and Bran could never tell his secrets, but if the others overheard, he had no doubt his mom and dad would ban him from going to the Asylum.
He lowered his voice. “I found a place where monsters like me are welcome.”
“Na,” Annie said.
Everett smiled at her. “It’s okay. Vampires are monsters. They don’t fit in with humans.” He winked at her. “You guys have put up with me long enough to know why I don’t really belong here.”
Bran’s eyes widened. Everett knew his brother so well he could read the fear on his face.
“Don’t worry,” he quickly reassured him. “I’m not going to leave, I promise. The place is close, especially through the tunnels, and I’m careful. I’ve been going there at night and I come back. It’s not really a place I’d want to stay.”
“Wa?” Annie asked.
Everett sat back. “Well, there’s this girl. You met Adrielle.”
Bran huffed a laugh.
Everett grinned. “Hey, it’s not like that.” He shook his head. “She’s taken, and she’s a werewolf.”
Both his siblings stared at him.
Everett gestured at the almost-full moon visible through the glass ceiling. “She can change into a wolf in the moonlight. I told Mom about it. I’m hoping she’ll come back and visit again. I think it will further Mom and Dad’s research.”
“Ad,” Annie said happily.
He smiled at his older sister’s excitement. “But if she comes back over, it’ll be just as a friend. She’s got a boyfriend who’s a warlock.” At their questioning looks, he explained, “It’s like a glorified magician. He can make things disappear.”
Bran sat up a little bit in his chair. It was his sign of being really interested in something. Everett bit back his pride and told Bran what he wanted to know. “This guy’s name is Vanguard. He waved his hand over a book I was carrying and it disappeared. This place, the Monster Asylum, looks like it’s ten stories high from the outside, but when you push a button on the elevator, all these numbers appear and it actually goes up to thirty-three floors! Vanguard was able to hide the rest of them using his magic so that the DRAK don’t find them. It’s pretty amazing.”
“A Monster Asylum?”
Everett spun around at the sound of his mother’s voice. Her face was pale and her lips were pressed together in a tight line.
“Mom, it’s not dangerous, it’s...”
She held up the vampire book. Everett’s heart dropped.
“Is that where you got this?” she asked.
He didn’t have to answer.
Tears showed in her blue eyes. “Everett, you’re not a monster.”
Everett held her gaze. “Yes, I am, Mom. I’m not a human; we both know that.”
He could see the hurt on her face. He rose and hugged Annie and then Bran. “Sorry, guys. I’ll come talk to you again tomorrow night.”
Annie gave her little wave and Bran smiled.
“Love you,” Everett called over his shoulder.
“La,” Annie replied.
Everett followed his mother out of the room. Every line of her body showed dejection and sorrow. It hurt him to see her like that. She stopped near the stairs to his room. He could hear the rest of his family still out playing baseball.
Everett decided to speak first. “Mom, I know I’m different. As much as we’ve tried to pretend otherwise, I’m not like the rest of my brothers and sisters. I’m not even human.”
“Everett,” she began. She looked down at the book in her hands. “You’re not like the creatures the portrayed in this book, either.”
“It’s a bit biased,” Everett admitted.
“Will you please give it back?” she asked.
Everett wanted to see her smile again. He wanted to chase the disappointment from her face and have her be proud of him, but he couldn’t give in, not this time. “Mom, I’ve always wanted to know more about what I am. There isn’t anywhere else I can find that. I can’t search too hard or else the family could be in danger, and I’m tired of not knowing.” He pointed at the book. “I need this. I really do.”
She hesitated, then handed it back to him. He turned to go down the stairs to hide from the sorrow in her eyes.
“Everett?” she asked.
He paused. She crossed to him and kissed his forehead. “It doesn’t make a difference whether you’re a human or a vampire. You’re a Masterson, and that’s all that matters to us here.”
“Thank you, Mom,” he said, touched.
“I’m going to talk to Dad about this asylum. It doesn’t sound safe,” she told him.
“It’s somewhere I need to go,” he replied, hoping she would understand. “I saved a boy’s life the other day. I need to be somewhere I can make differences like that. Sitting in the basement pretending to have a life isn’t living one.” Before she could be hurt by his words, he gave her a tight hug. “I love you, Mom. I’ll always be your little boy and I will always come home, okay?”
She held him quietly for a moment before she said, “Okay, sweetheart.”



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Everett walked beside Torrance in the darkness.
“Can you imagine cars running everywhere?” the human asked.
Everett heard the catch in the boy’s voice. Despite the fact that Dr. Transton had cleared him to go home, it was obvious Torrance was still recovering. Everett was grateful that at least he couldn’t smell blood on the boy’s bandages.
“I’ve seen pictures of city streets filled with cars, but it seems pointless with everything so close,” Everett replied, trying to picture vehicles clogging Nectaris’ streets. From the pictures he had seen, sidewalks had been built to walk on before the Ending War. Nectaris had no sidewalks because there weren’t any vehicles. As it was, the roads were clogged with people on their way to work and school in the mornings and evenings, then pretty much empty until dinner. Everett usually missed the rush, keeping his wandering time until after curfew.
“Just the same,” Torrance said, “Don’t you think it’d be nice to have the freedom to visit the other cities if we wanted?”
“You can go to school in Cognitum,” Everett told him.
Torrance snorted, his gaze on the dark shadows between the buildings. “They’re not letting someone like me in there.”
“Like you?” Everett couldn’t hide his surprise. “I’m a vampire. There’s no chance for me getting anywhere close to the city of knowledge. But if you’re smart, it seems like the type they’d want.”
Torrance shook his head. “You have a skewed picture of the world, even for a monster.” He softened the words with a small smile. “I guess it’s easy to get a sheltered view stuck in a house until dark.” He waved at the dim moonlight. “It’s creepy out here at this time of night.”
Everett shrugged. “It’s not bad.” He glanced at Torrance. “So why can’t you go to college?”
Torrance was quiet for a few steps. When he answered, he kept his voice level as if to avoid sounding bitter. “My mom’s a weeder. She works at the lowest level of the Groweries pulling weeds that were tough enough to stand the fallout. I’ll be a weeder next year when I turn eighteen, and Tricky will be, too. It’s just the way it is.”
His answer bothered Everett. “So you can’t choose to go to school?”
Torrance shook his head without looking at the vampire. “Who’s going to pay for it? Education isn’t free, and if you can’t afford it, you have no options whatsoever.”
“That doesn’t seem right,” Everett said quietly.
Torrance gave a humorless laugh. “Welcome to the Pentagrin, Rett.” He paused and gestured to a building on the right. “That’s home. Come on.”
Everett followed him to the skinny front door. The buildings nearly touched on either side. It felt as all of the apartments that lined the road had been built by cramming them into the smallest possible space. The feeling continued inside when they immediately reached a tiny hallway with four apartment doors. Torrance led the way up the small staircase, past four more apartments, then up more stairs. The sound of babies, music, people arguing, and laughter came from various apartments. They reached the third landing.
“This is it,” Torrance said. He knocked on the door to apartment 3B.
The door immediately flew open. A woman who had to be Torrance’s mother by her matching brown eyes and dark skin grabbed him in a tight hug.
“Mom, Mom!” Torrance protested in pain.
“Sorry, baby,” she said, stepping back. “I’ve just been so worried about you.” She looked him up and down. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay? If you’re not, I asked you to stay one more night in case you need help I can’t give. You look a little peaked. Maybe we need to take you back...”
Torrance raised his hands. “Mom, I’m okay, I promise.”
“Torrance!” a girl shouted. She slipped past her mom and hugged her brother carefully. “Are you okay?” she asked, looking up at him with big eyes.
“Yes,” he said. “I’m fine, honest. Like I told you on the phone, it was just minor, no big deal.” He gave Everett a pleading look, asking him to keep his secret. “Mom, Tricky, this is Everett. Everett, this is my mother, Mrs. Bowers.”
His mother stared at Everett as if noticing him for the first time. “Y-you’re the, um, the...”
“The vampire,” Patricia said in awe.
“Shhh,” Torrance warned her. He looked down the tiny hallway. “We don’t want the Taskers hearing.” He motioned for everyone to go inside and leaned close to Everett. “They like to call the authorities on any sort of disturbance. This would be just the thing they need to finally get us kicked out of here.”
Everett followed the family inside and shut the door carefully behind him. He turned around to find Torrance’s mother watching him.
“Hi,” he said self-consciously. “I’m Everett. Thank you for inviting me into your home.” He held out his hand, then dropped it again when she made no move to shake it.
Torrance and Patricia were already in the tiny kitchen that branched off from the living room. Two chairs and a coffee table filled up the room Everett stood in with only a little space for walking in between.
Everett searched for a topic to break the tension he felt from Mrs. Bowers. “Torrance mentioned that you’re a weed remover at the Groweries. I’ve always liked helping my dad clear the weeds in his greenhouses.”
“Torrance said you were from the Neighborhoods,” she replied. “Must be nice.”
Everett could hear a hint of challenge in the woman’s voice. He looked around the room. “You have an aloe plant,” he noted. He crossed to it.
Mrs. Bowers followed closely behind him and hovered near his shoulder as if afraid he would hurt the plant. Everett gently touched the leaves the way his father had taught him to.
“My dad plays music for his plants. He says it helps them grow.” He smiled without looking at her. “My mom’s convinced he just likes to go out there and listen. She tries to tell him that the studies show classical music is better, but he likes rock.”
Mrs. Bowers gave a small laugh. When he looked at her, Torrance’s mom’s eyes were wide and she appeared embarrassed as though the laugh had come out by accident.
He pretended not to notice. “My youngest sister, Isabella, likes to sing to them, too. She sings songs about fairies and rainbows that she makes up. She says it’ll help the plants dream.” He smiled. “That’s a four year old for you.”
He turned to find Mrs. Bowers watching him quizzically as if she didn’t know what to make of him. “You have siblings?” she asked.
He nodded and answered the unspoken question. “None of them are vampires, just me. The rest of my siblings are human.” He gave her a knowing look. “Luckily, my mom has a soft heart; any other family would have sent me packing when they realized they had adopted a vampire.”
His honesty seemed to soften her walls. She actually smiled. “Well, we’re grateful for you. It sounds like Torrance was in pretty bad shape when you found him.”
By Torrance’s description, it seemed he had given them a much milder story of what had happened. Everett chose to play along. “He’s tough. He just needed a bit of help getting to the right place.”
Her expression warmed. “I’m glad you were there. Why don’t you come sit down? Dinner’s about ready.”
She led the way to the small folding table in the kitchen. Four plastic lawn chairs made up the rest of the furniture. Patricia had already taken a seat near the barred window. She smiled up at him with the innocence of youth.
“Do you like drinking blood?” she asked.
“Tricky,” Torrance warned.
“It’s okay,” Everett said. He took the seat across from her. Concern from her mother and brother was palpable. He searched for how to answer the question. Luckily, he had lots of practice with his own younger siblings. “I don’t really like it,” he admitted. “It tastes awful.” He made a face.
Patricia giggled. Her hair was caught back in two fluffy buns of thick black hair that made him think of Isabella’s wild brown locks. The two would no doubt get along wonderfully.
“Why do you drink it?” she asked.
“Well,” he answered. “You know I’m a vampire, right?” At her nod, he continued, “Do you know what a predator is?”
She nodded. “An animal that eats other animals.”
Everett smiled. “Right. You’re really smart.” At her beaming expression, he continued, “A vampire’s body acts like a predator to blood. Instead of using it like a human does, my body has to eat it to keep going. If I don’t get enough blood, I die.”
“That’s like the snake in Mr. Varney’s class,” she said with a knowing nod. “If he doesn’t feed it a mouse once a week, it’ll die, too.” She leaned forward and her voice dropped to a whisper. “Can I tell you a secret?”
Everett leaned across the table. “Yes.”
“I like the mice better than the snake, so I freed some of them out behind the school.”
“Patricia!” her mother scolded.
“Mom, you weren’t supposed to be listening,” Torrance pointed out.
Everett grinned. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.”
Patricia sat back. “Good. I like you.”
“I like you, too,” he said. “I have a little sister you remind me of. She’s a lot younger, though. She’s four and her name is Izzy.”
“Does she have dog fangs like you do?” Patricia asked.
Mrs. Bowers threw up her hands and turned away as if she gave up on the conversation entirely.
Everett chuckled. “No, she doesn’t. I’m the only one in my family who does. It’s a good thing, though.”
“Why is that?” the little girl asked.
Everett winked at her. “I don’t think she’d like to drink blood.”
The little girl grimaced. “Me, either.”
“Dinner’s ready,” Mrs. Bowers said, setting down the pan of lasagna in the middle of the table.
“It smells amazing,” Everett said honestly.
Torrance grinned. “See, Mom? Compliments before he’s even tried it. I told you having a vampire over for dinner would be a good thing.”
Mrs. Bowers gave a small smile. “Maybe he’ll rub off on you two. I could use a few more compliments around here for all I do.”
She scooped out a square of lasagna and set it on Everett’s plate. After serving everyone, she brought over a bowl of chopped salad.
“This lasagna’s excellent,” Everett said. “It’s so cheesy.” He took a forkful of salad. Tomatoes were conspicuously missing. Those in the lasagna had been canned. “My dad loves to give away the tomatoes he grows. They’re a hot commodity in our neighborhood. Would you mind if I brought you some?”
Mrs. Bowers looked as though he had offered her a diamond. “We haven’t had tomatoes in years, not since the Kingship declared the soil better used for growing spinach.”
“Spinach, yuck,” Patricia said, making a face. “I miss tomatoes.”
“I’ll bring you some,” Everett promised.
“Can we go pick them?” the little girl asked with a hopeful expression.
“Maybe,” he said. Everett took another bite of the lasagna. He wanted to invite them to his house, but he didn’t know how Mrs. Bowers would feel about it. His mom loved to feed anyone who came over, and visitors were too few for her liking. He swallowed, then took a chance. “My mom would like to have you over for dinner tomorrow night if that works for you.”
“That’d be great,” Torrance accepted. He grinned at his mother’s surprised expression. “We can’t say ‘No’ now, Mom. I’ve already accepted.”
“Are you sure?” she asked Everett uncertainly.
Everett nodded. “I’ll bet Dad will even send you home with a tomato plant. He has a few extras sitting around and he needs to make room for the raspberries my mom keeps begging him to grow.”
“Raspberries,” Mrs. Bowers repeated with a wistful expression. “I’ve heard they’re amazing.”
“Dad’s ready to start them. He says he’s just waiting for the right conditions. It’s something about perfecting his bees so they’ll be sure to pollinate accurately.” Everett shook his head with a smile. “I don’t understand it all, but I’m sure he’d be glad to explain it if you’re interested.”
“I think it’s fascinating,” Mrs. Bowers replied with a hint of amazement. She looked at her children. “Do you want to go?”
“Yes!” Patricia said with a squeak of excitement.
“Are you sure we wouldn’t be imposing?” she asked.
“Honestly,” Everett told her. “I have eight siblings and my mom always cooks way too much food even then. I swear she makes enough to feed an army. She always welcomes more mouths.”
“Like you, Mom,” Torrance said, gesturing to the lasagna pan where four squares had been cut out for their dinner and nearly two-thirds still remained.
“I’m always telling you to eat more,” she reminded him.
Everett grinned. “That’s what my mom always says.”
Mrs. Bowers laughed. “I think we’ll get along just fine.”



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
The next evening, Everett walked with the Bowers through the empty streets.
“It’s creepy out here,” Patricia said. She gripped her mother’s hand with both of her own as if afraid they would get separated.
“Are you sure the DRAK won’t come after us for being out after the curfew?” Mrs. Bowers asked, looking around worriedly.
“I’ve been out every night lately and I haven’t seen any sign of them,” Everett told her. “I’m beginning to think they have everyone so used to being in after dark, they don’t worry about it anymore.”
“Or there could be another reason for their absence,” Torrance pointed out. At his mother’s look, Torrance quickly said, “Or maybe Everett’s right. If everyone stays home, there’s no reason for the DRAK to patrol.” He was quiet a moment, then said, “I do think one of those cars would come in handy about now.”
“I always thought I’d look pretty in the passenger seat of a convertible,” Mrs. Bowers said.
Torrance stared at his mother in surprise.
“What?” she asked with a blush of embarrassment. “A woman’s allowed to dream, right?” She waved her free hand. “Imagine it, driving across the sunflower-strewn countryside, having picnics under trees, sitting next to a real stream.” She sighed. “A life without walls or curfews; it would be amazing.”
Everett paused near the tunnels. It was one of his favorite spots. With the skyscrapers behind them, it was easier to see the stars.
“We might not have the countryside, but you can have the night sky,” he said, gesturing for them to look up.
Patricia gasped. “There’s so many stars,” she said.
Mrs. Bowers gazed at the velvet expanse above them. “It’s been so long I’d forgotten how beautiful it is.”
“Sometimes the night isn’t so bad,” Everett said.
As if in reply to his words, a noise came from behind them. It sounded exactly like metal on glass, a spine-tingling screech that bounced off the walls of the alley it had come from and surrounded them.
Terror filled Torrance’s face. “It’s the creature that attacked me,” he said with certainty.
“You were attacked?” Mrs. Bowers repeated with frustration and fear in her voice. “You said you fell on a grate!”
Everett had planned to lead them through the streets instead of the direct route through the tunnels because it was better lit by the stars and moonlight, but with the dark creature at their heels, he knew their only choice was to get to the Mastersons as quickly as possible. In the back of his mind, he kept telling himself that his dad would know what to do. They just had to get home.
“Through the tunnels,” Everett said, his voice tight.
“But it’s dark,” Patricia protested. She looked between the sounds coming from the alley and the dark depths of the tunnel to their left. It was obvious neither choice appealed to the little girl.
“I’ve got you,” Torrance said. He knelt and his sister climbed onto his back as if they had done so more times than they could count. If the teenager was in any pain, he didn’t show it. “Come on,” he said. He ran for the tunnel with his mother close behind.
Everett kept between them and whatever followed. As soon as they hit the tunnels, the beast left its alley and followed. The sound of claws scraping on asphalt sent chills through Everett’s body. He couldn’t see it behind them in the poorly lit depths, but by the sound, the creature was gaining. He called directions to Torrance.
“Take the right branch!”
The creature drew closer.
“Now left,” Everett shouted.
Torrance ran as fast as he could. His mother held his arm, helping him when he stumbled. Everett kept close on their heels. He glanced over his shoulder. The sight of a huge dark form made his heart skip.
“Faster,” he urged.
Somehow, Torrance found the strength to run. They cleared the last tunnel and ran down the street toward Everett’s house. He could make out the forms of his family standing on the porch waiting to greet the Bowers. He didn’t dare look back. He could hear the creature behind him drawing closer. His mom and Celeste screamed. They weren’t going to make it. If the Bowers had any chance of reaching the safety of the house, he needed to do something.
Everett stopped. The thought of the dark creature reaching his friends and family remained foremost in his mind. He would protect them if it was the last thing he did.
The second he turned, the creature hit him like a battering ram. Everett slammed to the ground and held onto the beast. It rolled over him with the force of its momentum. All Everett saw was a whirl of darkness, black teeth closing inches from his throat, and claws that sunk deep into his shoulder as it fought to break free.
Everett let out a yell of pain. He channeled his strength and turned his body. The force threw the creature away from him. The instant it hit the ground, it spun and glared at him.
For the first time, Everett got a good look at the dark creature. The hair stood up on the back of his neck and his breath caught.
Its body was a mass of black bumps from the size of his fist to the size of his head as though its entire body was made of tumors. It looked in form like the bulldog from the book of pre-Ending War animals his mother had, but that was where all similarities ended.
The creature was the size of one of Torrance’s cars. Serrated rust-colored claws tipped each of its legs, and when it opened its mouth to give an ear-splitting roar, black fangs longer than his hand dripped drool. Huge black horns curled back on its head and spikes stood up along its spine. They rubbed together when it walked towards him, creating the metal on glass sound from the alley. It studied him and its glowing orange eyes narrowed.
“Everett, run!” Donavan shouted.
He could hear his mother sending his siblings inside, her voice high with panic. Donavan argued as though someone kept him from getting off the porch. Everett didn’t dare look back. He hoped the Bowers had made it. Although the house was just wood and glass, things the creature in front of him appeared able to tear apart with ease, the thought of home was one of safety Everett couldn’t put aside.
“You’re not going to hurt them,” he growled.
The dark creature looked at him. Its tattered ears flattened against its skull and it bared its teeth. Everett’s lips pulled back in a snarl. The creature clawed at the asphalt, slicing through the pavement in massive gouges before it charged. Each footstep sounded like a cannon to Everett’s ears. He was amazed that the windows of the houses around them didn’t shatter with the impact.
The creature’s mouth opened. Anticipation showed in its orange eyes. Two more steps and it would reach him. Everett had no weapon other than his strength. He forced his energy into the pit of his stomach. It roiled like fire with the need to protect his family. The creature reached out with huge claws, intent on disemboweling him. Everett dove forward and grabbed the paw.
He rolled to the left and drove his shoulder toward the ground. The force pulled the animal onto its side on top of him. It struggled to get free, but the way its paw was pinned beneath it made it difficult. Everett couldn’t pull in a breath with the creature’s weight on top of him. He felt his hold slipping.
“Bite it, Everett.”
The sound of his father’s voice pierced through Everett’s panic. He tried to understand what his dad was talking about.
“Everett, bite the animal, now!” Mr. Masterson shouted.
Everett could barely think past the darkness pressing in at the edges of his mind. His lungs screamed for air. His heart gave a strong beat, using up precious blood. His strength was rapidly failing. He had one chance.
Everett ducked his head and sunk his teeth into the creature’s massive forearm.
The second his fangs pierced the animal’s skin, its entire body stiffened. The creature gave a shriek of pain that made Everett’s ears ring. It rolled to the side, freeing Everett. He gasped for air and watched as the creature shook out of control; its limbs gave massive, seizure-like jerks. It stiffened completely and something seemed to run under its skin like a wave, flowing through its entire body. The animal’s eyes rolled back. It let out a gurgling sigh, then stopped moving completely.
“Everett!” his mother yelled.
The sound of her running footsteps made Everett lift his head. He realized he was lying on their neighbor’s lawn. His body shook as he tried to rise. His mother and father caught his arms before he could fall.
“Everett, are you okay?” Mrs. Masterson asked in a terrified voice.
“I-I think so,” he told her.
He glanced at his dad. Mr. Masterson was watching the dark creature.
“Look,” his dad whispered.
Everett shifted his gaze. There was something strange happening to the animal’s skin. It looked like it was falling apart, becoming tiny particles like sand. A small breeze tugged at Everett’s sleeve on its way past. When it reached the creature, the animal’s body disintegrated into a pile of dust far smaller than the creature had been.
Mrs. Masterson let out a little squeak of fear.
“It’s alright, honey,” her husband reassured her. “It’s dead.”
“H-how can you be sure?” she asked.
He turned both of them away without answering. “Let’s get inside,” he said quietly.
A few faces showed at the windows of the houses they passed, but no one in the Pentagrin dared to leave the safety of their homes after curfew. Alex had found that those in the Neighborhoods were even more suspicious of night activity. The chance of seeing a monster and confirming that they were real was more terrifying than leaving the streets to the unknown. The curtains shut, blocking out the night with the strength of an iron wall.
The Bowers watched their progress from the porch. Torrance hurried down the steps when they drew near.
“Rett, that was amazing!” he said. “I’ve never seen anything so brave.”
Everett shook his head. It hadn’t felt brave. It was the only decision he could have made. He had to keep the creature from getting to his family. Just the thought of it going after his parents or siblings was enough to send his heart pounding angrily within his chest. He became aware of the fact that his stomach hurt. He had used up too much blood fighting the creature. His organs were becoming compromised.
“I need blood,” he said quietly.
His dad opened the door to help him inside.
Everett shook his head. “I think I’ll wait out here.”
He felt as though they were exposed, vulnerable. The thought that there might be more dark creatures in the tunnels kept pressing against his mind. He had to make sure they were safe.
“Alright,” Mr. Masterson replied, his voice low. He helped his son sit on the porch swing. “Wait here. I’ll be back with your drink.”
“Shouldn’t he come in?” Everett’s mother asked, her voice tight with worry.
“Let him rest,” her husband said. His voice was firm on the matter; it was a tone he seldom used with his wife. “He’s where he needs to be. Let’s go inside.”
The Bowers followed Mr. Masterson in without question, and at his unwavering expression, his wife finally followed.
When everyone was gone, Everett let out a breath and leaned his elbows on his knees. He rested his head in his hands, burying the sight of the street from view. The small mound of ash on the neighbor’s lawn was all that remained of the life-or-death struggle. It felt so insignificant compared to what had happened. Exhaustion flooded through him. He could barely remain upright.
Everett didn’t look up at the sound of the screen door opening.
“Son, I’ve got your drink,” his father said.
The swing moved when he sat down beside Everett. The scent of blood made his mouth water. Everett’s entire body leaned toward it, needing the blood more than air at that moment. He used what was left of his strength to sit up. The impartial voice in the back of his mind noted that his father had put a pink straw in his usual cup. Celeste had never given him a straw. Perhaps seeing a vampire sucking blood through a straw felt a bit too ironic to her?
“Are you smiling?” Mr. Masterson asked in a level voice.
Everett accepted the cup with shaking hands. “I think humor is my mind’s way of keeping me from insanity,” he admitted quietly. As much as he hated how badly his body wanted the blood, and as gross as he had told little Patricia it was to drink it, he couldn’t deny how good the first sip tasted. He felt it flow through his body like heat, like water, like electricity. He drank deeply and the sensation of the blood washing through his system was better than any blanket or warm summer night. It was hope; it was his life.
“I wouldn’t blame you. That was insane,” Mr. Masterson said. “You did a good job.”
Silence settled over them as if his father knew how much Everett needed just to be at that moment. He had been nearly crushed to death beneath a creature from a place worse than his nightmares, it came from reality. Coming to terms with it wasn’t easy.
Everett drank the last few drops. He studied the way the remaining blood that coated the inside of the purple cup turned it nearly black. It took a lot more self-control than usual to keep from wiping his finger along the inside and licking it clean.
He finally broke the silence. “How did you know?”
“Know what?” his father asked, looking at him.
“How did you know my bite would kill it?” Everett asked in a voice just above a whisper. He wanted the answer and feared it at the same time.
Mr. Masterson let out a slow breath. He glanced back at the house as if afraid of being overheard. He finally admitted, “I read your vampire book.”
Everett stared at him. “You read it?”
His father nodded. “All of it. I learned a lot.”
Everett remembered what he had read about the virus carried in a vampires’ mouth being the cause of zombie creation.
“So it was a hypothesis?” he asked, amazed at how much his father had put on the line.
“It was the only thing I could think of,” Mr. Masterson answered.
Everett took the time to really look at his father. His shoulders were hunched and he kept looked down the street as if the small pile on the next lawn bothered him as much as Everett. His blue eyes were tired and there were lines beside his eyes and around his mouth Everett hadn’t seen before. He looked as though he had aged ten years from the time Everett left to walk the Bowers to the house until that moment.
Everett felt the need to protect his father from what had happened. He pushed back the torrential thoughts he needed to come to terms with and forced a smile.
“At least you had an idea. I was coming up blank,” he said lightly.
Mr. Masterson looked at him. An answering smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, chasing away the age lines. “It was a shot in the dark, but one that worked.” He nodded toward the cup. “Feel better?”
Everett nodded. “Much better.”
“How’s the shoulder?” his father asked.
Everett checked the wound through his torn shirt. “It’s already healing.”
“Good.” Mr. Masterson looked at the house. “Your mother is attempting to feed everyone. The kids are a bit high-strung, as you can understand. I think we’ll have the Bowers spend the night here in the spare bedroom so we don’t have to worry about them getting home safely.”
“I think that’s a good idea,” Everett said with relief. The thought of heading back through the streets made him nervous. He didn’t like that feeling. The streets at night were his safety, his escape. He couldn’t live in fear; he had to go to the Monster Asylum, especially now. The thought that Dr. Transton might know something about the dark creatures kept nagging at his mind.
“I think I need to sleep,” he told his dad.
Mr. Masterson nodded. “I know it’ll help you heal more quickly. I’ll help you to bed, then come back and keep an eye out, just in case.”
“Do you think the Bowers will mind?” Everett asked, worried about ditching them after all that had happened.
“They’re happy to be safe. Everyone will understand that you need to sleep.” Mr. Masterson put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Everett, you saved all of our lives.” He shook his head as if searching for words. “I really don’t know what to say. I felt so helpless seeing my son trapped beneath that animal. It was like all the worst things I could possibly imagine happening at the same time. My family in danger, my son hurt.” His voice broke and he looked at the house behind them. “What would we have done if you weren’t so strong?”
“You would’ve come up with something,” Everett answered, his tone firm.
Mr. Masterson’s lips pursed into a slight frown. “I’m not so sure.” He gave his son a smile. “Thanks to you, we didn’t have to find out.” He stood up and held out a hand. “Come on. Let’s get you to bed.”



 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Everett was grateful his father warded off his mother’s insistence to check on him before he went to sleep. He lay for several minutes listening to the small talk above. After the initial fear had worn away, it sounded like everyone eventually warmed up to each other. He even heard Patricia laugh at something Finch said.
He took off his shirt and checked the claw marks. Thanks to the high quality of blood, the wound had almost healed completely. He rolled his shoulder and was glad to see that the range of motion hadn’t been affected. He tossed the tattered shirt in his laundry basket knowing that his mother would probably turn it into rags instead of attempting to fix the rips. It was a hand-me-down from Donavan anyway and his older brother was hard on his clothing; Everett doubted it would have made it to Finch and Gabe.
Slipping into a blue tee-shirt with a sailor’s star on the front, Everett climbed up the stairs as silently as he could. A peak outside showed his father sitting on the porch swing. A pang of sorrow went through Everett. His dad’s home had been threatened along with the safety of his family.
A slight, familiar skritch-skritch sounded. Everett couldn’t remember the last time he had seen his dad whittle. Mr. Masterson kept a small supply of aspen branches behind the greenhouse from when they had trimmed one of their trees a few years back. He used to carve things like owls and wolves. Lately, he had gotten too busy to take time for his hobby. Everett wondered if his dad was trying to calm himself or if the knife was reassuring in the face of the darkness that clogged the streets.
By the lessening sounds of utensils on his mother’s favorite glass plates, dinner was drawing to a close. Everett wouldn’t have much time. He slipped through the hallway and ducked out the back door. Taking the long way around so his father wouldn’t see him, Everett reached the tunnels.
He hesitated at the mouth. Sounds hinted from inside. Everett wondered if his mind was just replaying memories from earlier, or if he truly heard metal on glass. Either way, the thought of stepping into the darkness proved too much.
Everett ran through the streets. Taking the long way around buildings and walled neighborhoods took far longer than the tunnels, and he got disoriented twice and had to use the lay of the skyscrapers to reorient himself. He finally reached Adrielle’s apartment and cut through to the alley.
“Vampires are the enemy,” he said.
“Yes, but vampires’ mothers make amazing banana bread,” Xander answered from the other side. The ogren chuckled as he pulled open the door.
“Thank you,” Everett told him. “Mom said she might make pumpkin cookies soon. I’ll snag you a batch.”
Xander’s mouth split into a wide smile.
Everett hurried down the hallway. The thought of talking to Dr. Transton about the creature and hopefully finding out more information about it made him hurry even faster. If there were more of them, perhaps he could find a way to protect the city. From what he had seen, the creatures would be able to deal a lot of damage quickly. If there were more of them, the Pentagrin could be in trouble.
Everett pushed the button for the sixth floor. To his surprise, the button for floor thirty-one lit up instead. Everett pushed the sixth floor’s button again, sure it was a mistake. The elevator continued to go up. The floors lit as they passed by. Floor twenty-three, twenty-four, and then twenty-five. Everett’s heart began to race. He remembered the whirlwind of hatred he had encountered the last time he was on the thirty-first floor. He hadn’t had a chance to read the poltergeist book. He didn’t know what to do.
The button lit and the elevator stopped. Everett hung back when the doors slid open to reveal the empty, dark room. He knew better than to assume nothing was inside.
The elevator beeped as if telling him to exit.
“No way,” Everett said aloud. “I’m staying right here.” He reached across the small box and pushed the button for floor six. Nothing happened.
“Go away,” the voice he remembered said.
“I’m trying,” Everett replied. He pushed the door close button. It had never worked for him before; apparently it wasn’t about to change old habits.
The elevator beeped again.
“I’m not going in there,” Everett muttered.
He wondered if he imagined that when the beeping repeated, it sounded more insistent. When he refused to move, the doors behind him slid open. He spun with the reminder that there were two sides to each floor.
The room he faced was dark. Glowing red eyes appeared. His heartbeat sped up. He squinted, but couldn’t make out anything else. If he judged whatever monster was there by the size of the eyes, it was bigger than the dark creature he had fought. The eyes drew closer. A soft hissing sound reached his ears along with a blast of hot air. Everett stumbled backwards.
The monster got closer, but Everett couldn’t make out anything of its body in the darkness. Not knowing made it even more terrifying. The hiss sounded again, louder this time and with undeniable vehemence. He pictured teeth below the glowing red eyes and a horrifying body to match the stench that came from its breath. It rushed toward him.
Everett fell backwards, stumbling into the other room. The further elevator door shut, blocking the red eyed monster from escaping. A beep sounded, then the other doors slid shut.
“No!” Everett protested. He scrambled to his knees and tried to put a hand inside to stop the doors, but they closed with a resounding thud he didn’t remember hearing before.
“Leave me alone,” the voice in the room said.
“I’m sorry,” Everett replied. “I didn’t mean to come here. The elevator stopped and I—”
“Go away and leave me alone!” the voice screamed.
A sound pierced the room with such force Everett ducked his head to the floor and clutched his hands over his ears. It rose in volume, swirling and stabbing, a noise so horrifying it made the metal on glass sound from the dark creature feel like a baby’s laugh. It took every horrific sound and combined it into one, nails down a chalkboard, tinfoil and teeth, glass shattering, porcelain smashing into pieces, a girl screaming, metal twisting, and the dark creature’s claws on asphalt.
Everett’s muscles were so tense they shook. He held his ears, but it didn’t help. The sound penetrated everything, grinding against his senses, blocking out all thinking or ability to act.
One small thought worked its way free. After the dark creature’s attack, running through the streets, placing himself between it and his family, battling for his life, and then being nearly eaten by the creature on the other side of the elevator doors, Everett felt completely frayed like a cord unraveling.
He balled up all of his anger and the hopelessness he felt at being scared and shouted, “I’m so tired of being afraid!”
The sound slowed, then stopped entirely. The silence that followed pressed against him with almost the same force as the noise as if it had to be felt to erase all he had heard.
Everett sat up slowly. When nothing happened, he turned so that his back was against the elevator doors. He reached up a hand and hit the button. He wasn’t surprised when it didn’t light up.
“There’s something wrong with that elevator,” he said quietly. The sound of his voice felt too loud in the silence. He took a calming breath and let it out slowly. “I suddenly feel like everything in this world is out to kill me.”
Silence followed, then, “What else is trying to kill you?”
The words were soft and hesitant, the voice a bit coarse as if the speaker hadn’t said anything in a very long time. Everett recognized the tones of the girl who had cried on the other side of the elevator door. He didn’t know what to say. All he knew was that he couldn’t take the assault of noise again.
“Dark creatures,” he said, keeping his voice low and staring at the floor past his knees while he spoke. “Or, a dark creature, to be exact. There was only one.” He paused, then continued, “But I’m afraid there might be others.”
The voice didn’t respond. He felt as though it, she, was listening, but he couldn’t be sure. He spoke because if he didn’t, he felt like he would go crazy in the expectant silence.
“It was going to kill them, the Bowers. I knew it. I felt it. If I didn’t stand in its way, it was going to tear them apart in front of me and my family would be next.” He ran a hand through his hair, pushing it off his forehead. His hair was wet from sweat. He doubted being terrified nearly out of his mind was good for a vampire. Perhaps he should start his own book on how not to die when one is a bloodthirsty monster. The first chapter would be on avoiding being frightened out of one’s wits. That couldn’t be good for anyone.
“I stopped running,” he said, remembering. He closed his eyes. “The creature was so much bigger than I thought it would be. It was black, blacker than black as if night itself would be terrified of such a beast.” He squeezed his closed eyes. “It ran me over. I knew it was going to kill me, and if it did, my family would be next. I could hear them on the porch. Isabella was so afraid.” He regretted not checking on his littlest sister before he had left the house for the Asylum. He should have made sure she wasn’t scared anymore.
“Did it get them?”
Everett’s eyes opened. He looked around the room, remembering where he was. “Sorry,” he said quietly. “I think I might be in shock.” He took a shuddering breath. “No, it didn’t get them.”
He felt as much as heard whoever was in the room sigh.
“I pinned it, then it was on top of me. I couldn’t breathe. I could feel my heart pounding. It hurt, telling me I was almost out of blood. I had lost too much when the creature grabbed my shoulder.” The wound gave an answering throb and he put a hand to it. “I didn’t know how to stop the beast. I was dying; I felt it.” His voice caught. “And then it would kill them.”
Through the silence that followed, the girl asked, “What happened?”
Everett lowered his hand. “Dad told me to bite it.”
“You bit the creature?” she asked incredulously, her voice a bit louder as if she had drawn closer.
He couldn’t see her in the dim room. “Yeah,” he admitted. His lips pulled back as much in distaste from the memory as to show her what he was. “I’m a vampire, so I guess I’m equipped for it.”
“You don’t sound happy about that.”
Everett gave a humorless smile. “I saved my family. I should be happy.”
“But you’re not,” she guessed, her voice lifting slightly to turn it into more of a question than a statement.
Everett rested his chin on his knees that were pulled up. He studied the plain gray floor past his feet. “I should be,” he said. He shook his head. “But I killed it with a bite. It was so huge and horrible, yet it disintegrated after I sunk my fangs into it.” His voice lowered and he closed his eyes. “What kind of monster does it make me that I can kill something like that with one bite?”
His question lingered in the air, haunting him more than the poltergeist, eating at his heart, his conscience. If he was such a dangerous thing, maybe he shouldn’t be around humanity at all. Maybe a vampire was worse than a dark creature. His bite had proven as much.
“Who am I fooling?” he asked quietly, more to himself than to her. “I’m the one they should fear.”
“Fear isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”
The proximity of the voice startled him. His head jerked up and he stared.
She stood in front of him, there but not there. He could see the back wall through her and her outline was faint, similar to when Monique’s former image had appeared in the moonlight as she danced.
The ghost seemed close to his age, yet her clothing was strange. She wore a pink, yellow, and white striped dress with straps instead of sleeves. There were sandals on her feet and her long dark hair was pulled back with a yellow ribbon that matched the dress. His mother would have loved such colors, but the Kingship had limited the supply of dyes and dyed clothing available throughout the Pentagrin because the plants and berries usually used were difficult to come by. Mrs. Masterson had her own hidden assortment of blue and red dyes she had made with her husband’s plants, but she didn’t dare use them for fear of bringing punishment down on the family.
What unsettled Everett was the way she looked at him. The ghost’s gaze was frank and unsettling, her gray eyes staring at him as if she could see through him. Everett felt exposed as though she saw his soul instead of his skin.
He rose with a hand against the elevator doors to steady him.
“Hi,” he said uneasily.
She gave a small smile that appeared uncomfortable on her face and vanished as quickly as it appeared. “I guess you’re not used to meeting ghosts every day.”
“I, uh, not really,” Everett said. He tried to force his thoughts to center, but after everything he had gone through, his brain refused to be the least bit helpful.
The elevator door opened without warning. Everett stumbled backwards.
“Everett?” Dr. Transton’s voice came over a speaker just above the numbers.
Everett had no idea how to answer back. He gave the ghost an apologetic look as he quickly searched the board for some sort of button to push to reply. Seeing none, he finally said, “Yes, Doctor?”
“Everett, report to the security floor immediately.”
The order sent a surge of alarm through Everett. “Yes, sir,” he replied.
The elevator doors began to close.
“Wait,” he said.
The doors didn’t listen.
“I’m sorry,” he called out to the ghost.
“It’s okay,” she replied.
A thought occurred to him. “What’s your name?” he asked.
The doors shut. He leaned against the metal for support.
“Lisette,” the ghost’s voice answered as a whisper in his ear.
Everett looked around quickly, sure she was beside him. Nobody else was in the elevator. Everett let out a breath and slumped against the wall. If there were any more surprises, he felt like he would explode.



 
Chapter Twenty
 
“You killed a wendigo?” Dr. Transton asked as soon as the elevator doors opened.
Alex stared at the room occupying the right wing of the ninth floor. Monitors took up every inch of space. The walls, the tables, and even the ceiling were covered in screens. Each one showed a different view of the city, and from what Everett could see, they also showed the other four cities of the Pentagrin as well.
“This is amazing,” he said.
Dr. Transton set a hand on Everett’s shoulder. “Everett, did you actually kill a wendigo?”
The urgency in the doctor’s voice caught Everett’s attention. “I killed a big black creature with spikes and horns, if that’s what you’re talking about.”
Dr. Transton stared at him.
“Told ya,” a voice from the corner said. A glance that way showed a huge, burly man with hundreds of eyes like a fly and an extra set of arms. He noticed Everett staring. “I’m Horace.”
Everett caught himself. “Oh, sorry. I’m Everett.” He crossed to the room and shook the monster’s hand.
“I know who you are,” Horace said with a grin.
Everett could see himself reflected in each of the man’s many eyes. It was disconcerting.
“You do?” Everett asked.
Horace chuckled. “Of course. You’re a bit of a celebrity here. Word’s already spread about you killing the wendigo. Who knew?”
“How does everyone know?”
Everett’s question was answered by a gesture from Dr. Transton. He stared at the monitor the doctor pointed to. It showed the pile of black ash on his neighbor’s lawn where the dark creature had died.
“I didn’t know there was a camera there,” Everett said in amazement.
“There’s not,” Dr. Transton replied. “Horace has eyes all over the city.” He paused, then emphasized, “And I mean eyes.”
Everett glanced at Horace in time to see the monster pull an eye from his head. As soon as he held it in his hand, the eye sprouted legs and a small set of wings that looked far too tiny to lift the large eye. In defiance of Everett’s thoughts, the little wings flapped and the eye flew out a tiny window near one of the monitors.
“Like the bumblebee,” Everett whispered.
“Too big for its wings, but flies anyway, is that right?” Dr. Transton asked.
Everett nodded distractedly, his attention on Horace. Another eye had grown in where the last one had been. As soon as it was in place, the monster turned away, intent on an image in another screen.
“Horace’s footage shows you fighting the wendigo.”
At Dr. Transton’s nod, the monster pulled out one of his eyeballs and stuck it into a little divot beside a monitor. The iris turned green and the monitor’s image changed.
Everett saw himself standing in the street. The creature looked even bigger than Everett remembered. He relived the moment again, the claws tearing into his shoulder, grabbing the leg and tackling the beast, pinning himself beneath the wendigo’s weight. Only a hand showed, pale and so small compared to the creature above, but the hand held onto the wendigo instead of pushing it away. Everett would have given everything to save his family.
“Bite it, Everett!” his father called out from beyond the image.
The taste of the vile creature filled Everett’s mouth again and he turned away. He heard the wendigo’s convulsions and Isabella crying in the background. He had thought his youngest sister had been inside. She had seen everything.
“Then, poof,” Dr. Transton said. “Dust, or black ash, or charred remains, whatever you want to call it. You bit it and it died. Do you know why?”
It was the answer Everett had come to the Asylum for. He had to know. He turned back. “Why?”
The doctor’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Because monsters are viruses.”
Before Everett could reply to the comment, Dr. Transton waved a hand at the screen.
“Think about it, Everett. Think about all you know about monsters, the Ending War, everything. What did humans try to do?”
“Kill each other,” Everett replied.
Dr. Transton shook his head. “That may have been the goal, each country trying to wipe out the other, ultimate world domination, but what were the means?”
Everett’s response was quiet when he said, “Chemical warfare.”
The doctor nodded. “Among other things, including EMPs, the atomic bombs, missiles to destroy satellites, and every other type of devastating attack mankind could come up with. But the problem is, in all of these cases, nobody thought about the Earth itself.”
Everett frowned. “So you’re saying the Earth created monsters as viruses to destroy the remaining humans?”
A broad smile ran across Dr. Transton’s face. “In a manner of speaking, yes. Viruses aren’t created out of the blue, and while chemical warfare and the fallout may be the reason for the various types of human subspecies monsters now in the world, there is another side of the coin.”
“What other side?” Everett asked, trying to follow the doctor’s train of thought.
“Anti-viruses.”
Everett shook his head. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
The doctor pointed at the screen. His finger landed on the pile of ash in Everett’s neighbor’s yard.
Everett felt sick. “You’re saying the wendigo are the Earth’s way of ending its viruses.”
Dr. Transton nodded. “It makes sense. Viruses attack, wiping out the weak members of a species and leaving it strong. Perhaps humankind has finally gotten to the end of its self-created destruction. If that’s the case, beasts like the wendigo have come to wipe out the viruses.”
The doctor’s words made Everett upset and confused at the same time. Feeling as though he was a subspecies of human made it possible to live among them with at least some feeling of belonging. Hearing Dr. Transton state that vampires were merely one of the many monster viruses created to bring the population down to a sustainable number made him merely an infection to those he cared about.
“What about your daughter?” Everett asked.
The doctor’s attention was on the images across the screens. “I have to accept that she is a part of the weaker population.”
Everett shook his head. “I can’t accept that.” At the doctor’s questioning look, Everett gestured toward the screen. “Your theory is wrong, Doctor. If we’re the viruses and the wendigo the anti-virus, why can my bite kill it so effectively? Perhaps it’s the other way around.”
Dr. Transton was quiet for a few minutes. His gaze continued to linger on the screens, but it was obvious his mind was on Everett’s words.
“If that’s the case,” he finally said, his voice solemn. “Then humankind needs you now more than ever.”
“Why is that?” Everett asked.
Dr. Transton pointed at a screen near the ceiling.
Everett followed his finger and his heart gave a painful thump. Wendigo, dozens of them, massed near one of the walls of Nectaris. DRAK soldiers were spread out along the top of the wall firing in to the fray, but their bullets didn’t appear to hurt the wendigo. The black creatures dug at the wall, tearing out huge chunks. They worked all along the north end. If the DRAK couldn’t figure out how to stop them, they would eventually get through.
“There’s so many,” Everett said. Fighting one had nearly killed him. The dozens that faced the city could have been millions for the enormity it felt. How could he defeat them all?
“You can’t handle them by yourself,” Dr. Transton said, reading his thoughts.
“I’m the only vampire I know of,” Everett replied.
“I know of many more.” The doctor’s mouth twisted as if admitting such a thing filled him with unpleasant memories.
A thought struck Everett. “The one who bit Monique.”
Dr. Transton nodded. “Him, among others. There’s a city.”
“A vampire city?” Everett asked in disbelief.
The doctor hesitated. “I guess it’s more of a community than a city, but it’s inhabited by vampires, yes.”
The fact that there were more vampires made the image of the wendigo on the screen feel less ominous. Everett nodded. “Great, then let’s go get them to help!”
Dr. Transton shook his head. “There’s no way a human can go there, and there’s no guarantee they’ll help. Vampires have been shunned by humanity since almost the day they were discovered. I’m not sure they’ll hurry to save Nectaris or any of the Pentagrin.”
“We have to try,” Everett pointed out.
Dr. Transton turned to him, his hands clasped behind his back. “You have to try.”
Everett thought of a thousand arguments, but all of them died away. Asking a human to go to a vampire community would certainly be playing with fire, especially if they were outside of the Pentagrin. He had never heard of such a place, so any assumption that they would follow the Kingship’s laws was ridiculous.
The reality of the situation was sobering. “I have to go by myself.”
Dr. Transton shook his head. “I’d recommend taking Adrielle and Vanguard with you. I’ve already asked Horace to fill them in on where you’re going. I don’t know what you’ll come up against in the forest, but they have skills that should assist you should you need it.”
Everett’s first impulse was to deny their help, but he didn’t know what he would find when he reached the vampires. “Will it be safe for them?”
“Nectaris won’t be safe for them if you fail,” Dr. Transton said. He watched Everett closely. “I’ve asked myself why you were brought here. I haven’t seen a vampire in years, and now you’ve made it possible for me to see that my biases have damaged my way of thinking. This is more important than I can express. We’ve seen the destruction one wendigo can do. If they all get into the city...” His words died away.
“I know,” Everett answered. “I’ll leave tonight.” He hesitated. “Can I talk to my family first?”
The doctor gave him a small smile. “Son, you’re fourteen. You should probably let them know where you’re going. But they’re not going to be happy about it,” he warned.
Everett nodded. “I can handle it.”
“Good.” Dr. Transton nodded with visible relief. “You’re doing us all a favor. The fate of the five cities rests on your shoulders.”
“No pressure, huh?” Everett asked.
The doctor smiled. “No pressure.”
The elevator dinged and the doors slid open.
“We’re ready,” Adrielle announced, strolling inside with Vanguard.
“Let’s get these beasts taken care of,” Vanguard said. He tipped his hat at the doctor. “And the wendigo, too.”
Everett rolled his eyes at the warlock.
“Be careful,” the doctor warned them. “It’s not safe beyond the wall. Do you have your weapons?”
“Check,” Adrielle said.
“Check,” Vanguard echoed.
“What weapons?” Everett asked.
Vanguard gave a knowing wink. “You’ll see.”
The magician’s answer annoyed Everett to no end. He let out a slow breath. “Fine. Let’s go.”
“Let me know as soon as you’re back,” Dr. Transton said. “Horace will keep an eye on you as long as he can, but his eyes have their limits. Small wings, you know.”
Everett led the way through the streets. He felt as if there were eyes on him from every alley and shadow, and none of them were friendly. He had never felt so unsafe in his own city, and he didn’t like it at all.
“City of vampires,” Adrielle said from his right side. “Sounds scary.”
“Why does it have to be scary?” Everett asked, keeping his voice level so as not to start an argument.
Vanguard poked his head from Adrielle’s other side. “Vampires are normally blood-sucking, super powerful monsters. You know that, right? You’re an exception, I think.”
“No, he’s not.”
Everett looked at Adrielle.
“What do you mean?” Vanguard asked.
“He drinks blood,” she said lightly. “And you saw him defeat that wendigo. He’s powerful, too.”
“I don’t know about that,” Vanguard replied.
Everett felt a touch of elation at the jealousy he heard in the warlock’s voice.
“He bit the wendigo and it died. It’s in his genes, or his spit, or whatever. Dr. Transton said he was made to kill it. It’s nothing special if he has poisonous saliva,” the warlock concluded with a huff.
Everett ducked his head to hide a smile. He led them past the tunnel entrance and through the streets. If there were that many wendigo at the wall, he didn’t dare think about what others could be hiding below. He would rather face them with an army of vampires at his back.
The burn of the rising sunlight on his skin said he was pushing it. He walked faster, missing his dark bedroom in the basement of the Masterson house.



 
Chapter Twenty-one
 
Everett stopped Adrielle and Vanguard near the porch.
“They’re not exactly used to monsters,” he warned them. He gave Adrielle a half-smile. “I told them you’re a werewolf.”
“Why?” she asked. There was a hint of worry in her voice. “They liked me before. What if they’re afraid of me now, or call the DRAK, or...”
Everett set a hand on her arm. “Elle, it’s fine. Trust me. Mom and Dad are excited to talk to you. Mom’s studies with the moon and my dad’s with DNA splicing make them very open to someone with your, uh, abilities.”
“What about me?” Vanguard asked. His arms were crossed and he stood by the stairs with a guarded expression.
“Don’t make things disappear and you’ll fit right in,” Everett answered.
Vanguard plucked a flower from Mrs. Masterson’s flowerbed. He waved a hand over it and it disappeared.
“You don’t think that’s charming?” he asked.
“It is charming,” Adrielle replied, giving him a warm smile.
Everett rolled his eyes. “My mom likes her flowers.”
Vanguard waved his hand again and it reappeared. “Then I’ll give it to her.”
Everett sighed and led the way up the steps. He set a hand on the door and it burst open.
“Everett!” his mom exclaimed. She wrapped him in a tight hug. “I was so worried! With those creatures and who knows what else out there, you could have been in so much danger!” She looked past him and her eyes widened. “You brought friends!”
Everett stepped back. “Mom, this is Vanguard and you know Adrielle.”
He could tell his mom was bursting with questions for the werewolf. He made it easy on her. “She knows you know she’s a werewolf,” he said. “You can ask away.”
The welcoming smile on his mother’s face seemed to chase away any of Adrielle’s concerns. “So you want to know about the moonlight’s effect on werewolves?” she asked.
“Oh, yes,” Mrs. Masterson said. She gave Everett another look over to ensure that he was safe, and waved her arm toward the kitchen. “Come inside, children. Have some breakfast. We can talk after you’ve eaten.”
“I already like it here,” Vanguard said, following her inside.
Everett walked behind them to the hallway and paused. The door to the guest room was open a crack. He saw Torrance sleeping on the floor. His mother and sister slept on the bed. They could have been killed by the wendigo. A whole family would have been wiped out by the dark creatures.
Everett leaned his forehead against the wall. He didn’t know how to tell his parents where he was going. They wouldn’t meet the news that their son was going outside the walls lightly, but the thought of their terror the night before spurred him on. He took a steeling breath and made his way to the kitchen.
The sight of his mom and dad sitting at the table with little Isabella and Hadley made his chest tight. Celeste was helping Hadley cut up his toast while Donavan was busy working on a puzzle from their father’s newspaper. Finch and Gabe were probably still sleeping; they would snooze until noon if Mrs. Masterson let them. Annie and Bran must be already up and in their favorite spots in the sunroom. They were usually the first risers, and they liked to see the sunrise together.
Mr. Masterson watched Adrielle and Vanguard as if they were exciting new specimens for him to study. Vanguard met his gaze and Everett’s father dropped his attention back to the newspaper in his hands.
“We’ll let them sleep a bit longer,” Mrs. Masterson was saying. “I put plates aside so they’ll have something to eat when they wake up. Poor souls; they were so afraid.”
“We all were,” Mr. Masterson replied.
“For a good reason,” Vanguard said. “Those wendigo aren’t to be trifled with.” He looked up and saw Everett standing in the doorway. “Unless you’re a vampire, apparently.”
Everyone followed the warlock’s gaze to Everett.
“Evy!” Isabella shouted. She jumped down from her chair and ran over to him. He scooped her up and she hugged him tightly.
The thought of leaving her filled him with sadness. “Mom, Dad, I’ve got somewhere I need to be.”
“If it’s that Monster Asylum, we understand,” Mr. Masterson said. “I’d like to see it, too. From what Adrielle and Vanguard just told us, it sounds very interesting.”
His mom nodded. “We’re glad you have somewhere you can fit in.”
“That’s not it,” Everett replied. He hesitated, then said, “I need to go away, past the walls. I need to find more vampires to fight the wendigo. There are more of them trying to get into the city, and if they succeed, everyone in Nectaris will be in trouble.”
Silence settled across the table.
Donavan was the first to break it. “You can’t go out there alone.”
“How do you know there’re more vampires?” Celeste asked, her eyes tight with worry.
Mrs. Masterson shook her head. “There’s no way my baby is leaving the city. It’s ridiculous. Bradly, tell him,” she implored her husband.
Everett’s dad watched him closely. He could see how much his words bothered his father.
“There’s more of them out there?” he asked quietly.
Everett nodded. “A lot more. Dr. Transton from the Asylum has been monitoring their progress. They’re breaking through the wall. The DRAK are trying to stop them, but nothing humans can do seems to hurt them.”
Mrs. Masterson gasped.
Everett felt like he needed his father’s permission to go. He had never gone against his parents, and his mother had already refused to give in. “It’s important, Dad. Everyone in Nectaris depends on me bringing back more vampires. There’s a community of them. All I have to do is talk to them. I’m sure they’ll help.” He held his father’s gaze. “Please, Dad. I’m the only one who can do it.”
“And we’ll be going with him,” Adrielle piped in.
“Yeah,” Vanguard said. “We’ll be super protective and stuff.”
His father let out a slow breath. “Are you sure you’ll be safe?” he asked Everett quietly.
Everett nodded. “I will. I promise.”
“Oh, Everett,” his mom said, stifling a sob.
Mr. Masterson sighed. “Alright. You can go. But only if I go with you.”
“Dad,” Everett protested. “There’s no way. Dr. Transton said no human should go beyond the walls. It’s not safe.” He shook his head. “I can’t protect you out there. If the wendigo come after us, I don’t know what will happen. I can’t keep myself safe if I’m worried about you.”
He could see how much his words tore at his father. He wanted to take them back, but it was the truth. He wouldn’t go with his father beyond the walls. The point was to protect the city, but his true motive was to keep his family safe.
His father had always been able to read him with ease. Mr. Masterson’s eyebrows drew together. “Are you sure you can do this?”
Everett nodded. “I’ve got to.”
His dad let out a small breath. “Then I can’t hold you back.”
“No!” Everett’s mother protested, but her voice shook. She knew the decision had been made.
Everett gave her a hug. “I’ll be careful, Mom. I promise.”
Her voice was muffled with emotion when she replied, “I don’t want to lose my little boy. Promise you’ll come home.”
“I will,” Everett told her.
He stepped back and gave his father a grateful smile. “Thank you for believing in me.”
“You just return to us,” Mr. Masterson said, giving him a hug.
Everett felt Isabella clamp her arms around his legs. He picked her up and met Adrielle’s gaze. “We’ll leave at sundown. If you want to get some sleep, I know Mom has places for you.”
Mrs. Masterson gave a damp smile. “Certainly,” she said. “We’ll make sure you’re comfortable while you’re here. Just let me know if there’s anything you need.”
“And maybe we could talk about DNA?” Mr. Masterson asked, his voice hopeful.
Adrielle gave a warm smile. “I’d be happy to leave some samples if you’d like.”
Everett’s father looked as though he had just been given a priceless gift.
“I’m going to get some sleep,” Everett told them. He set Isabella on her chair. “I’ll see you before I leave,” he told her.
“Pinky promise?” she asked. She held out her little pinky.
He grinned and linked her pinky with his. “Pinky promise.”
Her smile lit up her whole face. “Night, Evy.”
“Goodnight, Izzy,” he replied.
“Everett, wait,” Celeste called. His sister rose and rushed to the refrigerator. She grabbed something and hurried to his side.
Everett didn’t realize how hungry he was until he smelled the blood in the cup. His stomach growled in anticipation of the revitalizing liquid.
“Thank you, Celeste,” he told her. “What would I ever do without you?”
“I was going to say the same thing,” she replied. She gave him a hug before heading back to the table.
“There’s more hugging here than I’ve seen in my entire life,” Vanguard said quietly from his place at the table.
“Shhh.” Adrielle elbowed him in the side.
Vanguard turned to Donavan. “Want to see a magic trick?” he asked.
Everett sighed and ducked out the door. When he was out of sight of the others, he drank the blood, sucking it through his hollow fangs. The sensation of the cold liquid entering his veins sent tingles through his body. He could feel it flowing through his insides. It felt as though the blood was heated from the inside. It warmed his heart and flowed outward until even his hands and feet grew hot for a moment, then cooled.
He never got used to the sensation. The one time he had tried to describe it to his mother, he gave up because there was nothing to compare it to. He enjoyed it, but knew that it was one of the many things that set him apart from ever being human. The thought that perhaps his vampire heritage would give him a chance to save those he cared about made it at least a bit easier to be different.
He set the cup on the bathroom sink on his way to the basement stairs. He glanced down the other hall and paused at the sight of Annie and Bran in the sunroom. Even though it was early, both of them were watching something on the video screen. Thanks to Everett, every member of the Masterson family had strange sleeping schedules.
Both siblings saw him at the same time. Bran made his huffing sound and Annie waved hello.
Everett smiled and stepped into the room. He sat down on the easy chair facing them. “What are you watching?”
“Ba,” Annie said.
Everett chuckled. “I know you don’t like the movies Bran picks. I thought it was your day to choose.”
Annie smiled her sweet smile. Everett smiled back. “You’re always a push over, you know? You shouldn’t let Bran get his way every time. It’ll go to his head.”
Bran huffed a laugh.
Annie waved.
Everett looked back, expecting to see one of his family members in the doorway. Nobody was there.
“Who are you waving at?” he asked.
Annie simply smiled, her gaze somewhere over his shoulder. Bran gave another laugh. Everett realized his older brother was looking in the same direction. Everett rose and went to the door, sure one of the twins was playing a joke on him. There was nobody in the hall.
“Whoever it was must have left,” he said. “If Finch comes back, tell him he got me.” A yawn caught him by surprise. He covered his mouth. “Guess I should get to bed.” He hesitated. “I’ll, uh, be gone for a little while.”
“Wh?” Annie asked.
Everett knew he shouldn’t tell them everything. It would only cause them to worry. “I, uh...” He went with the truth. “I’m going on a little trip with Adrielle. You remember her, right?”
Annie smiled and Bran nodded.
“So don’t worry. I’ll be back soon, okay?” He crossed to them and gave each sibling a hug. “Take care of Celeste and Mom for me, okay?”
Bran nodded. Everett reached the door. “Goodnight,” he said.
He walked to the basement stairs with the feeling that he was missing something. He made his way down and paused near his bed. Dr. Transton’s words about viruses ran over and over in his mind. With a start, he realized he had been set up.
“He knew I would take offense at the thought of monsters being the virus,” he said aloud.
“Of course he did.”
Everett jumped up in shock. “Who said that?”
“Who do you think?”
A form appeared in front of him.
Everett stared at the ghost from the Monster Asylum.
He remembered her name. “Lisette, right?”
“Everett, right?” she replied, her tone teasing.
“Lisette, why are you here?”
“I overheard your discussion with Dr. Transton.”
“You overheard?” Everett repeated.
The ghost actually looked embarrassed. She lowered her head and studied the carpet beneath her transparent feet. “I eavesdropped. It’s sort of a bad habit of mine.”
“An eavesdropping ghost,” Everett said. He looked up at the starlit ceiling. “What next?”
“A trek to the vampires, apparently,” she answered even though he hadn’t addressed the question to her. “Are you crazy? Do you have a death wish? Why on earth would you go talk to vampires?”
“You know I’m a vampire, right?” he asked.
She shook her head. “You’re a human with vampire teeth. I’ve seen vampires. You’re not like them.”
Her words sent a chill down Everett’s spine. He sat on the bed. “I gave my word. I can’t go back on it. I won’t. My family depends on me bringing them back to save the city.”
Lisette looked truly worried. “What if they come back with you, but they don’t do it to save the city?”
Everett watched her closely. She was almost completely visible. Somehow, that made her appear even more lost. “What do you know?”
She shook her head and fell silent.
Everett sighed and studied the floor. His gaze rested on the orange stain near the mirror where Hadley had dropped a cup of orange juice while pretending to sip his own vitamin drink.
“I have to try.” He hated how small his words sounded. The thought of going beyond the walls he had lived behind his entire life was intimidating. He didn’t know what he was doing. He only hoped that if he faked it long enough, things would start to work out. The voice in the back of his head said it was a terrible plan.
“I believe that if anyone can do it, you can,” she replied.
Everett looked up with a smile. He wanted to tell her how much her words meant to him, but she had wandered, or floated, away to study a picture on the far wall. It was a picture of him and Quint, his best friend before he found out he was a vampire. The boys stood side by side with an arm on each other’s shoulders. There was a smudge of dirt on Everett’s face and Quint had leaves in his red hair. The boys looked as though they had been up to mischief.
Nobody was supposed to see that picture. Even his parents rarely went into his room. It was his sanctuary, his quiet place where he could hide away from the world. Seeing her study his belongings made him feel bare and open as though she was revealing all of his secrets.
“I don’t usually have people down here,” he said quietly.
“Good thing neither of us are people then,” she replied without looking at him.
Everett didn’t know how to say what he needed to. “Uh, Lisette, I...”
“I know,” she said. She didn’t look at him, but he could hear the melancholy in her words. “This is your room. I can respect that. Goodnight, Everett.”
She faded, then disappeared up the stairs before he could say anything else.
Everett watched the door, wondering about her life and why she had chosen to come with them. He knew he had been rude to send her out of his room, but he couldn’t take it back. There were things about himself that he didn’t want anyone to know, not even a ghost. He closed his eyes, but the image of the two carefree boys in the picture lingered in his mind and haunted his dreams.



 
Chapter Twenty-two
 
The entire family was waiting for Everett when he went upstairs at sundown.
“Be very careful,” his mother said. She blinked back tears and she held out a small backpack. “In case you get hungry.”
“Thank you,” Adrielle replied with a warm smile.
“I got it,” Vanguard said, taking it from her. “As the leader of the group, I should definitely carry this.”
Everett gave his mother a hug and waved at the rest of his family. “I’ll be back, I promise.”
“Sa,” Annie called out.
Everett smiled. “I’ll be safe.”
He followed the others out the door. As he walked down the porch steps, he was hit by the enormity of leaving his home. It was one thing to sneak out for a walk through the tunnels at night, and another by far to go on an expedition past the wall to some unknown vampire community in the hopes of rescuing his city. The question of if he would return lingered in the back of his mind. Everett shoved it away, determined to he would keep his promise.
He followed Adrielle and Vanguard through the empty city streets, grateful that curfew kept them from the sight of Nectaris’ citizens.
“This is it,” Adrielle said after they had followed the wall to a more run-down part of the city. Unchecked, the vines snaked through the alleys and tangled around the empty buildings. “Dr. Transton said we would see the grate.”
“Do you really see it, or is just a figment of your imagination?” Vanguard asked. He waved his hand and the grate disappeared.
“That would be handy if it was really gone,” Everett said.
Vanguard gave a melodramatic sigh. “Oh the ironies of my shortcomings,” he said with a hand on his chest. He gave his fingers a flourish and the grate reappeared. “At least it looked gone.”
“Yeah, handy,” Everett muttered. He didn’t know why he was so inclined to be rude to the warlock. It was entirely against his character.
“It really did look gone,” Adrielle said with an admiring smile. “It’s so amazing how you can do that.”
“It really is,” Vanguard agreed.
Everett remembered why he was rude. He spotted one of Horace’s eyes buzzing near the far side of the grate. The creature looked at a section of the wall with its one eye, then back at Everett. If anything, its wings appeared to be fluttering even more frantically than usually.
“Look over there,” Everett pointed out. “I think it’s trying to tell us something.”
“It’s gross,” Adrielle said.
“In a cool kind of way,” Vanguard told her. “Is it a bug? Is it an eyeball? Or maybe it’s in disguise. It could be a tiny wendigo waiting to kill us all.”
“Way to put a positive spin on things,” Everett said dryly. “I’m pretty sure it’s just an eyeball with wings.” He shook his head and muttered, “That may be one of the strangest things I’ve ever said.”
He crouched near the wall and touched the brick the eyeball looked at. The huge bricks were rough and cold. Thick mortar held them together.
“Wait a minute,” Adrielle said. She put her nose closer to the bricks and sniffed. A smile spread across her face. “I would recognize the scent of toothpaste anywhere, even if it is old and stale.”
She pushed hard on the brick and the mortar cracked. The huge stone slid. Everett and Vanguard joined her. When the brick moved further, it revealed a track of wheels to ease it out of the wall.
Vanguard grinned proudly. “Leave it to a werewolf to find our exit.”
Everett gave one last shove and the brick slid clear. He moved to climb through the hole when he noticed the reluctant expressions on Vanguard and Adrielle’s faces.
“There’s no going back,” Adrielle said. She looked at Vanguard. “We’re leaving the Pentagrin.”
He nodded. “For a good cause. I mean, who else would help Rett follow through with hunting down supposed vampires who will supposedly help us with the supposed wendigo attack?”
“That was a lot of supposeds,” Everett said.
Vanguard nodded and pushed his hat forward. “Exactly. We should be worried.” He put his hands on his hips. “Don’t worry, my dear. I’ll protect you.”
Adrielle lips tightened into a small frown. “We don’t know what’s out there.”
Everett was beginning to wonder why Dr. Transton had asked the pair to go with him. 
“There’s only one way to find out,” he said. He climbed into the hole.
“Everett, wait!” Adrielle pleaded.
Everett crawled through and stood on the other side. “It’s okay,” he called back. “I’m still alive.”
“I wonder how long that will last,” he heard Vanguard say to Adrielle. The comment was followed by a muffled exclamation of pain.
“Have a little faith,” the werewolf replied. “Everett’s our only hope.”
“Is that supposed to reassure me?” Vanguard asked. Another yelp of pain followed.
Adrielle’s head poked out of the hole. Despite the DRAK’s attempts to keep the post-fallout jungle away from the wall, the dark expanse of trees and thorny vines crowded against the bricks in most places. The thick vegetation shut out the moonlight. Everett wished he had thought to bring a flashlight.
“Not bad,” Vanguard said, rising to his feet next to the hole. “It almost looks as though creatures aren’t about to jump from their hiding places to eat us. Wait. Never mind. They definitely want to eat us.”
“Van,” Adrielle replied with a sigh.
Vanguard shrugged. “It’s the truth.” He put his shoulder to the brick Everett was trying to maneuver. Together, they slid it back into the wall.
“How are we going to know which brick it is when we come back?” Everett asked.
“I’ll know by the smell,” Adrielle replied.
Everett didn’t dare voice what they would do if something happened to Adrielle. Standing outside of the wall with the jungle leering down at them and barely enough room to squeeze by it felt like entering a whole new world. The thought of braving it alone was too daunting; even though one of his companions was Vanguard, Everett was grateful not to be by himself.
“Dr. Transton said the vampire community was southwest,” Vanguard said. He squinted into the night. “How do we know which way that is?”
“Follow the stars,” Everett replied. A pang filled his chest. It was something his mom always said. When in doubt, follow the stars.
“Right,” Adrielle echoed. She threw Everett a warm smile. “That’s exactly what I was going to say.”
Everett’s heart tightened. He hated that she had such an effect on him. She was Vanguard’s girlfriend. He shouldn’t care if her eyes lit up when she talked to him, or if the way she said his name made his chest tighten. She was with Vanguard, and that was that. He only wished he could convince his heart to be so accepting. As it was, he felt captivated by the way the starlight reflected in her golden eyes and how it softened the edges of her cheeks as she stared up at the night sky just visible through the canopy.
“So, that way, right Rett?”
Everett realized she was staring at him.
“Oh, uh, right. Let’s go that way,” he fumbled.
She smiled at his agreement and took Vanguard’s hand. Everett found himself in the unfortunate situation of following after the girl who had unwittingly stolen his heart while she talked and flirted with the warlock whom he doubted had two brain cells running at the same time. Vanguard produced a small flashlight from his pocket. Its glow was just enough to light their path.
“You’re hopeless.”
Everett jumped at the sound of Lisette’s voice.
“What are you doing out here?” he asked in shock. “You shouldn’t be beyond the walls.”
“What am I going to do? Die?” she asked dryly.
“I don’t know,” he told her. “But it’s not safe.”
“Everett, are you talking to yourself?”
He looked up to see Vanguard and Adrielle staring at him. Adrielle’s head was tipped to one side.
“No, I’m talking to...” Everett’s voice died away when he realized Lisette wasn’t visible.
“To yourself. That’s okay,” Vanguard finished. “Sometimes I talk to myself, too. I’m a pretty good conversationalist.”
Everett shook his head. “I wasn’t talking to myself. She was here, she just...” His voice died away at Adrielle’s expression.
“It’s got to be lonely being the only vampire you know,” she said with an understanding smile. “Don’t worry. We’re here to talk to if you start feeling alone.”
“Of course, then we’d have to think of things to say back,” Vanguard said as though Everett wasn’t right there listening.
He sighed and waved a hand. “Go on. I’ll follow. I’m just fine.”
“Are you sure?” Adrielle asked.
“Yes,” Everett answered shortly.
Adrielle turned away still holding Vanguard’s hand.
“I’m worried about him,” the warlock said.
“I’m right here,” Everett told them. “I can hear you.”
“Poor guy,” Vanguard continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Maybe we should get him a puppy or something.”
“Seriously,” Everett muttered. “This is ridiculous.”
“You do look ridiculous when you talk to yourself,” Lisette said from his left side.
“Oh, sure, now you’re here,” Everett told her, careful to keep his voice low. “You couldn’t have spoken up and convinced them that I’m not some freak?”
“Aren’t you?” she retaliated.
“Oh, good,” Everett replied. “Now you’re on their side.”
He looked up to find Adrielle and Vanguard watching him again. Adrielle gave him a little, worried smile before turning away.
“I’m sure he’s fine,” she said.
“I’m sure you’re wrong,” Vanguard replied.
Everett sighed. “I don’t need this.”
“What?” Lisette asked. “It sounds like you very much need a comrade on this trip. Your choice in traveling companions confuses me.”
Everett glanced to the left. He could make out her form just barely in the starlight. She moved as though she was walking with him. Her long dark hair brushed her back with each step. She appeared alive, just vague as though she was a memory instead of reality.
He noticed that she was watching him, her gray eyes narrowed in laughter.
“So you’re teasing me?” he asked.
“Of course,” she said. “It’s much more fun making them think you’re crazy than telling them the truth.”
“Why is that?” he replied curiously.
“Because the truth is I haven’t left the Asylum since I got there years ago. I’m not very good at social interactions,” she confessed.
Her cheeks reddened. It was just the slightest hint of coloring, but the effect heightened her beauty enough that he found himself staring.
“I, uh, well, I guess I’m the same way,” he stammered. He lowered his voice before they caught the others’ attention again. “I’ve sort of been homebound since I found out I was a vampire.”
“I can imagine,” she said, keeping her own voice quiet. “Aversion to the sun, blood-thirsty, pale, toothy smile. None of that makes for trips to the movies or going to the mall with friends.”
Everett couldn’t help but smile at her teasing tone. “Neither does vanishing whenever you’re questioned or being able to walk through doors.”
“You forget outliving everyone you’ve ever known until the world is filled with strangers,” she replied.
Everett didn’t know how to respond. He glanced at her. She seemed to realize she had overstepped their conversation because her outlined dimmed and she started to vanish.
“Don’t go,” he said.
She hesitated, but didn’t look at him. “Why not?”
Everett hoped humor would keep her there. “Because my traveling companions, as you called them, want to get me a puppy. I need help.”
That won a smile from her. Everett saw her dimples for the first time. They made him want to smile back.
“Puppies are cute,” she hedged.
Everett shook his head. “Not for a bloodthirsty monster. It’s like giving a lion a pet rabbit.”
“What’s a lion?” she asked.
Everett thought back to the hundreds of nights he had spent with the books from his mother’s collection. He had thumbed through them so many times the pages were starting to fall out, yet his mom continued to let him look through them. “It’s from before the Ending War. They’re huge with big manes, like monstrous cats.”
“You definitely wouldn’t want to give one of those a rabbit,” she replied.
He smiled. “Definitely not. It wouldn’t last long.”
“Maybe you should find a pet of your own,” she suggested.
Everett gave a quiet chuckle. “So I could turn into even more of a creepy loner?”
“No,” she said. “It would be cute. Girls love pets.”
Everett gave in. “Fine. What would you choose for me?”
Her lips lifted in a half smile he found captivating. “A bat.”
Everett rolled his eyes with a laugh. “I should have seen that coming.”
She nodded. “Yes, you should have.”
They walked along in amiable silence for a few minutes. Everett became more aware of the ominous jungle to his right. The trees were thick and twisted with the ever-present thorny vines snaking among them as though holding them captive. Everett felt a whisper of empathy for the trees. They had no hope of breaking free from the vines that were thicker around than his waist. As much as the jungle was fighting to take over the Pentagrin, the vines were winning the battle to take over them both.
“This is it,” Adrielle said. “Dr. Transton told us to turn directly southwest through the jungle.”
They had reached the end of the wall. The thought of heading straight into the vegetation was intimidating. Everett could feel Vanguard and Adrielle watching him. Despite all of his bravado, it worried Everett to walk away from the city that had been their homes.
“You can do this,” Lisette whispered from somewhere on his right side.
Her words calmed Everett’s heart. He took a steeling breath and forced a smile. “We can’t stop now,” he said. “Nectaris needs hope, and we’re the only people who can bring it.”
“You mean the only monsters,” Adrielle said.
A true smile spread across his face. “That’s right. We’re monsters, and that’s why we’re going to make it.”



 
Chapter Twenty-three
 
Everett lost track of how long they walked through the jungle. The gray light of dawn hinted at the horizon just visible through the tangled branches. Eerie hoots and howls stayed ahead of them, silencing when they drew near so that they only felt the eyes of the creatures that made them while the animals themselves stayed hidden within the darkness.
The floor of the jungle was soft as though they walked on a thick carpet. The jagged vines and reaching branches tore at their clothes and hair. Bugs with big feelers and multiple mouths bit at their exposed skin. Everett felt as though every plant and creature in the jungle wanted to draw blood. He had very little to spare, and found himself guarding it very preciously.
“Everett, look!”
The sound of awe in Lisette’s voice drew his attention to his left where the sun was just breaking through the leaves. Usually the sight of sunlight was enough to send chills and burning sensations across his body, but this was different.
When the sun hit the leaves, the jungle transformed. The reaching branches of the trees that had snagged and pulled at their clothes rose away from the ground, reaching for the sky. Each leaf spread out in a multi-faceted fan. Colors in every shade of the rainbow caught the sunlight and spliced it like one of his father’s prisms, sending it in waves across the ground.
The thorns of the vines weren’t as solid as they had felt. Instead, on closer inspection, Everett saw that they were hollow like his fangs. The vines turned, writhing on the trees so that they caught the most possible sunlight. When a beam hit the thorns, the light was drawn inside like the blood a vampire sucked. The thorns lit up, glowing from the inside out with a bioluminescence Everett knew his father would love to see. As the light grew stronger and more was drawn into the thorns, it spread down the vines, lighting them and jungle in a hue of greens and blues.
A humming sound began. The brighter the sunlight got, the louder it became. It took Everett a moment to locate the source. It came from the moss that covered the ground beneath their feet. Wherever the light from the sun or colored light passing through the leaves touched, the moss hummed. Everett crouched and set a hand on the soft surface. He could feel the humming as much as hear it. The entire ground felt like it was vibrating.
“This is amazing,” he said.
“You mean terrifying,” Adrielle replied in a tight voice.
Everett spun around to see the werewolf backed against a tree. She stared in horror as the tree branches of the tree across from her rose, lifting toward the light. The raising branches exposed a nest made of vines wrapped tightly together. They glowed with blue and green hues from the sunlight, but that wasn’t what held Adrielle’s attention.
It took Everett a moment to see the faces poking out from the nest. They were green and furry with huge ears. Each creature hung upside down from the vines, and they stared at Adrielle with wide eyes that reflected the same colors. When they moved, Everett saw their leathery wings colored in shades of dark blue.
“Vanguard, they’re looking at me,” she squeaked.
“I’m a little busy,” the warlock replied.
Everett spotted the older boy on his hands and knees a few steps from Adrielle. He had apparently tripped over a root, and he stared at a mound beneath his face. It moved, squirming and wiggling. Everett realized with a start that instead of a single creature, the mound was made of a huge group of bugs.
“They have wings,” Vanguard said, his voice thick with fear. “They have stingers. I think they’re Gray Widowmakers.”
A shudder ran down Everett’s spine. Gray Widowmakers were a product of the fallout. The bugs had been eradicated from the Pentagrin, but occasionally outbreaks near the walls where the vines were the thickest occurred. News of the outbreaks were usually followed by a body count because the first sting rendered a person completely numb, and the second was deadly. Vanguard stared into a nest of hundreds.
“Don’t move,” he said.
But it was too late. Buzzing arose from the pile and the Gray Widowmakers lifted into the air in a huge mass.
“The bats,” Lisette said.
“Adrielle, scare the bats,” Everett called.
Adrielle looked too terrified to move.
Everett picked up a branch and threw it as hard as he could. It struck the nest of green bats. Adrielle shrieked when they rose into the air and swarmed past her.
They circled Vanguard in a whirlwind that hid him from view.
“Help!” Vanguard yelled in a strangled voice.
Everett ran toward him. Just before he reached the warlock, the bats lifted away and rose into the air as though they were one creature. They circled within the trees once, their squeaking sounds filling the forest, then they were gone, vanishing through the branches with a speed that left Everett breathless.
The Gray Widowmakers had been eaten down to the last bug. Everett was relieved to see Vanguard shaken but apparently unbitten.
“Vanguard, are you alright?” Adrielle asked, dropping to her knees next to the warlock.
“I-I think so,” Vanguard replied. He pushed to his knees and looked at Everett. “That was a close one. Thank you.”
“Lisette was the one who said it,” Everett told them. He held out a hand to Vanguard.
The warlock rose to his feet and gave Everett a wary look. “It’s time someone asked. Who’s Lisette?”
“Everett, usually when someone talks to themselves, they don’t give their self another name,” Adrielle pointed out. “And if they do, it’s probably not a girl’s name.”
Everett rolled his eyes. “I’m not crazy, and I’m not talking to myself.” He looked around. “Lisette, please?”
At her silence, he blew out a breath. “Seriously? Just because you’re a ghost doesn’t mean you can just disappear whenever you want.” He knew that was exactly what it meant, but frustration made him say it anyway.
“A ghost?” Adrielle repeated. “What ghost?”
Everett looked around, hoping she would appear. “Lisette, from the Monster Asylum.”
“Everett, there’s no ghost at the Asylum,” Vanguard said.
Everett smiled, convinced they were giving him a hard time. “Sure there are. There’s the poltergeist Lisette, and you can’t tell me somebody isn’t operating that elevator. It definitely has a mind of its own and a wicked sense of humor if I—”
“Everett!” Adrielle cut him off. “Did you just say Lisette, the ghost you’ve been talking to, is the poltergeist from the Monster Asylum?”
Everett nodded, confused by her panicked tone.
“You mean from floor thirty-one, the floor we’re never supposed to go to?” she pressed.
“Nobody told me we weren’t supposed to go there,” Everett replied. “And the elevator stopped—”
Vanguard held up a hand, halting his explanation. “Are you telling me that the poltergeist followed us here?” He looked more terrified than he had been staring down the pile of Gray Widowmakers.
Everett didn’t know what to say. Both of them were staring at him as if he was crazy. He was getting tired of being looked at that way. “Yes,” he answered shortly.
“We’re doomed,” Vanguard moaned, throwing up his hands. He walked away muttering to himself, “Dr. Transton said take the vampire, he’s reliable, so we do and the vampire brings the poltergeist responsible for levelling an entire building.”
“Wait,” Everett said in shock. “She’s that poltergeist?” At Adrielle’s amazed look, he lifted his shoulders. “You guys said a poltergeist was responsible for it, not Lisette.”
“She’s the only poltergeist we know about,” Adrielle replied in exasperation. “And up to this point, nobody knew her name, or even that she’s a girl.” She gave Everett a steeling look. “We can’t do this with a poltergeist following us around.”
“What do you want me to do?” he asked, flustered.
“Ask her to leave,” Adrielle said. “Maybe she’ll listen to you.” She looked around as if she feared Lisette would appear at any moment and destroy them all. When the ghost failed yet again to show herself, the werewolf stormed off after Vanguard.
“You guys are ridiculous,” Everett called after them.
“You’re the one talking to a murderous ghost,” Vanguard replied through the trees. His voice lowered and Everett heard him say to Adrielle, “That boy seriously needs some new friends.”
Everett kicked the closest tree. To his surprise, the tree actually yelped in pain. Everett set a hand on its mossy surface. “I’m sorry,” he apologized. He stomped off in the opposite direction from Adrielle and Vanguard.
He pushed through overhanging branches and ducked under thorny vines, careful not to injure any other trees. “This is crazy,” he muttered. “I’m in a jungle with a magician and a werewolf, and they’re mad at me for being friends with a ghost? The whole world doesn’t make sense anymore!”
Angry tears burned his eyes. He blinked quickly, forcing them not to fall. “It’s not like I’ve left everything I know behind to go to some vampire community where I’m not even sure I’ll be welcome in order to save a city that’s done its best to destroy anyone remotely like me,” he said aloud.
He ducked under another low-sweeping vine and paused. A clearing spread out in front of him. The canopy high above shielded most of it from the rising sun, and the multi-hued light from the leaves traveled down in colored beams that looked as though he could touch them.
Everett stretched out a hand. A purple beam fell across his palm. He stared at the way the light played on his skin. After a minute, mist started to rise from his palm and the familiar burning sensation traveled up his arm. Everett pulled his hand back and rubbed it against his shirt.
“Great,” he said. “The sun’s up. Things keep getting better.”
Life crashed over Everett all at once. His frustrations at being the only vampire he knew, the thirst for blood that began in his stomach and traveled up his throat until it was hard not to think about how much he needed it, and the fact that he was stuck in a jungle with two people who thought he was crazy and another one who apparently was insane.
The thirst was getting stronger. Everett thought of the blood he had drank the night before. For some reason, it hadn’t been enough. Usually he could go another day on the amount Celeste had given him, but they had walked all night and into the morning, burning far more than he usually did.
Vanguard and Adrielle were in the jungle. Everett clenched his teeth, forcing his mind away from the direction of his thoughts. He hated that even the suggestion made his mouth water. He had never taken blood from a person before, and wasn’t about to start, yet his feet willed him to walk toward them. Just the chance to listen to the sound of their heartbeats pulled at him, drawing him closer. He took a step, then another.
Everett caught himself. “What kind of monster am I?” he growled. He gritted his teeth and turned away from the direction of his friends. Determination filled his steps as he walked into the clearing.
“Everett, what are you doing?” Alarm filled Lisette’s voice. She appeared in a few steps away. The orange and yellow beams that fell on her shoulders faded her outline, making her merely a brush of color amid the rainbow-filled clearing.
“I’m a danger to them,” Everett said. His hands clenched into fists with the effort it took to keep walking. The beams fell on his shoulders and head. Green and red filled his vision as the burning sensation ran up his arms.
“You can’t do this,” Lisette protested. “You’ll die!”
Everett shook his head. “I just need the pain to chase away the thirst,” he replied, his voice tight. “I can’t be a danger to them. They need to be safe.” He gasped when the burning intensified, blocking out all thoughts and feelings other than the sensation of fire covering his body. It felt as if the leaves altering the colors actually strengthened the sunlight. It was too much. He had to get back to shade.
“Everett!” Lisette called.
His feet felt heavy when he turned to face the shortest distance back to the shadows. The trees beckoned to him, promising a safety he knew they didn’t hold. The vines appeared to twist and tangle as he watched, blurring in his eyesight. It looked so much further than he remembered walking.
“Come on, Everett,” Lisette said, her voice right next to his ear. “Take a step.”
Everett willed his body to obey. He lifted one foot and put it in front of him.
“Good,” Lisette said. “Now another.”
The pain clouded everything. Everett could smell the scent of his body burning. It was worse than anything he had ever experienced. The amazing beauty of the colorful clearing felt like a predator, drawing him in and devouring him with teeth of flames.
“Good,” Lisette coaxed, her voice thick with emotion. 
Somewhere in the back of his mind, Everett noted that the ghost was crying. He wondered why.
“Take another step,” she continued. “One more.”
“Always one more,” Everett replied, using precious strength to speak instead of walk.
“Don’t you dare give up on me, Everett,” she demanded.
He took another step forward. The shadows were only a few feet away. He was almost there.
“That’s it; just a few more steps. Come on,” Lisette coaxed.
Everett lifted his foot, but his toe snagged on a rock hidden beneath the grass of the clearing. He plunged forward, falling into the warm embrace of the sunlit meadow.
“No!” Lisette said.
He felt her above him. It was a strange sensation. Tingles ran through his skin beyond the burning pain. He had never felt her quite so clearly before. He wished through the fuzziness of his thoughts that Adrielle and Vanguard could see her. They would understand why he wasn’t afraid.
The burning increased until he could barely breathe. He buried his face in the grass, wishing it was cool and shady. He wondered what it would feel like to die by sunlight. He wasn’t ready to die. He thought of his mom and dad and how hard they worked to take care of the family. Celeste would be heartbroken and Isabella would probably never speak to anyone ever again. He wouldn’t know if Hadley found anything he thought tasted better than dog food.
“No,” Everett growled.
Strength flared in his stomach. He channeled all that he had, forcing it together in one hot, roiling mass.
“That’s it,” Lisette said with hope in her voice.
Everett forced himself to his knees. The shadows were so close. He reached out a hand, then stared.
“Everett,” Lisette gasped.
He turned his hand over. He saw through where his palm should have been. He waved his arm back and forth, seeing the clearing beyond it. Amid his shock, he realized the burning sensation had vanished. He raised his other hand and stared at it. His gaze ran up his arm to his chest. Everything, even his clothes, were gone.
“I-I can barely see you,” Lisette said, her voice tight.
Everett rose to his feet. There was a faint outline around his body, the slightest mismatch where the image of what was behind him varied just a bit from what was in front.
“This is crazy,” he said.
“Are you okay?” Lisette asked.
“I think so,” Everett answered, though his reply held a hint of question. He walked toward the shadows. Glancing back, he saw the impressions his footsteps made.
When he reached the shadows, a chill ran over his skin. The transparency disappeared and his body looked normal again.
“Is it possible?” Everett mused. He stuck his hand back out in the purple light. Mist rose from his skin again.
“Everett, no,” Lisette pleaded.
He sucked in a breath at the pain. It intensified so that it felt like the skin was burning from his bones. Tears pricked his eyes. He blinked quickly, but refused to pull his hand back.
It was nearly unbearable. If he wasn’t staring at his hand, he would have thought it was covered in blue flames so intense every nerve ending was blistering and melting, yet it looked normal and untouched except for the mist. It took every ounce of willpower to keep his hand there.
“Annie,” he began, his words thick. “Bran.”
“What are you talking about?” Lisette asked, staring at him, her gray eyes filled with worry.
Everett concentrated on maintaining his control. “Celeste, Donavan.” He gasped and said in a tight voice, “Finch, Gabe, Hadley.” The pain faded along with the mist. As he watched, his pale skin became translucent. In the next moment, the pain faded completely and the purple beam dropped through his hand to the floor of the meadow as if he wasn’t there. “Izzy,” he finished. He flexed his hand, watching the way the purple beam changed slightly around the outline of his hand, but still fell through it as though it was a slight hindrance instead of a block for the light.
“What on earth, Rett. I’ve never seen anything like that,” Lisette breathed.
Everett glanced at her. “You’re a ghost,” he pointed out. Relief ran through him so sharply he felt like laughing until his sides hurt, but too many people in the jungle already thought he was crazy. He didn’t need to make it three, or four for that matter.
“I am a ghost,” Lisette replied. “We’re supposed to be transparent. You’re not.”
“No, I’m a vampire. I’m supposed to burst into flames and die a horrible death in the sunlight.” Everett smiled. “I’m glad that didn’t happen.”
Lisette smiled in returned. “Me, too,” she said. She reached up and wiped her eyes.
Everett’s heart gave a little backflip when he remembered that she had been crying for him. “Lisette, I...”
She shook her head and turned away. “Don’t.”
“You shouldn’t cry for me,” he said.
She looked back at him. The depth of emotion in her eyes made his breath catch. It felt like instead of looking at her, he was seeing her soul, her sadness, her hopelessness. She felt as lost as he did.
“Everett, you deserve someone to cry for you,” she said quietly.
He was about to tell her that she was wrong when a howl cut through the air.
“Everett?” Vanguard’s voice followed.
The howl sounded again, drawing closer.
Lisette gave him a watery smile. “Your friends are coming.” She began to fade away.
“Don’t go,” he said.
Lisette looked past him at the trees. “You heard what they said about me. Sometimes we become shaped by the things people want to believe about us. It’s better this way.”
She vanished completely, leaving Everett with a feeling of loss. He withdrew his hand from the sunlight and watched it turn back to normal. The icy sensation rushed up his arm, and the flesh became solid again.



 
Chapter Twenty-four
 
A slender wolf with white and gold fur burst through the bushes. Everett looked around for a branch or rock he could use to defend himself.
“Stay back,” he warned.
Vanguard appeared behind the wolf. “You found him!” he said as if not at all concerned that there was a wolf in front of him. He waved whatever he held. When he walked closer, Everett saw that it was the red shirt and black pants Adrielle had been wearing.
He looked back at the wolf. “Adrielle?” he asked in amazement.
She snorted as if amused by his shocked tone.
“Who else would it be?” Vanguard asked. “Your not-so-friendly poltergeist?”
Everett rolled his eyes. “Enough jokes. She’s my friend and she’s going to stay.”
“Thanks,” Lisette whispered from somewhere behind him.
“Fine,” Vanguard said in a singsong voice. “But you’re the one playing with fire.”
The term reminded Everett of what had happened in the clearing. He opened his mouth to tell them, but Vanguard had tossed Adrielle’s clothes behind a bush.
“Hurry, babe. I wouldn’t want the creatures in this jungle to see you bare like a bear.” Vanguard grinned at Everett. “Get it? Bare like a bear? You know, because they don’t have clothes?” His attention focused on a bush with yellow flowers. “I saw a bear at the observatory in Nubium. My uncle said it broke into one of the Grazeries and killed a bunch of cows. They shot it and stuffed it.” He grimaced. “It was all bumpy and strange, not like the picture on the wall.”
Everett kept his attention away from the bushes Adrielle was changing behind. “How did you find me?”
“Adrielle’s nose,” Vanguard replied. “She can track down anything.”
The pride in the magician’s voice made Everett grimace. He turned away. “We’d better get going.”
“Not until we see what your mom packed for us,” Vanguard replied. He shrugged the backpack off his shoulders and set it on the ground.
“Sounds good to me,” Adrielle said. “I’m getting hungry.” She stepped out from behind the bushes in her clothes.
“This must be for your, fangs,” Vanguard said. He tossed something at Everett.
Everett caught the container and let out a relieved breath. His mother had packed a serving of his “vitamins” for the trip. He took off the lid and swallowed the life-sustaining fluid.
“He doesn’t need a sandwich,” Vanguard was saying. “He’s a blood-sucker, remember?”
“Come on, Van,” Adrielle replied. “Share. You already have a sandwich and Everett’s mom is the one who made the food, remember?”
“Fine,” Vanguard muttered. He threw one of the small packages.
Everett caught it and opened one of his mom’s amazing meat and cheese sandwiches. He ate it and watched Adrielle in an effort to avoid Vanguard’s loathsome stare.
Everett noticed for the first time the way Adrielle’s golden eyes matched those of the wolf. She tipped her head when she looked at him; the affect was very canine.
“What?” she asked self-consciously, looking at him from behind lowered eyelashes.
Everett forced a smile to hide the way she affected him. “Are you sure you don’t have rabies?”
She slapped his shoulder and laughed. “Come on. Let’s get going. You’re going to burn up out here if we don’t find those vampires soon.”
Everett smiled in return but didn’t comment about burning. He was still coming to terms with what had happened. The part of him that was jealous about the way her hand rested so casually at Vanguard’s elbow while they walked said he should keep it to himself.
“I don’t know about the plants Dr. Transton described,” Adrielle said later during their trek through the jungle. “How will we know they eat living creatures? I mean, plants that live on blood? It just seems so...” Her voice died away and she and Vanguard stopped walking, their attention on something in the clearing in front of them.
The scent of blood hit Everett like a wall. The thirst returned so strongly he could barely hold back. He was only then aware of the fact that it had vanished almost completely since his incident in the sunlit clearing and their picnic lunch. The rational part of him wondered if being in the sun had chased it away, while the visceral side pushed him forward, urging him into the wide clearing that smelled of flesh and blood.
Adrielle grabbed his arm. “Everett, look.”
The blood-lust haze that filled Everett’s vision faded at her touch. He blinked and his gaze focused on the clearing.
The canopy overhead was thickly linked so only a little bit of light showed through. The colored beams that made it to the floor of the clearing lit a nightmarish scene.
Huge plants taller than Vanguard spread out along the grass. They opened in half like two sides of the pea pods Everett’s father grew in the green house, except that in the place of the smooth insides where the peas usually sat, these plants had huge, jagged fangs that bent inward like hooks. A few of the plants were closed and it was from these that the blood scent wafted.
Everett squinted in the half-light in an attempt to see what hung from the plant closest to them. His breath caught when he recognized the hindquarters of a deer. Blood dripped from the almost-severed limbs, and where it fell to the meadow floor, smaller pod plants opened their eager mouths for a taste.
“Oh no,” Adrielle squeaked.
Everett followed her gaze. Within moments, he could hear something thundering through the trees across the clearing. It was obvious she heard its flight better than they did. Her head turned as she focused on the sound.
“If it doesn’t stop, it’ll head straight for the plants,” she said. She took a step forward.
Everett caught her hand. “Adrielle, you can’t!”
He stopped her progress just as a massive buck crashed into the clearing. It snorted and stomped, throwing its wide-sweeping antlers as it checked over its shoulder for whatever had been pursuing it.
“It’s coming,” Adrielle whispered.
A twig snapped from the shadows. The buck leaped forward and landed directly on one of the pod halves. Before the animal could jump again, the pod snapped shut, engulfing the buck completely. The animal gave a strangled scream. The pod jerked, shuddered, then became still.
An eerie silence filled the clearing. Adrielle’s face was buried against Everett’s arm.
“Wolves eat deer,” Vanguard pointed out. There was awe on his face, but none of the horror the werewolf displayed.
Everett let out a breath, realizing he had been holding it since the buck stepped into view. He couldn’t push away his own dismay at the beautiful animal’s death.
“It’s different,” Adrielle said. “There’s honor in it. It’s a fight for life, for survival. Wolves take the weak, not the strong.” She waved a hand in the direction of the clearing without looking there. “It’s nothing like...that.” Her voice choked off.
Vanguard threw Everett a grin and nodded at Adrielle with a shoulder shrug as if he still couldn’t understand why she was upset.
Everett turned away so she wouldn’t see her boyfriend’s callous attitude. “Dr. Transton said we would find the entrance on the south side of the plants. Something about a door to the darkest night.”
“Sounds inviting,” Vanguard noted. “Shall we, babe?” He held out his elbow to Adrielle.
She gave Everett an apologetic look. “Thanks,” she said quietly.
She took Vanguard’s arm and walked away, leaving Everett to follow or be left at the edge of the very creepy clearing. He couldn’t deny the way his mouth watered at the scent that clung to his clothes. It took nearly all of his self-control to move one foot in front of the other instead of dropping to his knees beside the dripping hindquarters of the deer to lap up the blood like the tiny pod plants.
“Keep it together,” Lisette said quietly at his side. “You’re going to have to be clear-minded to survive this.”
“Survive what?” Everett asked.
Lisette didn’t answer.
Everett gritted his teeth and followed his friends deeper into the shadows beyond the south side.
“Here it is,” Vanguard said. Laughter touched his voice. “You’d think the door would be a little better hidden.”
“Maybe they didn’t think the entrance to a community of vampires needed hiding,” Adrielle pointed out.
Everett studied the door. It had been made out of some sort of wood so dark he had never seen anything like it before. It looked as though it sucked every bit of light inside to never let it free again. He reached out a hand and brushed the wood with his fingertips. The surface was smooth and fine-grained for a moment, then the wood rippled beneath his touch and his hand sank inside as though he dipped in a cool pond. He yanked it back in surprise.
“Whoa,” Vanguard stated. “I didn’t see that coming.”
Adrielle set a hand on the door. The wood remained normal and flat.
“This is why we needed a vampire,” she breathed in amazement. She glanced at Everett. “You can get us through.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, watching the door with a foreboding feeling rising in his chest.
She nodded. “When you touch it, it turns. Just don’t let go of us, okay?” She took his hand.
“I’m usually against holding hands with a vampire,” Vanguard said. “But in this case, I’ll make an exception. I have a feeling this is going to lead to quite the adventure.” He grabbed Everett’s other hand.
“I didn’t sign up for this,” Everett said under his breath.
He touched the door with the toe of his shoe. The wood rippled and pulled him forward. Everett took a deep breath and stepped through the wood.
“Whoa!” Vanguard exclaimed when they reached the other side. “That was like taking a cold shower, and I hate showers.”
Everett’s attention was on the hallway beyond. It sloped downward and curved to the left out of sight, winding below the pod killing fields. The hall was arched and paved with smooth white stones that appeared as though they had been put together like a puzzle. There was no mortar between the stones, yet no space, either, only a fine line where they had been joined.
“Where is the light coming from?” Adrielle asked.
The hallway was comfortably lit, but Everett couldn’t tell from where. It took him a moment to realize the truth.
“It’s the stones,” he said in awe. The white rocks actually glowed a soft, luminescent white. He put his hand to one and felt a slight heat rising from it.
“Amazing,” Adrielle breathed. She touched the stone beside Everett’s. The stone immediately went dark, then flashed on and off. The same flashing ran through each of the stones in the row down and around the corner. A humming sound rose from the rocks; it wasn’t quite ominous, but set Everett’s teeth on edge. Adrielle gripped her boyfriend’s arm.
“I don’t think you should have touched that,” Vanguard pointed out needlessly.
“They’re coming,” Adrielle replied with a tremor in her voice, her attention on where the hallway curved out of sight.
The sound of footsteps came to Everett’s ears. The thought that he was about to meet members of his own species sent a tremor of anticipation through him. He smiled, anxious to make a good impression.
Six men dressed in solid red from head to toe came into view. Only their eyes were visible behind masks that made them look like the ninjas Donavan used to draw. They carried staffs with red spikes on each end.
“Down on your faces!” one of the vampires barked.
Everett held up his hands. “We’re friends,” he said. “We don’t mean to intrude, we’re just—”
“Get down!” the vampire yelled.
“Whoa,” Vanguard protested. “We’re not a threat!”
The vampires attacked.
They moved so quickly Everett had to channel his strength just to keep up. He managed to block a staff from one vampire and tripped another with a well-timed kick. A growl sounded behind him.
“It’s a werewolf!” one of the vampires shouted. “Kill it!”
Vanguard waved his hand and Adrielle disappeared from view. In the next second, she had two of the vampires pinned to the ground. The leader slammed her side with the blunt end of his spiked staff so hard she crashed into Vanguard. He fell backwards and his hold on the magic was lost. Adrielle reappeared in her wolf form.
All of the vampires advanced with their staves raised. Everett knew the moment they brought them down with their channeled strength, his friends would be done for.
Everett forced every ounce of strength into a knot in his stomach. Red colored his vision. He leaped in front of his friends and forced the strength forward. A red blur of energy burst from him, knocking the vampires back to the end of the hall.
Everett fell to his knees. He had never done anything like that before. He felt as though every cell in his body was empty and cold. It took all of his strength just to remain somewhat upright.
Adrielle quickly changed form behind Vanguard. The vampires advanced, their stances and gazes wary this time.
“Don’t you dare touch them,” Everett said with a snarl that revealed his teeth.
The vampires halted.
“Leonard needs to see you,” the spokesman of the group said with a tone of distaste.
“What about my friends?” Everett asked. With Vanguard’s help, he rose back to his feet. Every nerve in his body felt fried. The blood thirst was so strong he could barely think. He had burned everything in that burst of energy. He didn’t know how much longer he would be able to hold a conversation.
“Your friends,” he stressed the word so that Everett knew exactly how he felt about it, “Are a warlock and a werewolf. Both species are, to say the least, strictly forbidden from entering these hallowed halls. They will be tortured and killed,” the vampire concluded levelly as though he described a slap on the wrist instead of death.
The thought of Adrielle and even Vanguard suffering at the vampires’ hands struck a chord of steel inside Everett. He was the only one who could save them. Through Dr. Transton’s instructions, he had unwittingly brought his friends into this situation. He would do everything he could to get them back out.
Fierce protectiveness filled him with white-hot anger. Everett stared the vampires down using a strength he didn’t know he had. “If you want me to meet Leon, you will let my friends leave in peace. If there is any threat of them being harmed, we’ll leave now.” He lowered his voice. “But if you think they’re a threat, wait until Leon sees what happens if he tries to harm a hair on either of their heads.”
The vampires were silent for a moment. The leader finally spoke. “It is approved. Your friends will go free and you will come with us. Leon requests the pleasure of your company.” His tone stated he felt Everett’s company would be anything other than pleasurable.
“They won’t be harmed,” Everett repeated just to make sure.
“Everett, we won’t leave you here alone,” Adrielle protested.
“Yeah,” Vanguard seconded. “This is madness. We should all just leave together.”
“Then Nectaris will be lost to the wendigo,” Everett replied quietly so only they could hear. “I’ve got to try.” He turned back to the vampires.
“They won’t be harmed. You have the word of Leon, Sovereign of the Vampires of Bloodhaven.”
Just the name sent a surge of pain through Everett’s cramping stomach. He needed blood.
“Go back to the clearing where you found me. I’ll meet you there,” Everett said in a voice just above a whisper. He walked with them back to the door. “Stay wary. I don’t trust these vampires. Maybe you’d be safer leaving the jungle entirely.”
“We won’t leave you,” Adrielle protested. “Even leaving here without you feels wrong.”
“It’s okay,” Everett reassured them. “I’ll be there soon.”
He put a hand on the door. The wood turned into the pool once more. Adrielle’s eyes were filled with tears, but she knew they couldn’t stay.
“Rett?” she asked.
“It’ll be alright,” he told her with as much reassurance as he could muster. “I’ve got to try. Whether I fail or succeed, I’ll meet you in the jungle. Keep an eye out for me.” Everett took her hand and helped her through.
“I will,” she promised.
Vanguard was next. Everett met his gaze. “Take care of her.”
The warlock nodded solemnly. “You take care of yourself.”
“I will,” Everett replied.
He waited until Vanguard’s last purple shoe disappeared through the door. A breath of relief escaped him. Regardless of what happened, at least his friends would be safe.
Everett turned cautiously around. He met the leader’s gaze. “I’m ready to meet Leon.”



 
Chapter Twenty-five
 
The six vampires surrounded Everett. He fought back a feeling of claustrophobia as they led him down the hall. The luminescent rocks lit the walkway around the corner to a set of doors. Each vampire set a hand on them. Instead of opening, the doors again became like ponds, sucking them through.
Everett gasped at the shock of cold followed by the heat of the next room. When he drew in his next breath, he could barely control the animalistic surge of survival that followed. Blood was so thick in the air he could taste it. He clenched his hands into fists in an effort to center himself and looked around.
They were beneath the pods in the clearing. Giant brown roots snaked along the ceiling and walls. Tubes were interspersed among the roots and the blood of the buck and other creatures being devoured ran through the tubes to a great vat below. An arm of stone churned the mixture as it boiled, sifting dark bubbles off the top. Below, the now nearly black liquid dripped into thick containers of blown glass. Other vampires dressed from head to toe in gray stacked these bottles carefully on trays. One vampire carried a tray through another of the strange doors and out of sight.
Everett pictured himself taking down the six vampires and shoving his face below the dripping liquid. He wanted it so badly he had to force himself to keep walking. He knew the blood thirst was giving him false confidence in his abilities. He didn’t know what the force he had pushed from him was, and given the state of his frayed nerves, he doubted it would happen very soon in the future.
His eyes locked on what appeared to be cells along the far wall of the room. Three individuals that were barely skin and bones leaned against the bars and watched the dripping blood. Their eyes were glazed and not even a flicker of interest showed when Everett was led past. He wondered if they had been guilty of stealing blood. It was a merciless torture, watching the blood drip so closely, yet so far out of reach.
He allowed the vampires to lead him through another chilling door to a vast, dark room beyond. His sneakers sunk deep into the thick orange carpet that covered the middle of the glowing stones that lined the floor. Wall sconces with flickering candles lit the walkway from pillars spaced along the cavern. Everett couldn’t tell how big the room was. It fell away on either side with a feeling of emptiness.
The vampires reached the door at the end and motioned for him to continue.
“You’re not coming?” he asked. His voice sounded small and pathetic in the huge cave.
“Leon awaits,” the leader said in a level tone.
Everett took a steeling breath and stepped through the last door alone. It took a moment before his eyes cleared and he could focus on what lay around him.
The room was warmly lit with both the glowing stones and sconces of candles. A scent of sage and lemon touched Everett’s nose. A carpet worked with beautiful scenes of forest hunts and bold knights had been spread across the floor. It appeared ancient, yet perfectly preserved. Animals that no longer existed were depicted with extreme detail. Everett felt as if he was staring at something lost and found again.
“Welcome.”
The voice ran across his skin like a breath of cold air within the warm space. His head jerked up and he spotted a vampire sitting at a simple table near the other end. He could have sworn the room had been empty when he entered it; the thought set his teeth on edge.
Everett crossed the carpet.
“My friends were attacked.” He kept the statement level, not accusing or complaining, just stating a fact.
“And for that, you have my deepest apologies,” the vampire Everett knew must be Leon replied. His voice was also level without any inflection to let Everett know how he really felt.
Everett stopped near the far side of the table. Five rich wooden chairs gilded in gold and lined with plush red velvet circled the table away from the vampire. Everett stood behind the furthest of these like a shield. It didn’t help him feel any safer.
“Are they safe in the jungle?” Everett asked.
Leon set his elbows on the table and threaded his fingers together. He looked at Everett across them, appearing very vampirish to Everett’s way of thinking. The vampire was a bit older. His surroundings made age appear like a fleeting thing, definite at one moment, and then whisking away in the flicker of the candles and the glow of the floor stones.
“Is anyone ever truly safe in the jungle?” Leon asked, raising an eyebrow.
The thought of his friends being attacked by vampires set Everett on edge. He had to resist the urge to jump onto the table, cross the short distance between them, and pummel a real response from the vampire. Blood thirst was definitely taking its toll and the pain in his stomach rapidly increasing.
It took every ounce of self-control for Everett to ask instead of demand, “Are my friends in danger of being attacked by vampires?”
A smile spread across Leon’s face. Though there was no humor in his gaze, there was a hint of something calculating when he said, “Now you’ve asked the right question.”
As if he knew how close Everett was to running back to the surface to ensure his friends’ safety, Leon opened a hand in a gesture that was simple, yet expressive as though he offered Everett the world. “I promise you from the depths of my soul that your friends in the jungle will not come to harm from the vampires that dwell within Bloodhaven. Please take a seat.”
Wary, Everett took the chair he stood behind. He sat on the edge of the soft cushion, uncertain what the vampire expected from him.
“This is your first time at Bloodhaven.”
It was a statement instead of a question. Everett wasn’t sure if Leon expected a response. The silence lengthened palpably. He finally went with, “Yes, it is.”
Leon nodded. “I am Leon, the Sovereign of Bloodhaven. Who might you be?”
Everett debated what to say. He was there to get help for Nectaris. His mother had always said that honesty was the best policy. “My name is Everett Masterson. I’m from Nectaris.”
Leon ran a hand through his long black hair. It fell around his shoulders in compliment to his black and red tailored clothing. The colors made the pallor of his skin stand out.
“We have a tradition here, Everett. A partaking of blood.”
Everett couldn’t help the way his stomach rolled at the word blood. He winced at the pain.
Leon’s sharp eyes caught the movement. His gaze narrowed slightly, though the smile stayed on his face. “You’re thirsty.”
As much as he hated revealing the weakness, Everett couldn’t deny it. “It’s been a while since I drank.”
Leon snapped his fingers. The sound was quiet, but the doors behind him immediately pooled. Two vampires in gray walked silently to his side. Leon said one word that was too quiet for Everett to hear, and the vampires vanished as soundlessly as they had appeared.
“My apologies for entertaining a hungry guest,” Leon said with another smile that reminded Everett of the two-headed snake that lived beneath his father’s greenhouse.
When Everett was younger, he had asked his father why he didn’t kill it. His father had replied that anything strong enough to have survived the Ending War and the fallout deserved the courtesy to not have life cut short by a shovel.
“It is poisonous, son,” Mr. Masterson had concluded. “So I may regret my empathy someday.” His father winked. “But compassion has gotten both of us this far. I feel like it’s more than worthwhile.”
The door pooled again and the scent of blood permeated the air. A goblet was set in front of Leon, and at the vampire’s gesture, a second was placed on the table near Everett. The two gray-cloaked vampires then left them once more.
Leon lifted his goblet. “Please drink,” he said. He then put the cup to his lips and took a deep pull of the liquid.
Everett’s hand shook slightly when he lifted the cup to his lips. He was about to drink the lifesaving liquid when the scent touched his nose. He hesitated.
“Is something wrong?” Leon asked.
Everett caught the hint of humor in the vampire’s voice that didn’t show on his impassive face. “What kind of blood is this?”
Leon nodded. “Again, the right question. You’re a fast learner, Everett from Nectaris.” When Everett refused to drink without an answer, the vampire lifted his own goblet and swirled the liquid inside. He took a deep sniff of the aroma rising from its depths. “This is homo sapien thirty-five AEW if I’m not mistaken,” he winked at Everett. “And I never am.”
“This is human?” Everett asked in horror. The fact that he was holding a cup of human blood gripped his heart in a fist. He dropped the goblet onto the table. It teetered to one side, then righted itself. The thick liquid inside slowly stilled.
Leon watched him closely. “Am I to amass from your behavior that you would prefer something else?”
“Why do you have human blood?” Everett demanded. “Who does it come from?”
Leon shook his head. “Those are the wrong questions, Everett.” He gave a patient sigh as if he was used to explaining the origin of the blood he drank. “The correct question is when. When is the blood from, and if you heard me, it was thirty-five AEW, which means that the blood presented to you was drained thirty-five years After the Ending War when blood-letting from humans wasn’t banned.” He gave another self-suffering sigh. “Alas, wouldn’t it be nice if we could still continue the practice?”
“I’m not sure the humans would agree,” Everett stated flatly.
Leon studied him for a second. His smile returned. “I forget that you mentioned claiming Nectaris as your home. I can’t imagine how it must be to live behind the walls of stone that contain the five great cities. What joy you must experience there.” His tone was flat and dry.
“It’s my home,” Everett said. The human blood was too close. He had never drunk from a human, not really. He had always been worried that after tasting it once, he would never be able to maintain the control he practiced every day. He refused to be a threat to his family.
Yet the smell filled his nose; it was right in front of him, thick and beckoning. He locked his hands together beneath the table where Leon wouldn’t see. His arms shook with the effort it took not to grab the goblet and down its contents in one gulp.
“Do you prefer a different year?” Leon asked in a slightly teasing voice. He tilted his head to one side. “Perhaps a thirty-seven? Or maybe you’re one of those specialists that refuses to drink anything but a twenty-five or older.”
Everett shook his head and spoke tightly. “I would prefer something non-human if possible.”
The vampire stared at him as if he was insane. “Even with this wealth I have offered you? I should be offended, appalled. I should have you thrown out for such a request.”
Everett stood and the chair behind him slid back.
Leon chuckled and waved a hand. “Sit down, Everett of Nectaris. I’m only giving you a hard time.” He snapped and the door turned to a black pool again. He spoke with his gaze still on Everett as he sat back down. “Our young visitor isn’t used to the high-quality beverages of Bloodhaven. Please bring him the freshest bottle of jungle you have available.”
The vampires both bowed and disappeared again. Everett wondered if he had read the expressions of disbelief on their faces, or only imagined them.
Leon answered his unspoken question. “Don’t mind them. You must have seen the pod farm in the jungle above. We tap the plants and bottle half the take, leaving the rest so the pods can flourish. We’re running low on our stock of human blood, and so I have implemented the bottling in order to give us a backup for when the blood runs dry.” He lowered his voice but whispered loud enough for anyone to hear. “They can’t stand the jungle beverage, but I feel it has a wild, earthy flavor they’ll soon learn to like.”
Everett didn’t know what to say in reply. He opened his mouth to try, but the door revealed the vampire in gray once more.
As soon as the cup was swapped for the other, Everett picked it up with both hands and sucked it through his hollow fangs. The taste was earthy as Leon had described, but it was also wonderful and filling. It flowed through his body, reaching his bloody stream directly from his fangs. The blood felt as though it coated his insides, spreading warmth through his limbs. He drank the final gulp and waited for the last drop to pool in the bottom so he could tip it up and catch it in his mouth. He then set the goblet down, his stomach satisfied at last.
Leon was watching him.
Embarrassed by his lack of manners and aware of how noisily he had downed the blood, Everett used the red cloth napkin on the table in front of him to wipe his mouth before he looked back up.
“Thank you,” he said.
Leon gave a nod that appeared as though it came from a majestic lion. “I’m glad you approve.” He snapped his fingers again and the goblets were removed. A vampire dressed in yellow came in carrying two animals. The first she gave to Leon.
“Perfect,” he said. “A follow-up snack.”
She walked to Everett’s side and handed him the second animal. Everett stared down at the creature. It looked like a large gray and white puppy that was less than a week old. Its eyes weren’t even open. The animal gave a little grunt of discomfort at the way he was holding it. Everett brought the animal close to his chest. It grunted again and in a moment its breathing settled into the slow cadence of sleep.
“What is...?” Everett’s question died away at the sight of Leon with his fangs sunk into his animal’s neck.
The creature’s body shuddered, then became still. Leon set the body on the table and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He then licked the blood from his skin.
“Wonderful,” the vampire breathed. “Newborn amarok is a delicacy to even the most unrefined palate.” He looked at Everett. His eyes narrowed slightly at the sight of the puppy still in Everett’s arms.
“I’m savoring the taste of the jungle mix,” Everett said quickly. “One new flavor at a time, you know?”
Leon studied him for a moment, then broke into a smile again. “Of course, young Everett. I imagine you’ve been stuck with pigs’ blood for quite some time. We’ll give something else a try, shall we?”
At his next snap, and about the time Everett started wondering if his staff got tired of being summoned in such a way, the dead animal was removed from in front of Leon and two smaller cups were brought. One was set in front of the Sovereign and the other was put in front of Everett along with a knife about the length of his first finger. The new cups were empty and innocuous.
Everett looked at Leon. “What are these?”
Leon picked up his small cup. “I started to explain blood partaking until I realized you were about to drink me if I gave you the chance.” He chuckled. “Now we can commence with the formalities.” He speared Everett with his gaze. “I doubt being from Nectaris that you’ve learned much of the traditions of our brothers and sisters. I feel that as the Sovereign of Bloodhaven, it is my duty to introduce you.”
He set the cup back down and picked up the knife. Before Everett could say anything, the vampire ran the knife down the fatty part of his palm below his thumb. He then squeezed the wound and let the blood drip into the cup.
“What is that for?” Everett asked warily.
Leon used his cloth napkin to dab at the wound. A moment later, the cut had healed and the vampire wiped the remaining blood away.
“A vampire’s blood is a history, a telling of sorts, of the life of the vampire. A vampire is unable to spill the blood of another vampire and read from it; only blood freely given reveals the life of the vampire who gives it, and so the partaking of blood shows trust.” He gave Everett a smile that showed his fangs. “It also tells the stories of the others he has drunk, a true bloodline to share the knowledge and lessons of our ancient ancestors.” He swirled the blood in the cup. 
Uneasiness filled Everett. He looked warily at his cup and the small knife beside it. “I thought vampires were created by the fallout.”
“Some say that,” Leon replied evasively.
Everett thought of his family, of the Monster Asylum, of all the things Leon would find out by drinking his blood if the blood partaking truly worked as the vampire said.
“I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this.”
Leon picked up his cup and rose from the table in one fluid motion. The fine hairs rose on the back of Everett’s arms when the vampire walked to him and set the cup on the table next to the empty one.
“I’ll give you the courtesy of letting you go first,” Leon said.
The vampire hovered close to him, intimidating in his nearness. Everett knew he couldn’t refuse such courtesy. He put the cup to his lips. Uncertainty kept him from tasting the contents.
“Drink,” Leon spoke close to his ear. “Share with your brethren.”
Everett took a steeling breath and dumped the fluid into his mouth.



 
Chapter Twenty-six
 
Everett gasped when the liquid hit his tongue. Instead of needing to be swallowed, the vampire blood was immediately absorbed into the tissues of his mouth, tongue, and throat. Images hit his mind in a rush, flowing through with such speed that Everett only caught a few of them.
Humans were hooked up to tubes like the pod plants. They looked like they were sleeping on the tables, yet the pallor of their skin hinted otherwise.
The edges blurred and the scene shifted. Everett saw a group of kids swimming at a pond. The watcher sat on a rock in the shade.
“Come join us, Leon!” a boy yelled.
Leon shook his head. “I can’t swim.”
“Can’t swim?” a beefy boy with short blond hair asked. “Or afraid of the water?”
Several of the other boys laughed.
The scene changed. Everett stared at his hand, at Leon’s hand.
“I dare you,” a voice from someone he couldn’t see challenged.
“What if I die?” Leon asked with true fear in his voice.
“Then we’ll know vampires can’t take the sunlight,” the boy said with a laugh.
“Come on, Leon, you don’t have to do that,” another boy said.
Leon looked back and Everett saw that they were standing in the doorway to the roof of an apartment complex. Three boys stood on the stairs below him. They looked close to Everett’s age, and he assumed Leon was the same.
“You don’t have to prove anything,” the boy repeated. He had red hair and blue eyes, and his expression carried true concern.
“If you’re a coward,” the first boy said with another laugh. His long blond hair was caught back in a ratty ponytail. He grinned, showing a missing front tooth.
Everett felt the vampire’s need to fit in. He was torn between fear and proving himself. If he could stand the sunlight, maybe they would accept that he was human enough.
“I’m not a coward,” Leon growled. He shoved his hand into the sunlight streaming past the doorway.
Everett felt the burning pain. It drove into the vampire’s skin with the sensation of nerve endings melting away and bone charring. Leon’s hand shook and mist rose from the skin.
“Pull back, Leon!” the red-headed boy shouted.
The pain became too intense. Leon jerked his hand back into the shade. They all stared as the mist lessened and his skin returned to normal.
“You are a freak,” the ponytailed boy said.
Everett felt Leon channel his rage. A buzz of white-hot anger destroyed all rational sense. Leon grabbed the boy by his throat and slammed him against the wall. Before the other two could move, Leon sunk his fangs deep into the boy’s throat, then yanked back, letting the boy’s lifeblood spill to the floor.
Leon’s chest was heaving as he came back to himself. Everett felt his realization at what he had done. He stared from the slain boy to the other two. He was a monster and there were witnesses. He couldn’t let them tell anyone what had happened.
“Leon,” the redhead said, holding up his hands. There was fear in his voice as if the expression on Leon’s face was even more terrifying than what he had done.
Two heartbeats later, both boys lay on the floor next to their friend. Leon stared down at them, ashamed and amazed at what had happened. He was split by the choice to walk away or allow himself to be drawn to the call of the blood. To Everett’s horror, Leon fell to his knees and proceeded to drink from his friends.
The scene shifted and Everett felt as though he was standing at the edge of a precipice. The jungle spread out before him. He realized with a start that it was the wall of the Pentagrin he stood on. A glance from side to side showed no one else on the thick structure. Leon took a step closer; one more and he would be over the edge. Everett felt the vampire’s want to throw himself off. He wouldn’t survive the fall. Nothing could.
Everett realized that the thirst that clung to his throat came from the memory. It matched the way he had felt moments ago, yet Leon had no way to slack his thirst. He moved his toes to the edge.
Something rustled in the bushes below. A stag appeared in the moonlight. Leon’s bloodlust surged and he threw himself off precipice. He channeled his strength and forced it downward. The same thrust of energy that Everett had used to shove the vampires backward in the hallway slammed into the ground and stopped Leon from hitting the earth at breakneck speed. The stag stared at him for a second. It breathed heavily, sucking in the vampire’s scent. The animal’s head lifted in fear. It spun on its hind legs and ran. Leon channeled his strength again and ran after it.
The memories swam. He was back behind the wall. Leon walked beside a girl with blonde hair that captured the moonlight. He could feel the vampire’s happiness at being with her. To Everett’s surprise, he recognized love in the vampire’s heart.
The scene changed. With a start, Everett saw a young Dr. Transton. They sat together at a table near the back of one of Nectaris’ restaurants.
“What about a safe haven for all monsters?” the young doctor asked.
“That’s ridiculous,” Leon replied. “It would be closed down as soon as you opened it. You heard the new law, Terry. No monster will be allowed within the walls of the Pentagrin. I’ve got to leave.”
“What about Thraya?” Dr. Transton asked.
Everett felt Leon’s heartbeat slow.
Dr. Transton read the expression. “Stay with me until we get it built.”
“Are you sure?” Leon asked. “But you just lost Mandy. I don’t want to impose on you and Monique.”
Dr. Transton nodded. “I’m positive. You’re my friend, Leon. I’m happy to help.” His expression saddened. “Besides, without Mandy, the place has gotten too quiet. Monique thinks the world of her Uncle Leon. She would love having you there.”
When the memories changed, Everett stood in a doorway staring into a moonlit room. A young girl slept in a bed surrounded in moonlight that spilled from the tall window near her head. She made a small sound and turned her face, her eyes still shut.
With a start, Everett realized he was looking at Monique before she was a zombie. Leon took a step into the room. The bloodlust ran through him with fervent demand. Everett shook his head, fighting, trying to pull the vampire back, but he was merely a spectator from Leon’s point of view. There was nothing he could do. Leon took another step.
Everett shoved the memories away with a jolt that sent fiery pain through him. His head felt like it weighed a thousand pounds with the memories he had yet to see. He felt sick to his stomach and his breath caught in his throat. He rested his forehead on the table in front of him.
“I suppose it’s a bit much your first time,” Leon apologized.
Everett tipped his head to the side so he could see the vampire. He wanted to shout, to demand answers, to ask what the vampire had been thinking, but he couldn’t. To do so would be to admit that he knew Dr. Transton and what the vampire had done to Monique. Because of Leon, she was a zombie and would stay that way for the rest of her life.
He wondered if Leon knew what he had done, if that was the reason he stayed away from the Pentagrin, if he hid out of guilt. Somehow, looking at the vampire, Everett doubted the vampire had ever felt guilty in his life. 
Protectiveness filled Everett. Dr. Transton was his friend, and he had others to keep safe. He wouldn’t give the vampire the location to his family, not if they farmed humans like they did the pods, and not if Leon had no remorse about turning a little girl into something from which she would never break free. He would never know Everett’s secrets.
“Ready to share?” Leon asked.
Everett sat up. “No. I’m not.” He watched the Sovereign closely. “I shouldn’t have let myself get distracted from my purpose. I didn’t come here to share vampire stories or blood let or thirty-six AEW homo sapien beverages.”
“Thirty-five,” Leon corrected.
Everett fought back the urge to slam his fist down on the table. “I’m here to save Nectaris. They’re being attacked by wendigo and vampires are their only hope. Will you come back with me?”
Leon crossed his arms. All humor had vanished from his face. His shoulders were straight and he studied Everett as he spoke. “I appreciate your frankness, Everett. Unfortunately, I decline your request.”
Everett stared at him. “What? Why? You could save all those lives! They need you.”
Leon shook his head. “They’ve never needed us. How is it living there, Everett? Do you enjoy your life of secrecy, of having to hide who you are? Do you enjoy being excluded from school and activities because if they found out you’re merely a subspecies, they’ll banish you and punish your family?”
The truth to the vampire’s words hurt. Everett pushed it aside, keeping his thoughts clear. “Leon, you could help. It might be enough to let vampires come back inside. Maybe we could live in peace and not hide what we are. If we save them from the wendigo, we’ll be heroes. We’ll be accepted.”
Leon’s laugh in reply was cruel and bitter. “Haven’t you realized by now that humans don’t bend? They don’t learn, and they refuse to believe that their preconceived notions don’t apply to every creature under the sun. They’ll never let us back in.”
“They will,” Everett replied stubbornly.
Leon was quiet for a moment. He picked up the cup Everett had drunk from in his pale fingers and studied it. He then stuck his tongue inside and licked out the remains of his own blood. A drop caught at the corner of his mouth. He used his little finger to catch it, then licked his finger.
“Good to the last drop.”
Everett couldn’t control himself any longer. He rose from the table. “Leon, we need your help. Please. I’m begging you!”
Leon gave him a look so predatory a shiver ran down Everett’s spine. “Give me your blood and I’ll decide.”
Everyone Everett knew would be at risk. Perhaps vampires were a greater threat than the wendigo. At least the beasts were animalistic, attacking with the same thought patterns of an animal. If Leon released his horde of vampires from Bloodhaven on Nectaris, the humans would be at their mercy. From what he had seen in the blood sharing, Leon had no mercy even for his own friends. If he knew how to get back into the walls, no one inside would be safe.
“No.”
Leon knocked Everett to the floor. The puppy fell out of Everett’s arms and slid across the stones with a whimper. Leon’s hands closed over Everett’s throat. Everett struggled to breathe. No matter how he channeled his strength, he was no match for the Sovereign.
“I can’t use your blood if you don’t offer it willingly, but I can kill you,” the vampire growled. “Human blood makes us so much stronger than the animal garbage you feed on. You’re no match for me.”
Anger filled Everett over what he had seen and what Leon wanted to force him to do. He grabbed the vampire’s arms. “Then do it, Leon. Kill me and add my life to all the others you’ve taken. You deserve a life of misery haunted by your choices.”
Leon stared down at him, his gaze filled with hatred. He looked as though he would finish Everett without remorse. His dark eyes narrowed and his fingers tightened.
A second later, the pressure let up and he stepped away. Everett rolled to the side gasping for air. He fought to draw in a breath through his bruised throat.
“Rise, Everett.”
Everett pushed backwards to a sitting position and felt the puppy behind him. He pulled the animal close and wrapped it in his shirt to calm its whimpering. His limbs shook when he pulled to his feet. He watched Leon warily.
The vampire leaned against the table with his arms crossed nonchalantly as though nothing had happened.
“What now?” Everett asked, his voice a rough growl.
Leon snapped his fingers. This time when the doors pooled, four vampires appeared armed with bladed staves. They surrounded Everett.
“To a life of misery haunted by your choices,” Leon said with a cruel smile.
Two vampires grabbed Everett’s arms.
“Don’t do this, Leon,” he said.
Leon lifted his shoulders in an elegant shrug. “You made your choice, Everett. I shared something very personal with you. Unless you retaliate in kind, your life is mine.”
The thought that at least it was only his life that would suffer at Leon’s hands made him follow the guards without protest. Instead of the dungeon he pictured as the place Leon would throw him in which to spend the rest of his life, he was taken back up to the room with the pod roots. His heart slowed at the sight of the cells along the far wall.
“No,” he said, shaking his head. He tried to break clear of the vampires.
As if they had been ready for just such a maneuver, their four bladed spears sliced deep into Everett’s body. Two drove into the backs of his shoulders, grating along the bones, and the other two jabbed deep into each side. Everett gasped in pain. He could barely think. A gate was opened and the vampires used the spears to shove Everett inside. They pulled the spears free and he fell to his knees. The door slammed shut behind him with a resounding bang.



 
Chapter Twenty-seven
 
“May I have a drink? Just a tiny one?”
Everett turned his head to see the vampire caged on his right leaning against the bars between them. The vampire’s cheeks were sunken and his gaunt, bare chest looked like skin stretched over a birdcage of bones. He realized the vampire’s attention was on the blood dripping from his sides. A warning rang in the back of Everett’s mind. After drinking Leon’s blood and everything else his body had been through that day, Everett could barely get his thoughts in order.
“Just a small sip,” the vampire cajoled. “I could even just use what’s been gathered on your shirt. Anything will help ease this pain.”
The vampire’s voice cracked and he closed his eyes. Everett’s heart went out to him.
“Don’t do it,” a voice on his left warned.
Everett glanced that way.
A girl vampire watched him with bright blue eyes that looked like ice against her pale, emaciated skin. She leaned her forehead against the bars as if even holding up her head took too much effort.
At his questioning look, she said, “You wouldn’t share your blood, right? That’s why you’re here?”
“That’s right,” Everett admitted warily.
She lifted a bony hand to gesture at the other vampire. “Let Leander have a taste willingly and Sovereign Leon will drain him dry to learn what you know. It’s a trick.”
A chill ran through Everett’s body. He looked back at the other vampire. His eyes were narrowed and he lifted his lips in a snarl aimed at the girl.
“Curse you, Angel!” he screamed, looking more like an animal than a vampire. He reached through the bars of the cell, trying to grab Everett.
The vampire’s arms were longer than Everett expected. Strong fingers grabbed at his shirt, pulling him forward with strength spurred by desperation.
Everett knew if he reached the cell bars Leander would drain him dry and then Leon would have all of his secrets in spite of his resistance. He jerked back and his shirt tore from the vampire’s grasp. He fell against the other bars. Cold ran through him. He expected at any moment for the girl vampire to grab him from behind and do what Leander had been about to.
He pushed off and spun. Instead of reaching for him, Angel was at the far side of her cell as though she couldn’t put enough distance between them. Her arms shook around her knees, a sign of the self-control it took to stay away. She could barely bring herself to meet his gaze, and when she did, the pain he saw in her eyes made a knot in his stomach.
“You really should be more careful,” she said tightly.
Everett nodded. He could feel his wounds closing. His shirt was a hazard. Leander could snag it again, and all he would need to do was drink the blood while it was fresh.
Careful not to awaken the sleeping puppy still wrapped inside, Everett ducked out of his shirt. He set the shirt of the pup inside it the middle of the cage. The creature shifted and let out a tiny sigh, then fell asleep again. A quick check of the wounds showed that they were healing, a result of the fresh blood he had drank with Leon. The fact that he had the vampire to thank for his fast recovery stung him with its irony.
“They let you bring that in here?” Angel asked.
Everett followed her gaze to the pup. “I don’t think they noticed it in their haste to stab me.”
Angel sighed. “Yeah, they do that. The more blood you lose, the thirstier you become. It makes all this that much worse.” She waved her bony hand to indicate the room.
The dripping of the blood from the pod plant roots became audible to Everett’s ears. Everywhere he looked, blood was being poured into vats, filtered, skimmed, and bottled. It was a living nightmare. His stomach growled. Angel was right. The loss of blood from the wounds the guards had given him was already taking its toll.
“At least you came with a snack,” Angel commented.
Everett shook his head. “I won’t drain it.”
She lifted an eyebrow. “Would you rather die?”
“After seeing what my kind is like? Yeah.” Everett slumped against the back bars of his cage. They were cold to his bare skin.
“You mean the fact that we’re blood-suckers?” she asked dryly.
Everett didn’t want to answer, but silence meant listening to the dripping blood. He shook his head. “No, the fact that King Leon, or whatever you call him, thinks vampires are superior and would rather farm humans than work with them.”
“Sovereign Leon,” Angel corrected with a grimace at the title, “Thinks he’s superior to everyone, vampire or human, it doesn’t matter.” She rested her head against the bars of her cell. “My mouth refuses to stop getting me in trouble, hence...” She patted the floor of her cell. After a moment, she asked, “You’re obviously not from here. What did you do?”
Everett didn’t answer. 
Angel let out a frustrated breath. “Look, you’re here for a reason, and you’re not getting back out. Take a glance that way.”
Everett followed her gaze reluctantly. Beyond Leander’s cage was another cell. The figure in it that Everett had thought was alive most definitely wasn’t. The vampire had become truly nothing but skin and bones as its organs had drained the last of the blood and liquid from its body. The skeleton hung against the bars with its skull head and shrunken eyes locked on the dripping blood from the pod plants.
Everett shuddered. “That’s horrible.”
“That’s our fate,” Angel replied. She closed her eyes tiredly. “So anything that can take my mind off the way my stomach is filled with daggers, is definitely welcome.”
Everett knew it would only be a matter of time before he felt what she did. He took pity on her. “I need vampires to save Nectaris. It’s about to be overrun by wendigo.”
“When whats?” she asked.
Everett cracked a smile at her confused tone. “Wendigo. Dark creatures. Apparently vampires are like their antivirus or something. Our bite kills them.”
“You bit one?” she asked.
The thought of sinking his teeth into the wendigo brought back the unpleasant taste.
She let out a little laugh that died away as if it took too much energy. “That good, huh?”
He nodded. “But one bite and they’re gone, crumpled in a pile of ash. Nectaris is full of humans. If we don’t help, it’ll be overrun and they have no way to fight them.”
Despair welled up in his chest at the thought of his family at the mercy of the dark creatures while he was locked in a cage to starve to death.
“Don’t give up.”
Everett’s head jerked up.
Angel stared around her. “Who said that?”
“Demons,” Leander growled weakly.
“Lisette,” Everett said in relief. “You’re here!”
“Not that I can do much,” she said. “But yes, I’m here.”
Everett remembered that she was a ghost. She couldn’t find the keys to the cells or take down the vampires working in the blood distillery. All she could do was watch him die.
“You should go,” he told her.
“Are you talking to yourself?” Angel asked. “I would go, but there’s a matter of these bars in my way...”
“I’m talking to a ghost,” Everett told her. “She followed me here.”
Angel gave him a skeptical look. “Are you sure you’re not talking to yourself?”
“I’m going to get you out,” Lisette said.
Angel’s eyes widened in disbelief.
Everett felt a wry smile touch his lips and he asked, “How?”
“I...don’t know,” Lisette said. He heard her sigh. “I’m not really sure.”
Everett leaned back against the bars. “At least you’re here.”
He had a distinct sensation of her sitting across the cell from him.
“Not that I’m much help,” she said, her voice level with his, confirming that she had also taken a seat, or whatever ghosts did.
The pup whimpered. Everett scooped it up and held it against his chest. It was quiet for a moment, then whimpered again.
“Someone’s going to hear it,” Angel pointed out.
“Let me drink it dry,” Leander suggested. He licked his lips in relish at the thought.
Everett bared his teeth, feeling suddenly very protective of the young pup. “You won’t touch it.”
“You will.” Leander leaned his back against the cell facing away from Everett. “Just you wait. That blood pounding in its veins is going to start sounding very good in a few hours.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You lost enough blood you’re going to be hungry soon. A young morsel like that would be very tasty.”
Everett looked away. He held the pup closer. The animal tried to get comfortable, but it moved again and whimpered. Everett couldn’t deny that the sound of its heartbeat made his stomach turn over. He hated his blood thirst.
“What’s wrong with it?” he asked tightly.
“It’s hungry,” Lisette and Angel said at the same time.
“It’s just a baby,” Lisette continued. “It should be nursing.”
Angel looked in Lisette’s direction and squinted as though it would help her see the ghost.
The puppy gave a louder whimper.
“What do I do?” Everett asked. He looked around for anything to feed it. Of course there was nothing; that was the point.
“You’ve got to give it something,” Lisette said. “Dogs like dog food, chicken, or...blood.” Her voice was quiet at the end.
Everett looked down at the puppy. He found it licking one of the patches of blood on the shirt he had wrapped it in. The animal lapped at the fabric with its little pink tongue, then searched blindly for more.
“If Leon drains it, he’ll have your memories,” Angel said.
She was kneeling in the middle of her cage watching the little puppy as if she couldn’t tear her gaze away from seeing it eat something.
The dry patch of blood gave it little sustenance. The pup started whimpering again.
“I guess it’s already gone too far,” Everett whispered.
“What are you doing?” Lisette asked.
Everett bit his pinky finger with his fangs. Blood welled from the tip of his finger.
“Give it here,” Leander demanded.
Everett gave the vampire a dry look and offered his finger to the pup. The newborn creature immediately latched on it with more force than Everett expected. He looked away, unable to see the animal drinking his blood.
After a moment, the gumming sensation stopped. He glanced back to see that it had fallen asleep. He removed his finger and held the animal close.
“What are you doing?” Lisette asked softly.
Everett kept his gaze on the little gray and white puppy. “It’s not his fault he was born into a cruel world. The least I can do is not let him die from starvation.”
“You are the strangest vampire I’ve ever met,” Leander grumbled from his cell. “Wasting perfectly good blood on a cur.” He looked back out at the blood processing room. “Almost as bad as them using that blood for the Sovereign.”
“He’ll hear you,” Angel warned, her voice tired.
“What’s he going to do that’s worse than this?” Leander asked.
Angel was quiet a moment before she said, “You’ve got a point.”
“There has to be a way,” Lisette said quietly.
“I hope so,” Everett answered.
“I’m not comfortable with you conversing with a ghost,” Leander said sullenly. He leaned his forehead against the bars as if talking exhausted him.
“Better than conversing with yourself,” Angel said.
Leander merely narrowed his gaze at her, but didn’t reply.
“I’ve tried everything I can think of,” Angel told Everett. “I’ve cried, tried to entice the guards with my blood, thrown fits, nothing catches their attention. All they care about is the blood.”
Everett looked up at the ceiling. The great network of roots from the pod plants tangled around each other with tubes stuck every which way to get each available drop of blood. A huge clump of roots sat high above the cages. The tubes in them were empty.
“I think I have an idea,” he said.
“You’ve been here less than a day. Your idea’s not going to work,” Leander muttered without looking up.
“Give him a chance,” Angel said. She turned her piercing blue eyes on Everett with a small smile. “What is it?”
Everett’s mind whirled. He gestured to the roots.
“Lisette, those are empty, right?”
She was silent for a moment. Everett assumed she left to check.
“Yes, there’s no blood in the tubes,” her voice said from a bit further away.
“How about those over there?” Everett asked, pointing to a group across the room.
A few seconds later, she returned. “All empty. Only those in the middle are running right now.”
“And yet they seem to be at full capacity,” Everett mused, studying the vat that churned the gathered blood.
“Rub in the fact that they have blood and we don’t,” Leander complained.
Everett ignored him. “If we can get animals into those other pods, the vat will be overrun. It’ll be chaos in here.”
Angel looked up at the ceiling. “If all the roots are filled with blood, and all the tubes running, the amount might be too heavy for the ceiling. It could collapse.”
“Maybe we’ll have a chance,” Everett said.
Leander settled on his back. “Wake me if anything exciting happens.
Angel rolled her eyes at the vampire. “Uh, Lisette?” she asked timidly.
“Yes?” Lisette replied.
Everett fought back a smile at the fact that she was willing to talk to the vampire, but not Adrielle or Vanguard.
“Can you guide animals into the pods?”
“I can’t really guide anything,” Lisette replied with a hint of loss.
Everett shook his head, his thoughts filling him with enthusiasm. “You can’t guide, but Adrielle called you a poltergeist for a reason. Lisette, when I first stepped into your room at the Monster Asylum, you scared me so bad I thought I was going to die! Do that up there. Scare animals towards the clearing. The pods will do the rest.”
“I can do that!” Lisette said with excitement. “Hold on, Rett. I’m going to get you out of here.”
Everett felt her brush past him. He knew she was a ghost and shouldn’t have given off a feeling, but it was as though someone touched his cheek, soft and gentle the way his mom did when he wasn’t feeling good. Then she was gone, and his hopes with her.



 
Chapter Twenty-eight
 
Everett’s ears strained. He kept glancing at the ceiling even though he was afraid of giving away their secret. The few times he dared to look around, none of the vampires in the blood processing room appeared to care the least about the prisoners.
He worried about Angel. Shortly after Lisette left, she had curled up in a ball on the floor with only quiet moans of pain escaping from her. Since then, the moans had stopped. Everett knew she was far past the pain he had experienced when low on blood. He couldn’t imagine how she felt.
“Angel?”
She didn’t move.
“Quiet, cur feeder. Let her die in peace,” Leander said from the other cell.
“Die?” Everett asked. “How long has she been without blood?”
The vampire lifted his bony shoulders in the slightest shrug. “I’ve been here four days. She was already here.”
Alarm filled Everett. When he was diagnosed with vampirism, the doctor told him going more than three days without fresh blood to revitalize the organs was a death sentence. If Angel had been there longer than that...
He dropped to his knees next to the bars. “Angel,” he called urgently.
She didn’t give any indication that she heard him. If she was breathing, it was so shallow he couldn’t see it. She was going to die with their chance of getting out so near Everett swore he heard hooves thundering in the distance.
Everett made a split-second decision. Without giving himself a chance to second-guess it, he bit deep into his palm, tearing the skin open.
“Angel, drink,” he said.
He held out his hand. Blood streaked down his arm. The coppery scent of the dark liquid filled the air. He couldn’t reach her and her body was as still as the corpse in the cage next to Leander’s.
“Angel!” he yelled.
He didn’t care if the other vampires in the room heard him. He didn’t care that they might see that he was trying to help her and attempt to stop him. All he wanted was to see her breathe again and smile again. He wanted her to live.
Everett squeezed his hand tight, pulling open the wound and forcing it to fill with blood. He made a throwing motion, sending the blood across her cell the way Donavan threw the baseball.
A patch of blood landed on Angel’s arm. To Everett’s amazement, it absorbed straight into her skin. She stirred.
“That’s it,” Everett urged. “Come on.”
Angel’s head lifted. Her pupils were dilated in her bright blue eyes and she appeared confused. She looked at her arm where the blood had landed, then at the palm Everett held out. With a motion faster than Everett would have thought possible, Angel had sunk her fangs deep into the wound and sucked the blood that pooled there.
Everett closed his eyes at the strange chill that ran up his arm. With each draw, it got stronger. It streaked toward his heart. His willpower lessened. He needed to pull away, to tell her to stop before she took too much. His mouth was numb. He couldn’t find the words.
“Angel, stop,” Leander barked.
Angel’s head lifted. Her gaze met Everett’s. Her pupils grew large, then small and her eyes focused.
Everett withdrew his hand. She sucked in a breath and her eyes closed. He knew what she was seeing. It had been the same with Leon’s blood. The flood of his memories was hitting her with full force. She would see everything from his past; she would know what he had tried to hide for so long. She would hate him; of that, he had no doubt. He waited with abated breath, already dreading the sight of loathing that would fill her crystal clear gaze.
When she opened her eyes and looked at him, what he saw made his chest tighten with almost physical pain. He didn’t see loathing or even pity; instead, he saw understanding.
“Everett...” she began.
A deep rumble sounded from above. Shouts filled the blood room. Everett stared at jagged cracks that streaked across the ceiling. All of the tubes were filled with blood. He could hear the faint screams of the animals that were caught in the pods above. He couldn’t tell how many there were, but it was far greater than he had hoped.
Another scream followed and the dirt ceiling shuddered. Cracks deepened and spread from where the biggest roots gathered. The vampires rushed around the room, but they couldn’t stop it. Something echoed from above, a thunderous roar Everett had heard before. The sound rose, nails down a chalkboard, tinfoil and teeth, glass shattering, porcelain smashing into pieces, a girl screaming, metal twisting, and the dark creature’s claws on asphalt. Lisette’s wrath would be their salvation.
The ceiling fell. Pods crashed into the vat and spilled distilled blood everywhere. Vampires were crushed beneath the great weight of the thick earth. Thin dawn light filtered into the room in a haze. The animals caught inside the pods struggled to free themselves. It was a mess of blood, dirt, and creatures fighting to survive.
Everett held the puppy close to him. He huddled against the bars next to Angel, hoping they wouldn’t be smashed by the ceiling cracking above them. Perhaps they had made a mistake.
Figures appeared through the chaos.
“Adrielle!” Everett exclaimed.
“And Vanguard,” the warlock announced; he grinned despite the dirt that marred his purple waistcoat. He carried something thick on his shoulder.
“What’s that?” Everett asked.
“A magic trick,” Vanguard replied with a wink. He shoved the thick metal bar through the door at an angle and pushed. The door refused to move.
Everett couldn’t help the smile of relief that spread across his face. “Let me try.”
“So you can make a mockery of my strength?” Vanguard asked in dramatic despair.
“Come on, Vanguard,” Adrielle urged, glancing around them at the disaster. “We don’t have much time.”
“Lucky for you,” the warlock said. He passed the bar into the cell.
Everett shoved it through the corner of the door and the cell. He channeled his strength and pushed. The door creaked in protest, then the bar bent and it swung open.
“I could have done that,” Vanguard pointed out.
“I know,” Everett replied. “I’m grateful you gave me the chance.”
Adrielle gave him a quick, tight hug as soon as he stepped out of the cell. “I’m so glad you’re okay!” she said.
“Thank you,” he replied.
He put the bar between Angel’s door and the frame holding it in place.
“What are you doing?” Vanguard asked in alarm above the chaos of the room. “You’re freeing another vampire? Are you crazy?”
“I can’t leave her here,” Everett told him. He shoved the bar and the door swung open.
Angel stepped out with a mixed expression of relief and fear.
“Don’t leave me,” Leander begged.
Before Everett had been to Bloodhaven, there was no chance he would let someone like Leander out who could potentially be a threat to his home and his family. Yet his brief visit with Leon and his time in the cage had proven that there were different levels of threat, and also opportunities for mercy that could drastically change a life.
“I’ll help save your city,” Leander pleaded.
“Hurry, Rett, they’re coming,” Adrielle said, her voice tight.
Everett glanced back at the doors half-buried with dirt from the collapse. It wouldn’t take long for vampires channeling their strength to force through.
Leander’s sunken gaze was beseeching. “I’ll bite wendigo for you, Everett. Don’t leave me to die.”
“How do I know I can trust you?” he demanded.
Leander stuck his arm quickly through the cell bars. “Drink my blood. I give it to you willingly, and I’ve little enough to give.”
Everett looked back at Angel.
She nodded. “It’s the only way to know for sure.”
Everett closed his eyes. He had never thought he would bite another vampire, but as unpleasant as it was, he had no choice. There was no time for debate. If Leander deserved any mercy, Angel was right; it was the only way to know for sure.
He sunk his fangs into Leander’s arm. The swarm of memories that hit him pounded into his skull. He didn’t have time to sort through them all. A few stood out.
He was sitting against a wall in a dark alley. The smooth walls of the buildings across from him were a strange green color Everett didn’t recognize. A stench of rot and something thick and metallic filled the air. Leander glanced deeper into the alley and the rotten odor revealed itself.
Rats drained of their blood lay in piles along with alley cats and what looked like giant lizards. He could taste the putrid blood in Leander’s mouth. Leander held something in his lap. A glance at his hands showed Everett how young he was. He couldn’t have been more than twelve, the age Everett had been when his vampirism was revealed. He wondered how long the vampire had lived off rodents.
Everett’s gaze focused on what the vampire held. Within Leander’s hands sat a small kitten. Its fur was ratty and one of its eyes was closed, but the animal purred as though it felt safe within Leander’s embrace. Everett felt the vampire’s stomach clench with the pain of low blood. He could hear the beating of the cat’s heart. Each pump sent fresh blood through its veins.
It took all of Leander’s strength to lift the kitten. Everett’s breathing slowed. Leander brought the animal to his face. Everett wanted to shut his eyes, to turn away from the image, but he couldn’t deny the memory. He watched as an impassive bystander, cringing away from what he knew would be the sound of the kitten’s pain.
Instead, Leander rubbed his cheek on the soft fur of the kitten’s neck. The animal gave a quiet meow and purred louder.
“You better go,” the vampire said softly.
He set the kitten down. The tiny cat rubbed against his leg. Leander’s stomach clenched.
“Go!” he shouted.
The kitten jumped back in alarm.
“Get out of here,” Leander growled.
The kitten took off down the alley and disappeared from sight.
Leander set his head back and gave a quiet groan of pain.
The scene shifted. Everett found himself standing at a gate in the wall. Pumps, cranes, and factories revealed that he was in Vaporum, the industrial city.
“You have two choices, Monster,” a man said, spitting out the word with hatred. “Leave and never come back, or death by sunlight.”
“Did you come up with that all on your own, or did the Kingship tell you what to say?” Leander responded.
By the sound of his voice, Everett guessed he was a teenager not much older than the boy in the alley.
DRAK surrounded the vampire. Clubs, knives, and even a few guns were pointed at him.
“Choose your death,” the man in front of him said.
The sun was rising. Everett could feel the increased burning of Leander’s skin. The jungle tangled beyond the gate. It looked thick and impenetrable. At that moment, a yowl rose from its depths and ended in a scream that set Everett’s teeth on edge.
The humans closest to the gate moved back a few steps.
“I’m choosing for you,” the man in charge said. “You get the jungle.”
The blades were shoved forward, forcing Leander outside the wall. He watched in silence while the gate slowly closed. The grinding of gears and the pace of the closing was almost comedic. He would have had time to attack if he channeled his strength, but Everett felt no anger in him, only wretched acceptance.
“Good thing there’s nothing dangerous out here,” the vampire said. “It would have attacked by now. You might want to rethink having such a slow gate.”
“Shut up, Monster,” the man yelled.
The gate finally shut.
“There, he’s gone.”
“I can still hear you,” Leander pointed out.
“Just go away!” the man said in a high-pitched voice that indicated he was at the edge of his patience.
“Why?” Leander asked. “What are you going to do? Come and get me?”
“Let’s go,” the leader mumbled.
They left the vampire outside the wall with the jungle at his back and silence in front of him.
The memories shifted forward. Leander was bleeding on the jungle floor. A glance to the right showed the boar that had sliced open his stomach. He could feel the seeping cold of his lifeblood leaving his body.
“Drink this,” a voice said from behind him.
A younger Leon appeared in the vampire’s memory. He looked less cynical than Everett remembered, yet the reptilian smile was the same as he held out a glass bottle filled with blood.
Leander accepted with a shaking hand. He gave the liquid a suspicious look. “What is it?”
“Human blood,” Leon replied. “It’ll help you heal much quicker, something you could use right now if I’m not mistaken.”
Leander had no choice if he wanted to live. He put the decanter to his lips and drank. Everett could feel the healing strength that flowed through the vampire’s limbs. It healed the gashes in his stomach within minutes and the vampire could breathe freely again. He sat up.
“That was incredible!”
Leon nodded. “It’s always a rush.” He crouched so that he was eyelevel with the vampire. “I’ve been watching you for a while. You were cast out from the humans.”
Leander lowered his head without answering.
“It’s alright,” Leon continued. “I’ve built a haven where cast outs like us are in charge. Interested?”
“I don’t know,” Leander said warily.
“Come on,” Leon urged. “What could it hurt? Besides, there’s all the human blood you could want.” He held out a hand to help the vampire up.
Leander hesitated, then accepted the vampire’s assistance to rise.
The memories faded. There were so many more, but like Leon’s, Everett was able to push them to the background until he could process them. With the roof still caving in around the room and the screams of vampires trapped below, there wasn’t much time to escape.
“Give me the bar,” Everett said.
Vanguard handed it to him without a word. Everett could see the disapproval on the warlock’s face, but he was grateful Vanguard decided not to voice his worries at the height of their danger.
Everett snapped the lock and the gate swung open. Leander shoved past him and fell to his knees next to the nearest fallen pod. Before Everett could stop him, the vampire had sunk his teeth into the pod and was drinking the blood of the elk caught in the plant’s grasp.
“Come on,” Angel urged. “We’ve got to go.”



 
Chapter Twenty-nine
 
They ran through the jungle. When Adrielle got too tired to run, Everett picked her up and carried her until his legs refused to listen any longer. He set her down before stumbling against a tree.
“Everett, you need to drink something,” Angel urged.
Everett sank to the ground. He couldn’t deny the bone-weariness or the pain that was growing in his stomach. He had giving Angel a good amount of his blood and lost more than he wanted to admit when the guards stabbed him with their blades. He held the puppy that was wrapped in his shirt. Throughout the chaos, the animal had only let out a whimper or two. As long as he was holding it, the creature didn’t fuss.
“There’s nothing here,” he said. “We don’t have time to hunt.”
“You’ve never hunted with a werewolf,” Adrielle said with a grin.
“Or a poltergeist,” Lisette said from somewhere near their left.
“They make a killer team,” Vanguard said. He paused, then chuckled and said, “Literally.”
“Wait, you guys are friends now?” Everett asked incredulously.
“How do you think all those elk made it to the pods?” Adrielle asked. “When Lisette told us what happened, it took us a minute or two to listen to her.”
“Vanguard was busy screaming like a girl,” Lisette said.
“I was not!” Vanguard denied.
At Adrielle’s look, he lifted one shoulder. “I have a very manly scream.”
Both Lisette and Adrielle laughed.
“Anyway,” Adrielle continued, “I tracked the elk herd in my wolf form and then Lisette put the fear of the Ending War into them! They took off like a flock of banshees was chasing them!”
“I don’t know if Jeraldine would appreciate that,” Vanguard said, “But, yeah. They sounded like thunder crashing through the trees.” He linked his hands together and cracked his knuckles in front of him. “I made the pods disappear so they wouldn’t know what they were running into, then bam! Gobbled up by the plants just like Lisette said. The clearing caved in right after that.”
“I can’t thank you enough,” Everett told them. “We never would’ve gotten out of there. They were going to starve us to death.”
“So much for the hospitality of vampires,” Vanguard said.
Everett made a face at him.
Vanguard grinned. “I could have said, ‘I told you so.’”
“I had to try,” Everett mumbled.
“Yes, you did,” Adrielle agreed. “But now what? Dr. Transton’s plan failed. We don’t have enough vampires to defeat all the wendigo. Nectaris is lost.”
Everett shook his head. “I’m not giving up without a fight.”
“Me either,” Angel echoed.
Everyone stared at her. The vampire’s bright blue eyes showed her embarrassment. She looked at Everett. “It’s just, I, uh, I understand why you want to save it. I’d rather fight for your cause than nothing at all.”
Everett gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you.”
“Alright,” Adrielle said. “The rescue is still on, as hopeless as it might be. That leaves us with the matter of your food. What’s your order, Mr. Vampire? Muskrat, rabbit? I could rustle up a cassowary or two.”
“A what?” Everett asked.
Adrielle rolled her eyes. “A bird, tastes like chicken...” She shrugged. “Of course, for all I know the blood is more like lizard. All birds generally taste the same to me when I’m in my wolf form. You’ll have to let me know.”
“I’m up for whatever you want to hunt,” Everett told her. “Thank you.”
She grinned, her golden eyes sparkling. She changed form behind a tree and took off. Everett leaned his head back against the trunk.
“Do you think we put enough space between us that Leon won’t catch up?” he asked Angel.
She looked toward the jungle they had already traveled. “I think he’s going to be pretty busy if he wants to save the vampires caught in the collapse. Of course, he’s probably more concerned about the pods. I hope Leander took off.”
“Do you think I did the right thing by letting him go?” Everett’s decision weighed heavily in the back of his mind. From what he had seen, the vampire wasn’t dangerous, just a product of his circumstances. He hoped Leander would stay far away from Nectaris and the other cities of the Pentagrin.
“I think so,” Angel answered. She sat down a few feet away on a patch of grass. “You did the right thing, Everett.”
“You mean by freeing that psycho vampire you bit?” Vanguard asked. He held three pinecones in his hands and started juggling them. “I don’t agree with that being a good choice. The fewer vampires in this world, the better.”
Everett gave him a straight look. “You know we’re vampires, right?”
Vanguard dropped one of the pinecones. He sighed. “Of course, Rett, but you’re like a tame vampire, someone’s pet. You’re not going to go around sucking everyone’s blood.” He paused halfway to picking up the pinecone. “Are you?”
“Depends,” Everett said dryly. “I’m pretty thirsty.”
Vanguard paled. He left the pinecone and dropped the other two as well. “I think I’ll go check on Adrielle’s progress,” he said before hurrying through the trees.
Lisette laughed somewhere on Everett’s right. “That was mean.”
A smile spread across Everett’s face. “Yeah, it was.” He glanced at Angel. She watched the space Lisette spoke from quizzically. “I guess we haven’t had formal introductions. Angel, this is Lisette. Lisette, Angel.”
“Thank you for saving our lives,” Angel said, her voice sincere.
To Everett’s surprise, Lisette materialized. Her sandaled feet brushed the grass, but it didn’t flatten. Her long dark hair was tangled and the yellow ribbon was askew as though scaring the animals had been harder than she told them. She caught Everett looking at her and ran her fingers through her hair.
“I’m glad I could do something. I just wish it didn’t result in the deaths of all those animals.”
Everett hadn’t thought about how that must have been from Lisette’s point of view. The thought of a ghost caring about the deaths of others hadn’t occurred to him.
“I’m sorry, Lisette...” he began.
She shook her head. “Don’t be. I was able to help, so I did. It’s the most useful I’ve been in decades.”
“Thank you very much,” Angel told her. The vampire smiled, her pale cheeks lifting. “I’ve never met a ghost before.”
Lisette gave a little curtsey in her striped dress. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Angel. I’ve never met a girl vampire before.” She smiled and said, “You have an unusual name for a vampire.”
Angel lowered her gaze, but a smile stayed on her face when she said, “Before it was known that I was a vampire, my name was Angela, but my older brother always called me Angel. It sort of stuck.” Her smile faltered and pain filled her gaze. She watched the ground as if seeing memories there that haunted her.
“I like it,” Everett told her, wanting to tear her back from the regret that seemed to consume her. “Angel fits you.”
She looked back up at him and a wry smile touched her lips. “I don’t think any vampire deserves the name Angel.”
He smiled. “Maybe I’ll change my name to Angel. It suits me, I think.”
She laughed and threw a pinecone at him. He ducked and the puppy whimpered. Everett unwrapped the pup from the shirt and held him up so he could get a good look at the animal.
“He looks bigger,” he noted in surprise. “How fast do they grow?”
Adrielle appeared between the trees and vines a few paces away. When she saw what Everett was holding, her jaw dropped and the dead animal she carried fell to the ground. She rushed back to the bush she had changed behind as though she couldn’t get to human form fast enough. She was still trying to get her arm in one sleeve when she came out.
“What is that?” she demanded.
Taken back by her tone, Everett held the puppy closer. “Leon gave it to me. It was supposed to be a snack,” he concluded, looking down at the animal in dismay.
“Did he tell you what it was?” Adrielle asked, stopping so close she towered above where he sat.
“He called it something that started with an A. An Aardvark, an artichoke; I don’t remember.”
She folded her arms in front of her chest. “It’s an amarok.”
Everett nodded. “That’s what he called it.”
She held out her hand. “We’ve got to kill it.”
“No!” Everett turned, shielding the puppy with his body. “What’s wrong with you? Its eyes aren’t even open yet!” But when he looked down, he found the pup watching him with a clear blue gaze.
“Great,” Adrielle muttered. She stomped a foot. “That’s just great.”
“Am I missing something here?” Angel asked, glancing from Adrielle to Everett.
“Your little puppy,” Adrielle answered ironically with a glance at the overgrown newborn, “Is a wolf, but not just any wolf. The amarok are supposed to be extinct. They can’t exist in this world.”
“Why not?” Lisette asked. Her form was barely an outline near the trees.
“Because they live on souls,” Adrielle said. She gestured at the pup. “That thing can suck souls from a body just like Everett sucks the blood. With it around, none of us will be safe, ever!”
“Look at the way it’s watching you.” Angel’s voice was a quiet counterbalance to Adrielle’s high-pitched flustered rant.
Everett looked back down. The puppy’s paws were on his chest and it stared up at him with searching eyes as though it saw far more than anything so young should. Everett wondered if he should be afraid like Adrielle said. He didn’t know if the puppy wanted to suck his soul, as strange as it sounded. Maybe that was the reason Leon drank their blood when they were young. He wanted the same power.
“What did you do?” Adrielle asked. She took a step closer and sniffed at the puppy. She made a face. “He smells like you.”
“Maybe you’re just smelling me,” Everett replied.
“Or maybe it’s because you fed the puppy your blood,” Lisette replied.
Everett gritted his teeth at the look of dismay that filled Adrielle’s face.
“I don’t believe it,” she said. “Why would you do such a thing? Do you know what that does?”
“He was hungry,” he told the werewolf. “I was already going to starve to death. Letting someone else do the same when I could stop it seemed pointless.”
Adrielle sputtered. Unable to retort, she stomped back to the dead bird she had caught and threw it at him.
“Enjoy,” she said tightly before storming away.
Vanguard hurried after her.
Everett caught the bird before it hit him in the face. He looked at Angel. “What did I do?”
“Bonded with the amarok, I think,” she replied. “Werewolves are pack animals. Maybe she feels betrayed.”
The puppy wiggled. He set it down and drank from the bird while he watched the amarok wander on unstable feet around the clearing. He was amazed at how quickly it was growing. There was no way a newborn puppy would be exploring on its own. Maybe Adrielle was right; he needed to be careful. The monster world was far different from the life he knew. Perhaps he had acted hastily.
Yet when the puppy came back to him and nuzzled his hand, he couldn’t help but be grateful that he had saved it.
“What are you going to name him?” Angel asked. She held out a hand. The puppy sniffed her fingers, then licked them.
“I’ll have to think about it,” Everett said. He smiled when the pup tugged at Angel’s bedraggled shirt and she gave a little giggle. “I think he likes you,” he told her.
Vanguard and Adrielle appeared through the trees. Adrielle looked frightened.
“We’ve got to go. I think we’re being followed,” she said quickly.
Everett scooped up the puppy. He was too big to be bundled back in the shirt. Everett tucked the animal under his arm. He debated whether to keep the shirt, but it had already been ruined by the spears. He shoved it under the bush Adrielle had changed behind.
“We’re not too far from Nectaris,” Adrielle told them. “Let’s hurry!”
Everett kept to the shadows by habit. Now that he knew what would happen if he stayed in the sunlight for too long, he wasn’t so afraid of it, yet old habits were hard to break. He felt the relief he had become accustomed to when the sun finally set.
“There’s the wall!” Vanguard said. He ran ahead with Adrielle at his side.
Angel took two steps after them, then glanced back. “Are you coming?” she asked.
Everett hesitated in the jungle. “I’m afraid of what we’ll find,” he admitted.
“Your family is going to be okay,” she said.
He asked the question that had been plaguing his mind since they left Bloodhaven. “How do I save them?”
“We’ll find out together,” she said, her bright blue eyes sincere.
She held out her hand. Everett took it. A shiver ran up his arm at her touch. He noticed that her skin was even paler than his. The side of his mind not distracted by the impending death of everyone he cared about noted that she looked absolutely beautiful at that moment, watching at him with eyes that seemed so impossibly bright in the starlit evening.
“Come on,” she said.
He nodded and she led the way to the wall.



 
Chapter Thirty
 
Dr. Transton was already waiting for them at the grate. The fact that Adrielle hadn’t told the doctor anything was apparent by the way he looked behind Everett and Angel for the other vampires they were supposed to bring.
“Bloodhaven didn’t exactly work out,” Everett said shortly. The doctor’s next words sent fear icing through his heart.
“The DRAK are at the Asylum.”
“Oh no!” Adrielle exclaimed. “Are they kicking everyone out? How can they live? Chirit would die in the jungle and Jehlani doesn’t even know how to hunt. Everyone would waste away...” She paused, then said, “Unless they’re going to kill them all and get it over with. Dr. Transton, we can’t let them! We have rights and—”
Dr. Transton lifted a hand. “They’ve known about us for a while now. We’ve been on a no harm, no foul basis.”
“So since we haven’t done anything...” Vanguard began.
“We’re okay, for now,” Dr. Transton answered. He looked at Everett. “But Nectaris isn’t, or the rest of the Pentagrin, for that matter. The Kingship sent the DRAK to request our aid. We needed the vampires.”
Everett shook his head. “They won’t help. Leon said...” His voice died away at the look of pain that filled the doctor’s eyes, reminding him of the vampire’s roll in Monique’s condition.
“I didn’t know he would still be there,” the doctor said quietly. “I shouldn’t have sent you. It was too dangerous.”
“I had to try,” Everett told him. “And we do have help.”
Dr. Transton’s gaze shifted to Angel. He pushed away the pained expression brought on by the mention of his old friend. “Yes, we do. Thank you for coming. Unfortunately, I can’t guarantee your safety.”
“It’s alright,” Angel told the doctor. “Everett filled me in.” She glanced at Everett. “In a manner of speaking. I’m glad I can help.”
“The wendigo are through the wall in a few parts. If we don’t stop them from the outside, Nectaris will have no hope. The DRAK have already lost half their men and women. Apparently Nubium and Vaporum are under attack as well. The Kingship is desperate for a way to stop them.” He crossed his skinny arms as though bothered. “They said the Queen would be very grateful for a way to deal with the wendigo crisis.”
“I need to go home, even if just for a minute,” Everett said. “I know my parents have to be worried.”
Dr. Transton shook his head. “As much as I’d like to allow it, there’s just not enough time. The wendigo will be through shortly. The more you can stop, the better chance the citizens of Nectaris have to survive, including your family.”
Everett nodded with a sinking feeling. “I understand.”
Dr. Transton led them back through the grate. Even though Everett dreaded what being back in Nectaris meant, walking the streets again was such a relief. He never knew what it felt like to miss the familiar touch of asphalt beneath his feet, and actually had to resist the urge to drop to his knees and feel it with his hands.
“This is amazing!” Angel breathed.
“It’s worth saving,” Everett told her.
“Even if we do have to lose a few vampires in the process,” Vanguard said over his shoulder.
Dr. Transton threw the warlock an incredulous look. “The goal is not to lose anyone.”
Vanguard lifted one purple-clothed shoulder. “If it happens...”
Dr. Transton shook his head. He turned so he could address the vampires. “Some of our friends are there working to hold back the wendigo at the breach, but so many others are behind that I’m afraid it’s not much help.”
“At least they’re holding them back,” Everett answered. “It might give us a fighting chance.”
Four DRAK in full uniform met them at the base of the stairs to the top of the wall. Everett slowed, tempted to duck out of sight by habit.
“It’s okay,” Lisette whispered from behind him. “I think they’re on our side at the moment.”
“They’re not always?” Angel asked softly, her expression worried.
“Not always,” Everett answered. “But today, the monsters hold the city’s lives in our hands.”
“Right this way,” one of the DRAK said. She motioned for Angel and Everett to follow their comrades up, then fell in behind. After a few silent steps, she spoke quietly, “It’s a brave thing you’re doing. You have my gratitude.”
When Everett reached the top, he knew why she said it. Even more of the wendigo had amassed below. Their huge forms looked like pits of darkness in the starlight. The DRAK had set up huge lights that showed the holes in the wall. The creatures crawled over the black bodies of the others, their clawed feet gouging holes in the ground in their unrelenting drive to tear more bricks away from the wall. The metal on glass sound of hundreds of spikes rubbing together as the wendigo scrabbled at the wall was mind-numbing and sent chills down Everett’s spine. He heard Angel gasp beside him.
“Look,” he told her.
On the city side of the wall, another sight gave Everett hope. Monsters from the Asylum spread out and fought the beasts that made it through the breach. Chirit threw balls of ice with amazing accuracy, knocking creatures back with the sound of a bat striking a ball. The little siren sat in one corner singing. A pair of wendigo stared at her as though they were in a trance. She motioned with a hand and the two tree nymphs from the second floor threw vines to ensnare the dark creature’s legs. When they hit the ground, Jehlani attacked them with all the strength of her sphinx lion body, belying Adrielle’s worry that she didn’t know how to hunt.
Near the other side of the wall, a strange creature that looked like lizard covered in bristles stood on its hind feet. It opened its paws and small objects flew out. The wendigo they attacked fell back with screams of pain.
“What are those?” Everett asked.
“Cactus fleas,” Vanguard replied. “He sleeps under the sand. I tripped over him once, which is a mistake I’ll never make again.” He winced. “Those fleas can shoot their barbs.”
Kai, the yacurun with the webbed feet and black eyes, hissed, sending a stream of yellow fluid into the face of one of the wendigo. It screamed and clawed at its eyes.
Everett’s heart slowed at the sight of Xander near one of the holes in the wall. The ogren looked smaller outside than he did guarding the dark entrance to the Asylum. He punched the face of a wendigo trying to crawl through a hole. The creature opened it mouth, revealing its black fangs. The shriek of anger that came from it cut through the chaos. Xander tried to punch it again, but the wendigo was faster. It caught his fist with its black horn and jerked its head sideways, slamming him against the wall.
Everett was about to jump down to help the ogren when an ear-splitting roar tore through the air. The sound raised with Lisette’s anger, pouring her wrath into the only thing she had at her command, the ability to terrify every living creature without earshot. The wendigo at the breach hesitated, the monsters cringed, and the dark creature that had Xander pinned fell back from the wall.
“What is that?” the DRAK around them asked.
“Is that Lisette?” Dr. Transton echoed.
Everett nodded with a proud grin. “She’s a handy poltergeist to have around.”
Dr. Transton opened his mouth to ask something, then closed it again and shook his head. He motioned to the far side of the wall. “You better hurry. I don’t know how long Lisette’s distraction is going to work. The wall’s crumbling as we speak.”
Giant cracks ran from the holes the dark creatures had created. If they were allowed to work at it much longer, the entire thing would collapse.
“I’m ready,” Everett replied. He knew that before him lay the inevitable. He read it on his friends’ faces and the sad but proud smile Dr. Transton gave him. Jumping into the horde of wendigo was a death sentence. No one could defeat that many of the dark creatures.
“I’ll cloak you,” Vanguard said. “They can’t attack what they can’t see, right? It’ll give you a fighting chance for a bit at least.”
“Thank you,” Everett said, grateful for the help. He met Angel’s gaze. “I want you to stay up here.”
“No way,” she protested. “You need another vampire down there. There’s too many of them!”
Everett shook his head. “There’s too many even for both of us.”
“Then you’ll fight to the death with a friend at your side,” she replied, her tone allowing no room for argument. “You’re not going down there alone.”
Everett didn’t know how to talk her out of it. Every second lost could cost the city. He looked at Vanguard. “Can you cover both of us?”
“For as long as my concentration holds,” the warlock replied. He cracked his knuckles. “Let’s get invisible.”
Everett took a calming breath. The puppy whimpered and he realized with a start that he was still carrying it. He had gotten used to the weight at the crook of his arm even though the animal had grown bigger so that he was now big enough to reach the middle of Everett’s shin.
“Here,” he said, handing the puppy to Dr. Transton. “Watch him for me.”
“What’s this?” the doctor asked in shock.
“Don’t ask,” Adrielle replied.
Everett met Angel’s gaze. “Ready?”
She nodded. “Let’s protect your family.”
He motioned to Vanguard. The warlock lifted his hands. Everett took a calming breath and channeled his strength. A glance at Angel showed her concentrating the same way. He grabbed her hand. Together, they bent their knees and jumped off the wall.
“Be careful, Everett!” Adrielle shouted.
As soon as they hit the ground, chaos erupted around them. The dark creatures knew they were there, but with Vanguard’s invisibility, they couldn’t find the vampires. Angel let go of Everett’s hand and she vanished into the madness.
Everett tried to bite as many of the wendigo as he could reach. The thick hide on their back legs and backs below the spikes was impenetrable. He bit a front leg and the dark creature gave an ear-piercing shriek of pain and fell over. Everett leaped onto the next wendigo’s back and bit it at the base of the neck. It stiffened and began to shake. He jumped off it onto the next one. If he could avoid being stabbed by their spikes, a bite at the throat was the quickest.
“Go for the throat!” Everett yelled. He hoped wherever Angel was that she could hear him. There were so many wendigo around he couldn’t see anything else.
All of the dark creatures near him turned at the sound of his voice. He realized that the invisibility had vanished. A glance at the wall showed it crumbling. Vanguard was attempting to pull Adrielle back on top while the DRAK fought two wendigo that had made it up the side. The vampires were on their own.



 
Chapter Thirty-one
 
The wendigo closed in on him from every side. Everett was buried under a thrashing, clawing pile. He bit at every dark creature he could reach until his mouth was filled with ash and blood from the way their tough hides cut his gums. He worked his way slowly forward, taking down half a dozen at a time.
Gashes from their claws and spikes covered his body. He could feel the places where blood dripped. He hoped he would heal quickly enough that the wounds wouldn’t become debilitating. Gratitude for Adrielle’s strange jungle bird filled him.
He bit down on the back of another neck, then spun to the right to avoid reaching claws. He landed on the bumpy, spikey back of the next dark creature and bit down before the wendigo could either shake him off or impale him on its spikes. He rolled forward and landed on his feet just as two more wendigo collided on top of the other one. He grabbed a front foot and bit down hard regardless of the way the serrated, rust-colored claw sliced into his hand. He ducked under the other one and bit at the soft part just below its armpit.
Three more wendigo piled on top of the two he had bit. The seizing bodies collapsed, pinning him to the ground. He struggled to break free, biting into anything he could reach. His back arched in pain at the fiery burn of serrated claws slicing through his skin. He couldn’t reach the creature to bite it. Its claws pinned him to the ashy ground. When he turned his head, the wendigo’s mouth opened and its black fangs glittered in the moonlight. Everett tensed, expecting to feel the teeth latch onto his head.
A high-pitched growl sounded from his other side. A gray blur launched itself over him and latched onto the wendigo’s muzzle. The dark creature was about to shake its head to free it of the distraction when it froze. It stared at the amarok Everett had carried from Bloodhaven.
Everything around Everett and the wendigo slowed. Everett could only watch as the dark creature lowered to the ground, its entire focus on the amarok. As soon as the puppy’s paws touched the earth, he let go, but his gaze stayed on the wendigo. The white fur on the back of the pup’s neck rose and he opened his mouth.
Everett swore he could see the black mist of the wendigo’s soul as it was sucked into the amarok’s mouth. The animal’s eyes, which changed from baby blue to whirling black and red, stayed locked on the wendigo’s face until the last of the mist was taken. The dark creature fell to its side. Instead of turning into ash like those Everett bit, this one’s skin wrinkled and collapsed inward on itself until only a pile of mushy flesh remained.
The puppy turned away and its gaze locked on Everett. Its eyes whirled with black and red for a moment and Everett feared he was about to be its next target. While he watched, the amarok’s eyes changed back to baby blue. It gave a little bark and jumped up to lick his chin.
“Thank you,” Everett told him, shaking. He could feel the blood clotting in the wounds along his back. He was starting to heal, but his strength was beginning to suffer.
The waves of wendigo closed in on them once more. Everett fought with all he had. The little amarok battled at his side, bring down the dark creatures by sucking their souls. He didn’t seem at all daunted by the size difference. Everett tried to keep the little animal in his sight, but more wendigo pressed it, trapping him against the crumbling wall.
There were too many of them. Everett couldn’t even tell if he had made a difference. He bit every creature within reach, but the moment it turned into dust, three more took its place. He worried about Angel and the others on the city side of the wall. With the amount of wendigo they faced, it was hopeless.
Everett couldn’t give up. He grabbed the closest wendigo, bit its neck, ducked under the next one and bit its forearm before he reached the third. He jumped back to avoid its claws and stumbled over the fallen body of the second. The wendigo leaped at him. Everett scrambled backwards.
The dark creature pinned him against the wall. Its serrated claws sunk into his chest and its foul breath washed over his face. He wanted to duck, but its claws held him to the bricks. More wendigo raged behind the one he faced, fighting to have the chance to take him down. Nobody else was in sight. With him gone, the wendigo would have nothing between them and his family. He struggled, but he couldn’t break free. He didn’t want to die and leave his loved ones helpless.
Thoughts of Annie and Bran washed over him. He could see his mother smiling and his father winking at him over the top of his newspaper. He wouldn’t leave the twins or Celeste and Donavan. He couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing Hadley and little Isabella grow up. They needed him. Everett gritted his teeth and pushed against the wendigo’s claws in an effort to bite it, but the pain was too great. He fell back against the wall.
The dark creature leered at him as if it enjoyed his pain. Its fangs glittered, then a scream escaped its open mouth. Its eyes rolled back and a shudder ran through its skin. Its limbs stiffened and it stumbled, freeing Everett of its hold. He fell to his knees and watched in amazement as the creature collapsed, then turned to dust.
“I gave you my word.”
Everett looked up, then stared. Leander stood in front of him.
The vampire smiled, showing his fangs. “Sorry it took me so long. That jungle’s insane.” He held out a hand.
Everett let the vampire pull him to his feet. “There’s so many of them,” he said.
“That’s why I brought so much help,” Leander replied.
Everett looked past him. Everywhere his gaze fell, wendigo collapsed to the ground. The vampires flowed to the next group with such speed they were almost a blur.
“How?” Everett asked, unable to put more into words.
Leander’s gaze narrowed as he studied the battleground. “Let’s just say Leon’s way of governing has rubbed more than a few of us the wrong way. Sometimes we just need a push in the right direction.” He nodded at Everett. “You gave me that.”
“I don’t know how to thank you,” Everett said. It was hard to wrap his mind over all that Leander’s appearance meant. His family was safe. Nectaris wouldn’t be overrun. The walls could be rebuilt. They had an army with which to face the rest of the wendigo attacking the Pentagrin.
Leander put a hand on his shoulder. “You saved my life. We’re even.”
At Everett’s nod, the vampire vanished back into the skirmish. The wendigo were retreating from the vampires’ merciless assault. They had met their antivirus. A smile touched Everett’s lips.
He fell in at Leander’s side, slaying those on the right while Leander took the left. Every creature that collapsed beneath their bite meant one less threat to the humans and monsters of the cities. A gray shadow brushed Everett’s leg. Relief filled him at the sight of the amarok puppy whole and unharmed.
The animal’s thick gray and white fur protected it against the claws that sought purchase when it sucked a wendigo’s soul. When one was distracted, Everett took down the others that attempted to kill the pup. He lost track of how many they turned to ash.
“Everett?”
He spun to the right. Angel stood in a pile of slain wendigo. She held her right arm, but lifted it to wave at him.
Relief flooded Everett. He hurried to her.
“I was so worried about you,” he said honestly. “You disappeared and there were so many of them!”
“I felt the same way,” Angel said, giving him a tight hug. “So many of them were at the wall that I couldn’t fight my way back. I promised you I’d fight at your side...”
The emotions that filled her brilliant blue gaze gripped Everett’s heart. He hugged her again. “I’m alright, Angel. You’re alright.” He smiled. “We’re all going to be just fine.” A fit of happiness washed over him and he picked her up and spun her around.
When he set her down, she stepped back with a slight flush to her pale cheeks. “What was that for?” she asked.
He shook his head, unable to explain. He settled for, “I’m just amazed it turned out. Nectaris is safe.”
She smiled. “Your family is safe.”
“I’d like you to meet them,” he told her.
She stared at him. “Are you sure?”
She had seen everything about them that made him who he was. She knew why he fought so hard, and why it was worth jumping into an insurmountable number of wendigo to protect them. She had done the same based only on his memories. She at least deserved to meet them in person.
“Completely,” he answered.
She nodded. “I’d like that.”



 
Chapter Thirty-two
 
Everett stood on a raised stage in the middle of Nectaris’ gathering square. The citizens of the city and many from the other four cities of the Pentagrin filled the square so that it was standing room only with overflowing spectators down each of the alleys. He had never seen so many humans in one place. It made him want to hide and bask it all in at the same time.
The fact that he was standing next to the Kingship of the Pentagrin doubled his anxiety. Dr. Transton stood with Adrielle and Vanguard on the front row. They had already received honors from the Queen and her Lessers for their efforts in ridding the cities of the wendigo. Only he and Angel were left. The Queen stopped in front of the female vampire first.
“Thank you for your service to our fine cities,” she said, setting a medal on a green ribbon around Angel’s neck. Everett had to give the Queen credit for only barely flinching when her fingers brushed Angel’s skin as she settled the ribbon in place.
It was his first time seeing the Queen up close. She looked younger than he had thought. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun and the creases around her mouth showed that she gave frowns of disapproval more often than smiling. She held herself as though a rod ran completely through her, and when she spoke, her words were clipped as if she couldn’t end them soon enough to suit her.
“You will always be a welcome member of the Pentagrin,” the Queen concluded. Everett wondered if he imagined the slight twist of distaste that touched the Queen’s mouth before she turned away from the vampire.
“Thank you,” Angel said.
The Queen nodded without looking back at her. One of the many DRAK that surrounded the Queen escorted the vampire down next to Everett’s friends.
“Almost done.”
He wasn’t sure if he thought the Queen had whispered the words or if she had really spoken them. Either way, her smile looked forced. She raised her voice so that the citizens who watched the ceremony could hear.
“Everett Masterson, I am honoring you with this seal. It marks you as a protector of the five cities. Thanks to your bravery and selflessness, the Pentagrin is safe once more. We will forever be in your debt.” She placed the red ribbon bearing the medal around Everett’s neck and lifted her voice once more. “Thank you for being our hero.”
A cheer rose from the crowd. It echoed along the walls and bounced back from the alleys. Everett found his family among the throng. His father smiled proudly with Hadley on his shoulders while his mother dabbed at the tears that shone on her cheeks. Isabella sat on Annie’s lap while Celeste stood behind Bran’s wheelchair.
The children stared at the DRAK closest to them. Gabe and Finch whispered, no doubt planning to steal one of the blades from the closest guard. Donavan stood just behind them, ready to intercept the pair should they act on their plans. Torrance waited with Donavan. It surprised Everett when the human had asked to be there, but he had insisted, saying that Everett had saved his life from the wendigo, and the least he could do was be there when Everett was honored for saving the city as well.
Silence followed the applause. Everett realized with a start that he was supposed to say something. Luckily, Dr. Transton had schooled him on what would be appropriate if the situation arose. He cleared his throat nervously.
“Thank you very much. I love Nectaris and the Pentagrin, and I greatly appreciate the service you provide to our community. It’s my hope that monsters and humans can learn to live as one. Thank you for your acceptance.”
The corners of the Queen’s eyes tightened slightly. She turned her attention back to the crowd. “Thank you for coming. We are all safer for the actions of these brave citizens.”
They began to disperse into the coming night. The DRAK surrounded the stage, shielding the Kingship from view. The two Lessers who made up the Queen’s right and left hand spoke quietly with a group of guards.
Everett figured it was his time to leave. He turned, but a hand grabbed his shoulder. The hold was tight enough to make his fingers numb, and he had to fight off the urge not to shrug it away. When he turned back and found that the Queen was the one gripping his arm, he was glad he had practiced restraint.
“Yes, my Queen?” he asked politely, grateful for Dr. Transton’s rushed lesson in dealing with political leaders. “How may I be of service?”
The Queen’s voice lowered to a snarl he barely heard above the departing crowd. “I want you to understand this.” Her dark gaze pierced into his. “No monster will be the face of victory in this city. Lay low, Everett Masterson, or you will see the last of your family.”
She walked away and the DRAK fell in around her. Everett stared. Part of his mind questioned whether he had heard her correctly, while the other part replayed her words over and over in his mind. There had been no mistaking the hatred in her voice and expression. She loathed him. He had saved her five cities, and she hated that she had to honor him for it. His family was in grave danger.
The thought struck him that humans truly are a monster’s worst enemy even when the monsters might be their means to survival.
“Everett?”
Adrielle’s voice broke him from his thoughts.
He schooled his face to be expressionless when he turned. “Sorry. It’s been a crazy last couple of days.”
She smiled back. “That’s an understatement. Dr. Transton wanted to talk to you about something before we head back to the Asylum.”
Vanguard appeared behind her. “Yeah, and since the DRAK aren’t out to kill us, maybe we can get ice cream on the way.”
Everett smiled at him. “You two go ahead. I’ll meet you at the Asylum.”
“Your loss, Vampy,” the warlock replied. “Maybe they’ll have blood-flavored ice cream. It’d be your loss.”
“That’s okay,” Everett waved them on. “Go ahead.”
Vanguard offered his arm to Adrielle. She slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow and they vanished from sight. Everett shook his head. Despite the warlock’s words, he was very grateful for the magician’s disappearing trick.
“Evy, he likes me!” Isabella said when Everett found them in the crowd.
He smiled at the sight of his little sister holding the amarok’s leash. The puppy hadn’t put up even the smallest struggle when he handed the rope his mother had fashioned to the young girl.
“Of course he likes you,” he told her. “Who doesn’t?”
“Hadley, when I ask him to play dollies,” Isabella replied.
“Everett, we’re so proud of you,” his mother said. She wrapped him in a tight hug.
His father patted his back when his mother refused to let go. “We’re very proud. Who would have thought one of my kids would receive such an honor from the Kingship? You’ve done us proud, son.”
“I’m glad,” Everett said, holding his smile so that it didn’t slip when he thought of the Queen’s words. He turned to Bran and Annie in their wheelchairs. “I’m so glad you guys came. You gave Dad his workout, right?” he asked with a wink.
Bran huffed a laugh. Annie smiled at something behind his shoulder. Everett didn’t have to look back to know he wouldn’t see what she was looking at. He leaned close on the pretense of hugging her. “Lisette saved my life,” he whispered. “I told her she was welcome to visit you whenever you’d like.”
A wide smile spread across Annie’s face that matched the one Lisette had given when he told her the same thing. They both needed another friend, and Annie would be happy for one who had her sense of mischief.
Everett waved goodbye to his family. Dr. Transton found him sitting with the puppy on the edge of the now-empty platform.
“We’ve got to hurry,” the doctor said. “There really isn’t much time.”
“For what?” Everett asked, falling in beside him. “I’m exhausted. We just saved the entire Pentagrin.”
“We’re going to call that training.”
Everett stared at the doctor. “What kind of training?”
“You started something, Everett,” Dr. Transton replied. “When the vampires joined you to fight the wendigo, it started a chain of events bigger than either of us.” He paused, then said, “The Queen sent word that you are to investigate the tunnels of Cognitum. Students have been disappearing and there have been rumors of draken.”
A shiver ran down Everett’s spine at the mention of the Queen. The fact that she had requested it meant it was a command he had to obey, especially with his family on the line.
“She sent word?” he asked. “How did she get it to us so soon? She could have just told me at the ceremony.”
“Perhaps she felt a formal request would be better,” Dr. Transton replied. He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Everett. The paper was heavier than he was used to, and when he unfolded it, the scent of vanilla touched his nose.
The note had been written in a tight, scrolled hand. ‘The Kingship requires the presence of Everett Masterson in the investigation of the Cognitum tunnel system. Mr. Masterson is to determine if draken are involved in the recent disappearance of students from the city.’
It was stamped with the seal of the Queen, a vanilla flower held in a fist. Below the stamp, there was a small circle that to the human eye probably looked as if the dark red ink had dripped, but Everett knew better. The drop was blood.
“Is everything okay?” Dr. Transton asked.
Everett nodded and forced a light tone when he asked, “What are draken?”
“Dragonmen,” Dr. Transton answered. “If they’re involved, we’ll need the vampire who brought down Bloodhaven.”
“I didn’t do it on my own,” Everett said, trying to keep his attention from the paper he held.
“Exactly,” Dr. Transton replied.
Everett’s gaze followed the doctor’s to the group that walked ahead of them. Vanguard was giving Adrielle a piggyback ride while Angel was busy holding what looked like a conversation with herself. The thought that Lisette had yet another friend made Everett happy. Torrance walked with the group, a human in a pack of monsters, yet he appeared to enjoy their friendship instead of fear it.
Leander wandered a few feet behind the others. When the vampires from Bloodhaven had left to find their own lives outside the confines of the cities, Leander had surprised Everett by staying. There was so much more to the vampire than he understood. With all the additional memories in his head, Everett knew he had work to do.
Something warm brushed his leg. Everett looked down to see the amarok puppy watching him. He bent down and slipped the leash from the pup’s neck. The animal almost reached his knee. If the amarok kept it up, the pup would be the size of a horse, soon.
“We can handle it,” Everett said.
“I know you can,” Dr. Transton replied with a proud smile.
A man with glasses and a notepad hurried up to them. “Doctor, can I get a word?”
Everett recognized the man from the newspaper his dad read every morning. Stanley Vorcom’s face was a constant beneath the front page’s headlines.
“Of course,” Dr. Transton said with a pleased nod. He and the reporter broke away from the others, leaving Everett to follow them alone.
“I don’t know if I should do this,” Everett said quietly. He looked at Reaper. The amarok gave a soft whine. Everett set a hand on the dog’s head for strength and touched the drop of blood on the paper to his tongue.
Anger and hatred swarmed him with brutal force along with a single image. Leon stood in the sunroom in the Masterson house. He had a hand on Annie and Bran’s shoulders and smiled his reptilian smile. His siblings looked terrified.
Everett channeled every ounce of strength he had and ran through the streets toward Masterson house. The buildings blurred and everything else fell way except for one thought, his family was in danger.
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